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      Caged by my father. Saved by three terrifying monsters. Yet somehow, these monsters are… sweet?

      

      For most of my life, I’ve lived in a cage. First in a convent, then in my abusive father’s basement. I believed I would never know what it felt like to be free.

      

      Until an unlocked door opens up a vast, loud, and overwhelming world to me. The problem with this new freedom is I know no one and my murderous father knows everyone. When I’m at my most desperate, just when I’ve given up all hope, they appear. Three eight feet monsters with wicked sharp claws, barbed tails, and ruby red eyes. I’ve never been so terrified in my life.

      

      These monsters don’t just save me. They carry me from Earth to the one place my father’s cruelty can never reach me. A monstrous world. They’re determined to keep me, protect me, and even to date me. What kind of monsters date?

      

      And then the dreams start.

      

      Heated dreams wake a hunger in me I’ve never known before. When pleasure bleeds from dream to reality, a bond begins to form between my monsters and me. A bond that makes me wonder if my future isn’t on Earth, but with three terrifying monsters. This world has its dangers, and if I want to survive here I’m going to need their help.

      

      Can my sweet monstrous heroes save me in time?
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      Monstrous Appetites is a slow/medium burn standalone monster romance where our heroine doesn’t have to choose between her three monster mates.

      

      There are tails that can be weapons but also function as implements of pleasure, horns for holding onto, group sex (but no MM), DP, knotting, forked tongues, and sweet, cinnamon roll monsters who know how to make a girl swoon.

      

      Triggers include death of a parent, abduction, imprisonment, explicit sex, and violence, so it should come as no surprise when I say this book is suitable for mature readers 18+.
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MARIE

        

      

    

    
      What kind of life would I build for myself if I ever escaped my cage?

      It’s a foolish thought to have when freedom is an impossible dream.

      After what I saw Father do, I’m never leaving this basement. If anyone discovered his secret, he wouldn’t only lose this beautiful New York townhouse and the mansion in the Hamptons. He’d lose everything.

      Including his freedom.

      How many years does a person serve for cold-blooded murder? Ten years? Twenty? An entire life?

      I kneel as if each day were my execution, my head bent, hazel eyes closed, and my long, mink brown hair brushing my cheeks. Maybe one day, he’ll kill me instead of continuing to lock me up. Why he hasn’t already, I’m not entirely sure.

      I won’t die tonight.

      Important people in the city are throwing a banquet to celebrate how generous Father is with his money. No one seems to care where the money came from. But I know. And none of those ways were legal.

      When we go to the Hamptons so he can escape New York’s sticky summer, he bundles me into the black-tinted jeep behind his. Even my car is a prison.

      He has two of his security sit on either side of me, caging me in.

      In case I have any notions about running, their presence is a reminder to stamp that thought right out again. And if it lingers?

      All I need to do is take in the leather holsters and the discreet handguns they have tucked inside to warn me how any escape attempt would end.

      Badly.

      Father had no hesitation about throwing Mom down the stairs when she threatened to leave him and take me with her. His security wouldn’t hesitate to put a gun to my temple and pull the trigger. I know, because, like I said, Father didn’t earn his millions through hard work. Anyone who dared cross him never lived long.

      Mom included.

      Reports circulated about how Marie, the fourteen-year-old daughter of Lucius Matrovel, home for the summer from her European boarding school, witnessed Isabella, the beautiful former model, trip down the stairs and break her neck.

      Father showed me the newspapers. They all said the same thing, an echo chamber of lies and vicious gossip.

      So sad that such a beautiful woman would die in such a terrible accident.

      How tragic that her sheltered, convent-educated daughter would be home to see it.

      And how positively awful the wealthy Lucius Matrovel, who’d loved his wife enough to give her the best of everything, had his heart broken so badly.

      Someone took a picture at the funeral of Father with his head bowed, weeping over his dead wife’s open casket. That picture propelled him right to the top of the city’s most eligible bachelor list.

      I know the truth. But I can never tell it because my life—and my world—begins and ends in this basement.

      It’s nearly 8, so the lock snicking open behind me will be Eliana coming to bring me my dinner. The scent of an onion and vegetable soup confirms it.

      I picture Father’s longstanding housekeeper.

      Eliana is a plump, olive-skinned woman in her late forties with a strong hooked nose. She dresses in a navy uniform with a white collar, low block heels, and always has her graying black hair tucked into a small bun at the nape of her neck.

      She used to look after me when I still lived at home. Not in the basement. I had a room then that Mom had decorated in pinks and golds. A room fit for the princess she called me. I have rare flashes of happy memories like Eliana reading me bedtime stories when Mom and Father went out to some important event.

      That was before.

      Before Mom failed to give him a son. Before Father decided my only value came from marrying me off to gain the son he’d always wanted. And before Mom told him she wanted her child in her arms, not away in some French boarding school.

      A fatal mistake.

      At Mom’s funeral, Eliana’s tears weren’t crocodile ones like Father’s were. Hers were real. So were mine. So real Father sent one of his men to tell me not to sniff so loudly. I was making a spectacle of myself—and him.

      I kneel in the middle of the room, not wanting to get her into trouble by talking to her when I should be focusing on praying for my murderous father’s soul. But I never pray for him. I pray Mom is happier where she is than she was with him. And I hope any innocent person who crosses his path lives to see tomorrow.

      The wooden stairs creak under Eliana’s heavy weight, the spoon for my soup clinking against the bowl. The scent of onions and herbs grows stronger and stronger until a soft thump signals her task is complete. Eliana has set my dinner on a small side table that Father put there for that sole purpose.

      I count her steps back upstairs. Ten and she’ll get to the top, her path lit by the harsh, white lightbulb which swings gently over both our heads.

      As I reach ten, the door slowly creaks open as Eliana retreats from my prison and pulls the door closed behind her. I count two seconds I shouldn’t have to because she should have locked the padlock already, so this is a new pattern to our days.

      The absence of a sound I know so well makes me forget about my sore knees as I stop muttering a prayer I learned in the convent, lift my head, and turn to peer up the stairs.

      And I wait, still counting.

      It hits me then that the click of a padlock engaging won’t come.

      Not when Eliana’s crisp footsteps are heading toward the kitchen, most likely so she can clean up and plan Father’s meals for tomorrow.

      She forgot to lock the door.

      The thought races through me like red fire ants in my veins, hot and prickly sharp.

      We’ve lived this same life since Father pushed Mom down the stairs and killed her eight years ago. We all know how each day goes—we’ve all had plenty of practice—so how could Eliana forget to lock the door when she never has before?

      My heart pounds harder with each passing second. My palms are slick with sweat. The heavy black leather bible with its gold embossed stamp slips from my hand, crashing to the ground with a dull, heavy thud.

      I jump, the sound startling me.

      Slowly, I push myself to my feet, stagger, and nearly fall when my sore knees and tired legs don’t want to support me.

      It hits me again that the door is unlocked, Father is away from the house, and the few men he left behind checked on me an hour before. Which means they won’t again anytime soon. I picture them in their black-on-black suits and shirts, upstairs in Father’s games room drinking his expensive whiskey or smoking his Cuban cigars.

      There's a world at the top of those stairs, one I haven't been a part of since Mom was alive. Even then I lived most of it in a tiny convent in the French countryside where I learned all the prayers Father now demands I say to save his soul.

      After what he did to Mom, there’s no saving a soul as black as his. I refuse to believe it.

      I lick my suddenly dry lips and twist my fingers together, the stone floor icy cold under my bare feet.

      Do I dare cross that divide?

      My heart is still racing.

      Have courage, Marie. Have courage to reach for freedom.

      I don’t reach for it. I launch myself toward it as if there’s nothing I would want more. As if I were in a desert and it was the oasis I’d given up all hope of ever finding.

      Because it is.

      My feet fly up the wooden stairs.

      Slap. Slap. Slap.

      My long brown hair swings around me like a cape. I inherited my hair and slim build from my mother. My hazel eyes and serious disposition are courtesy of my father. I love my hair because it reminds me of her, hate my reflection because my eyes remind me of him.

      At the top of the stairs, I grind to a halt.

      Courage deserts me, because what if I can’t do this? I know no one in the city, and no one knows me. Can I do it? Can I really escape this life? This cage?

      Yes, you can. And you will.

      “Courage means it’s okay to be afraid but still act,” I breathe, “so act.”

      Lifting my hand, I press my palm flat on the dark wood and slowly push.

      Even knowing Eliana didn’t lock it, I still don’t expect it to open.

      But it does.

      It slowly creaks open like someone yawning, long and loud.

      I tense, holding my breath, anticipating Father’s security will come to investigate the sound and shoot me for daring to slip out of my prison.

      When no one does, I remember my courage, step out into the dimly lit cherry wood hallway of Father’s four-story Manhattan townhouse, and turn to look at the end of it.

      I barely—just barely—make out a large black front door. Opposite the door is the staircase that Father pushed Mom down and painted the entryway red with her blood.

      Swallowing around the spiky lump in my throat, I nudge the memory aside. If I could avoid that entryway forever, I would, but to escape my cage, I have to go there.

      Toward the back of the house, a pot rattles. Eliana is in the kitchen. Upstairs, muffled laughter and music drift downward. Father’s security must be listening to the radio or watching a show.

      Which means the time to run is now.

      I swear I blink and I’m wrenching the front door open, with the faintest memory of streaking past closed doors in my mad dash for freedom.

      I burst out into a black New York with a night sky blanketed by stars, running so fast down the townhouse’s steps, I nearly tumble right over my head. No one is in sight on this beautiful tree-lined street with brown bricked multi-million-dollar homes.

      Flashing lights, shrieking sirens, and teeth-vibrating dance music bounce toward me from my left. It signposts the direction that leads to the rest of the world.

      And escape.

      My heart stutters at what it means. I can finally have a life, happiness, and freedom. All the things I never believed I ever would.

      I throw myself toward the big, wide world. One hope rings through my mind, sharper and clearer than any bell in existence.

      Please let this world be big enough that Father will never find me.
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MARIE

        

      

    

    
      The big, wide world is terrifying.

      I stumble over sidewalks and lean away from men with cruel eyes that run up and down my body.

      My bare feet slip and slide over foul sticky things I try hard not to identify. My knee-length cotton dress flutters around my legs and my bare arms feel the bite of the cold chill in the air more than anywhere else.

      At the foot of a staircase that leads up to the police station, I stop. I peer up at the dark brown building, shivering with cold, yet I make no move to enter.

      The door swings open and a man in a dark blue uniform—a cop—asks me if I need help.

      His brown eyes are friendly. It isn’t his eyes or even his friendly smile which captures my attention. It’s the gun strapped to his belt.

      I remember how Father’s security passed thick envelopes through the window to men in similar dark blue uniforms. I saw them do it when we were returning to New York from the Hamptons. No one told me why. They didn’t have to. I knew what those envelopes meant.

      “Are you okay there, Miss?” the cop calls down to me. “Do you need help? Are you in trouble?”

      Because I must be in trouble to be running through the night in a thin cotton dress and bare feet. Something must have gone badly wrong for me tonight, and he’s right.

      Or, no, maybe he’s wrong. Things haven’t gone wrong for me, but right. For once.

      If he knew who I was—who my father was—he’d call him. Father will send his security to collect me, take me down to the basement, and tell me to kneel before shooting me in the head for daring to run.

      I slowly back away from him, still shivering on this bitter night.

      “Miss…” The cop takes a step down the stairs toward me.

      A car hurtles down the road. I whirl around, my heart in my throat. A yellow cab streaks past.

      Thank God.

      I deflate, breathing a little easier. But only for a second. Just because it wasn’t Father’s security this time doesn’t mean it won’t be the next.

      You shouldn’t have come here, Marie. No one here can help you.

      I sprint on, blocking my ears to the cop yelling after me to come back, that he can help me.

      He can’t. Or if he could, his boss or his boss’s boss won’t. Father knows everyone important in this city, and I’ve had plenty of time to learn they all like his money. Cops included.

      So I keep running.

      I stop feeling my fingers and toes as I shiver so hard my teeth clatter together and the cold seeps into my bones. I can’t run forever. Soon, I’ll have to find somewhere warm to go. A girl in a thin cotton dress and bare feet can’t live long on a cold New York night.

      Rounding the next corner, I’m panting from exhaustion as I search for a place I can slip inside to warm up, just for a minute, when I see it.

      A sleek, black BMW with tinted windows purrs as it slows feet away from me.

      I grind to a halt.

      It pulls off the main road, the engine still running as the back door swings open. Two perfectly ordinary men climb out, both dark-haired with sunglasses despite it being night. Their faces are impassive.

      Lucky and Steve. The security Father left behind to watch over me while he was out. Their leather holsters peek out at me from their all-black suits, giving me a glimpse of the discreet handguns they are never without.

      Conversation from the pedestrians sharing the sidewalk with me continues without pause. A woman in sky-high heels must be in a real hurry to knock into me, cursing and grumbling because I stopped with no warning.

      And yet all I see are Father’s men sent to take me back to my cage.

      They don’t say a word. Neither has ever been the most vocal. Father didn’t hire Lucky and Steve for their conversational skills, so this is nothing new. They step aside, opening up a path between them to the backseat they’re waiting for me to slide into.

      What they want is clear. What they demand is clear.

      Get in.

      Shaking my head, I retreat a step.

      I can’t go back to that basement. I can’t go back to that life.

      No.

      A man with wide shoulders and a receding hairline bumps me so hard that I smack into the corner of a closed shoe shop. The jarring collision with a metal shutter shocks me alert.

      Waking me up.

      Lucky and Steve are still waiting for Marie Matrovel, the obedient convent-educated boss’s daughter to do the obedient thing. Except I’m tired of being the girl who sat in her father’s basement, waiting for him to decide to kill her because there’s no way he can marry her off. Not after what she saw him do.

      I refuse to be Marie Matrovel anymore.

      So I whirl around and take off again, weaving between people on their way home from work on this bleak, cold night. My heart smashes into my chest, the tempo furious and overly loud. But it doesn’t quite drown out the hard pounding of footsteps behind me.

      They’re coming for me.

      They’ll take me back. And then they’ll kill me.

      The footsteps behind are closing the distance just as a door swings open to my left. Stale beer, ripe sweat, and cigarettes combine to create a scent so foul I nearly choke on it. I throw myself inside anyway. Maybe I can escape out the back or find a dark corner to hide.

      The door slams shut behind me.

      I stare.

      A room full of men in leather and tattoos stares back.

      Two men with heavy beards and pale glinting eyes turn from a pool table. Their pool cues are threatening, even though all they’re doing is leaning on them. It feels like even the pulsing rock music overhead stops for a second.

      “Hey there, beautiful,” a man calls out.

      And then the world starts up again as the drawl makes me regret taking one step in this place. Panic grips me by the throat, threatening to strangle me.

      I search the dim, smoky room filled with men in leather and denim sipping from dark bottles. Coming in here was a mistake. If there’s a place in here to hide, I doubt anyone will let me find it.

      A stringy blond-haired man slides out of a leather booth on my right. His hooded blue eyes are glassy, and he sways as he grips a slim brown bottle in one fist. He stretches his free hand toward me, smiling as he says, “Hey there, beautiful, I’m talkin’ to you.”

      I back up. He follows, his eyes hungry.

      Again, he stretches a hand toward me.

      I slap it away and bare my teeth at him. “Don’t touch me.”

      Twenty-two-year-old Marie Matrovel would never say—or do—such a thing. All she had in her life was pain and misery. No more. This Marie stands up for herself.

      He throws his head back and roars with laughter, swaying so badly I wonder how he can still be standing.

      “Oh, little girl, you’re in a man’s world now. And here, I always get what I want,” he says and lunges at me.

      I whirl aside, my long dark hair whipping up as he grabs for me. He overbalances and crashes into a table, taking it down with him. Wood cracks, glass smashes, and he grunts when his body thumps to the ground.

      The room erupts in laughter.

      A door slams open behind me. I know exactly who it will be, so I don’t waste my time turning. My eyes are busy hunting for a way out of here.

      Spotting a narrow hallway on my left, I pound toward it, ignoring heads turning my way, wolf calls, and the other filthy words that drinking men fling at me.

      Footsteps follow. Steve and Lucky are closing the distance.

      And fast.

      My face is wet with tears I have no memory of shedding as I spot a large metal door at the end of the hallway. Somehow, I reach it before Lucky and Steve can grab me, shoving it open so hard my wrists scream at me.

      Then I’m out of the bar, emerging into an alley so foul-smelling it makes me gag. A large dumpster near the back captures my full attention. I sprint toward it and tuck myself behind it, forming myself into a tight ball.

      There, I wait to discover if I was fast enough to reach my hiding place, or if this is where I will die tonight.

      A faint clicking sound briefly confuses me. I thought I was the only one down this alley. Is there a homeless person around? Over the orchestra-like beating of my heart, I don’t hear anyone else scurrying around. So where is the clicking coming from?

      And then the words I’d always expected to hear but wished I never would float toward me from feet away. “Miss Matrovel. It’s time to take you home.”

      A hand grips my shoulder.

      The nuns taught me to be docile and obedient. To always do what I was told. To be exactly the sort of woman that one of Father’s friends would dream of marrying, which is why he sent me to them.

      I’m not that person. I never have been.

      So I peel my eyes open and I come up fighting because I refuse to go back to that life.

      I won’t.

      Slap.

      My head rocks to the side as I cry out. The pain comes next, a fiery kiss that burns up and down the whole left side of my face. My shoulder bounces off a brick wall before I hit the ground, my palms sinking into a puddle of grimy water. I’m trying to think past the pain when I hear it again.

      Click, click, click.

      For the briefest of moments, I think it’s just my teeth chattering, but it’s not. This sound isn’t coming from me, Steve, or even Lucky. Do I have a concussion and I’m hearing things? Entirely possible.

      Lifting my hand, I gently probe my burning cheek as I stare up at Steve and Lucky.

      They both gaze down at me, impassive. During their pursuit, they lost their glasses. Or do they want me to look into their merciless dark eyes before they shoot a bullet into my brain? Could be. I wouldn’t put it past them.

      They’re not reaching for their guns just yet. Maybe this alley is too public for them to kill me here.

      “Get up,” Lucky orders. His name isn’t truly Lucky. It’s Bruce. Father started calling him Lucky because he had a habit of knowing which cops were dirty enough to pay off.

      It wasn’t luck. He just killed the ones who refused to be paid off. Where’s the luck in that?

      I press my back into the wall as my eyes snag on the handgun still in its holster. I remember Eliana. Eliana who accidentally or on purpose forgot to lock my door, and who will pay for that mistake with her life if she hasn’t already.

      “Eliana,” I say, still not moving. “What happened to her?”

      A cold smile stretches Lucky’s thin lips. It tells me everything I need to know.

      I have some value—my father’s blood running in my veins—but Eliana?

      Maybe she would have died anyway. She was getting old, and if there’s one thing Father cannot stand, it’s when someone is too slow to get him the thing he wants. His time is precious. Anyone who wastes it pays for it with their life.

      Eliana was the only person I had left. The only one who cared. Even if she could never show me how much anymore.

      Was that why Eliana forgot to lock the door?

      Was it one last act before Father disposed of her the way he gets rid of the people and things that didn’t serve him anymore?

      Like Mom.

      A tear drips onto my cheek at the loss of yet another innocent life.

      “I said it’s time to go, Miss Matrovel. Your father was not happy to hear you snuck out. Not happy at all,” Lucky says.

      “He’s returning early from his evening, and wishes to talk to you,” Steve adds in the same flat tone.

      So that’s how it’s going to be. Father wants to be sure I haven’t been spilling his secrets while I was out of my cage. And then he’ll kill me. Just like Mom.

      Will it be an accidental drowning in my bath, or will the world wake up tomorrow to learn Marie Matrovel had a spill down the stairs like her poor mother?

      Click, click, click.

      The sound drags my attention from Lucky and Steve to the end of the alley.

      It’s too dark to see anything, but something is there. Or someone?

      “What is that sound?” I ask, hoping it’s someone come to save me.

      Lucky puts a hand on his gun, his eyes never moving from mine. “Get up.”

      The angry chitters continue. If anything, they grow louder. How can Lucky and Steve not hear it?

      And then I smell something that isn’t putrid alley stench.

      Something so rich and intoxicating, it makes my lower belly cramp with need. Something delicious.

      What a strange reaction to have to a smell.

      Whatever it is, it’s moving closer.
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CIREXHI

        

      

    

    
      This world—this Earth—is still as foul as I believed it to be before.

      The rotting stench alone would be enough to drive most Mostiri away, never to return were it not for the treasure it contains. A priceless wonder we had given up all hope of ever finding.

      My nose slits labor under the constant abuse, much as they did during the last time we stepped through the portal from Khular. And the times before that.

      Only one thing brings us here. The same thing that brings all Mostiri to this world: the promise of finding our Ri’ashi, the only female who can complete a Mostiri male's nest of three.

      No. That is not correct. Another reason has driven us to Earth, at least on this occasion.

      Rose perfume.

      We come to Earth to hunt for a scent that brings Arden, the Mostiri Prime’s Ri’ashi, comfort and a lasting memory of her dead mother.

      A door hangs open. The obstacle was no match for our strength. An alarm briefly shrieked, the noise so shrill it nearly drove us away again. One blow to the flashing box was enough to kill the sound before it killed our sensitive ears.

      It took more time than I wished to remain in this dark cavernous place for our nose slits to guide us through aisles lined with shelves of bottles.

      After our failed previous attempts, we have found it. Finally.

      “This does not smell like the rose perfume.” I glare at the pink glass bottle, not daring to unplug the stopper to inhale. My nose has suffered enough. “You are sure this is it?”

      Torshek plucks the bottle with claw-tipped fingers more accustomed to tearing into the tough hide from a Liasin—a beast from Khular—than handling a delicate-looking pink bottle. “This is the one. See, the name is as Arden wrote for us.”

      As the academic among us, if Torshek says this is the one, it is the one. He is the thinker. I am the head of our nest, as Bosek is the head of his.

      “Then let us go.” I point to the small pouch attached to Torshek’s loincloth, waiting for him to deposit our treasure in it. Now we have what we came for, we can leave this world until our nose slits have recovered enough for us to return to seek out our Ri’ashi. “We will let Orahsh, Lasar, and Bosek have their nose slits assaulted by it. Not us.”

      “Assaulted?” Holzeni, the smallest and weakest in our nest, snorts in amusement. “You are being dramatic, Cirexhi.”

      His words lose their impact when he sneezes twice in fast succession.

      “Take two more, Torshek,” I say, shaking my head at being proven right. “Unless you wish to go through this again.”

      Torshek gathers two more bottles and opens his pouch to tuck them inside. After waiting until he has sealed the pouch, I lead the way out, Torshek bringing up the rear.

      We emerge from the building into a dark side New York street. There is no part of this city we have wandered that is quiet. But at least it is dark, which has made it easy for us to blend into the shadows and remain unseen.

      Why must we come to this world? I think to myself as a siren screams in the distance.

      The answer is easy. Bosek and his nest discovered their Ri’ashi here, and it is here we hope to do the same.

      Bosek, Lasar, and Orahsh do little to hide their pleasure. And why should they? It is clear to all Mostiri that they have all they want and need in Arden. Each night they will take her to their bed and find pleasure with and in her.

      It is agony to know our Ri’ashi exists, that she is out there—out here. Somewhere. Yet we are no closer to finding the heart of our nest than if she existed in some far-flung universe.

      “You are quiet, Cirexhi.” Holzeni moves to stand by my side, his voice deep with concern. “More so than usual.”

      All I think about is finding our Ri’ashi. It both tortures and tempts me that she exists and we might never find her. Earth is vast. Perhaps too vast for us to search without being discovered.

      What if she lives in a part of this world where there is no portal from Khular? How would we find her then? What if she has died?

      This is our fifth Earth day of crossing from Khular to Earth. In that time… nothing. There is no trace of her. No sign.

      “I lose hope,” I finally say.

      A hand closes around my shoulder, drawing my focus.

      Torshek.

      “We will find her.” Often, he is the more hopeful one. This day there is as much doubt in his voice as there was in mine.

      I am not the only one who fears we may never find her.

      “And if we do not?” I have already started to avoid Bosek, his nest, and the meetings in the great hall, all so I might avoid seeing what we do not have. A Ri’ashi.

      I stare at the flickering light at the end of this dark street. “What if…”

      She is not here. What if all that exists here is foul stenches and too loud—

      A new scent teases my sensitive nose slits.

      What is that?

      I angle my head to the left, inhaling deeper and deeper because I am smelling something impossible. Something… miraculous.

      Sweet. Luscious. Rich. A scent I recognize, though this is the first time I have ever smelled it.

      “Ri’ashi.” I breathe the word. “Impossible.”

      But it is true.

      I smell her.

      “She is here,” Torshek speaks in a whisper as if afraid he will chase this impossible dream away were he to raise his voice.

      “Close,” Holzeni adds in the same hushed tone.

      For a moment, the only sound is our deep hungry breaths as we inhale the scent of an impossible dream come to life.

      I forget about the stink of this world, the sirens, and the endless noise.

      All that matters is her.

      Then, as one, we move, tracking her through the dark warren-like streets. She is close, and though her scent is sweet and fresh, nothing like the others in this world, it carries a bitter tang that warns something is wrong.

      Emotions carry a scent and this…

      Our Ri’ashi isn’t just fearful. She is in pain.

      That cannot be.

      I refuse to let it be. Not our Ri’ashi.
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        * * *

      

      “But I heard something,” a soft female voice argues as she struggles with a human male standing over her. “I’m not just—”

      Slap.

      The ringing sound, flesh on flesh, raises each barb on my tail as fury takes the place of awe at seeing her.

      He dares strike our Ri’ashi.

      She slumps back from the assault, lifting a shaking hand to her face as the male drags her up.

      “Let’s go,” the male orders another standing behind him. “The sooner we get her home, the sooner we get our bonus for getting her so fast. We’ll dump the other body on the way.”

      Other body?

      Another male appears from the bottom of the dark street, calling out, “Did you find her, Lucky?”

      “Got her. Guess she had more fight in her than any of us knew.” The male who dared strike our Ri’ashi laughs. “We’ll have some fun beating it out of her if the boss doesn’t deal with her himself.”

      My tail swishes faster as my rage mounts.

      “Torshek.” I keep my eyes on the male as I angle my head to my right.

      “I am ready.” Torshek’s barbed tail swishes behind him, evidence of his fury.

      Together, we have fought and hunted beasts more deadly than these human males. We do not need to waste time discussing how to deal with these three threats to our Ri’ashi. They will die, and they will die swiftly.

      As the weakest among us, Holzeni remains a half-step behind Torshek and me when we emerge from the street’s black shadows.

      The male is dragging our Ri’ashi by one arm across the fetid ground when he must feel our stealthy approach. The other males are in front, blind to their approaching deaths.

      Some small sound, or perhaps it is instinct, warns the male with his hand on our Ri’ashi that a threat lurks just behind. He swings his head around, his eyes widen in terror, and he fumbles for some human weapon that will do nothing to save him.

      I reach him first, closing my hand around his throat. I squeeze, burying my claws into the soft flesh.

      Crack.

      The male sags, his eyes glazing over.

      Thump.

      I glance down. Our Ri’ashi, a small, slender woman with long, glossy dark hair, is on the ground, pushing herself back to the wall as terror bleeds from her.

      “Ri’ashi?” I nudge the body of the male away from her.

      Her terror increases, as her eyes, big golden-brown pools that I want to drown in cling to me.

      Pop.

      Something brushes my chest.

      I look down. A small metal ball rolls at my feet. Lifting my head, my eyes connect with one of the males pointing a small black… thing at me.

      Mostiri skin is tough. Too tough for a human weapon to penetrate it, especially something as small as the one the male is holding.

      “Torshek.” My order is needless. Torshek and Holzeni are already striding toward the two males, both pointing their weapons this way.

      I step in front of our Ri’ashi, using my body to shield her should either of the males attempt to harm her. Our skin is tough, but our Ri’ashi will have soft, delicate skin.

      We have just found her. We will not lose her.

      Torshek moves too fast for the male to fire more than twice at his chest, seizing him with both hands and wrenching his body nearly apart. Blood sprays and Torshek tosses his remains away. Holzeni grips the other male, who turns to run, twists his head sharply to the right, and drops the male to the ground. It is over in seconds.

      Now we have removed all threats to our Ri’ashi, it is time to ensure she is safe, she is well, and no longer afraid, so we may take her home.

      A door behind me flies open, smashing into a wall.

      Another male, this one white-haired and stinking of sweat and intoxicants, rushes out with a long wooden stick in two hands. Another human weapon, perhaps. “Bitch, I’ll teach you to humiliate me in front of—”

      The male halts his tirade as his eyes lock on Torshek first, then Holzeni, and then settles on me.

      His red face whitens as he backs up, his hands tightening around the base of his weapon.

      Was this another male threatening to harm our Ri’ashi?

      I take in the weapon in his hands and recall his words. Bitch. A human term for a female.

      An insult.

      “Torshek,” I say.

      As I turn back to what truly matters, our Ri’ashi, Torshek is lunging at the male.

      A sharp crack announces his death.

      My focus remains on the small female in a dirty white dress, staring up at me with terror-filled gold-brown eyes. Beautiful eyes. They captivate me as nothing and no one ever has.

      She is ours and everything about her calls to me, from her slender form, her delicate features, and her sweetly alluring scent.

      But terror still clings to her. It is unacceptable that she fears anything at all.

      “Ri’ashi?” I lower my voice, wanting to soothe her and quieten her fear.

      How can I make her understand we are no threat to her? That I would never hurt her? I would do anything to keep her safe. She has but to tell me what she wants, and it is hers.

      “This isn’t happening. This isn’t real.” Her whispers increase in volume and speed as her chest rises with her heavy, panting breaths.

      I move toward her. “Ri’ashi?”

      She shoves herself back against the wall. “This isn’t real. This isn’t happening. It isn’t.”

      As Torshek and Holzeni gather behind me, I ask myself what a small human female would feel to have three large Mostiri males standing over her.

      This is no way to quieten her fear.

      I wave Torshek and Holzeni back. “Dispose of the bodies. In that metal stinking… thing.”

      She whimpers in fear.

      I grunt, raging at myself for reminding her of what we are capable of.

      And then I drop into a crouch and stretch a hand toward her. “Ri’ashi, all is well. We will not harm you.”

      She stares at me so blankly I do not know if I have butchered my reassurances or if my Terran is so bad I have uttered meaningless nothings.

      “Ri’ashi?” I try again as a siren screams, making my ear slits scream too. “We must get you away from this foul place.”

      I reach for her. She gasps and scrabbles away from me.

      I stop. We must leave this place before others come looking for trouble. But I do not wish to rush her and make her fear me even more than she does already.

      “We will not harm you,” I say, gentling my voice as much as any gruff Mostiri male can, which is, I fear, not gentle enough for our Ri’ashi, with the scent of her terror growing instead of lessening.

      She shakes her head, disbelieving me. The movement stirs her hair, and the silken strands that had covered her cheek slide away, revealing a large red handprint staining her pale cheek.

      At the sight of the mark, a reminder of the male striking her, a snarl bleeds from my lips, my fury once again igniting that any would dare put their hands on her.

      She is still staring at me, still whispering those same two phrases, “This is not real. This is not happening,” as she slowly slides down the wall, her eyes fluttering closed.

      Before her body lands in the foul stink, I catch her, gathering her to my chest.

      Having her in my arms nearly overwhelms me.

      The need to keep her in my arms. To protect her. To strip her clothes away so I might know the pleasure of pressing my body flush with hers. All is almost too much to take.

      I tremble with so many desperate urges as I lower my face and inhale her hair. “Ri’ashi. Ours.”

      Her head falls back, and I hiss at the signs of her abuse. My claws itch with the need to tear into a beast and kill it. Anything at all to quell my rage. Instead, I lift my claws and gently, oh so gently, caress her soft, bruised skin, wishing touch alone could heal her.

      This world does not deserve her if this is how it treats her.

      “The portal,” I snap, suddenly furious. Even in my fury, my arms do not tighten around the priceless bundle I hold close. I would die a thousand deaths to protect her.

      Torshek and Holzeni lead the way to the portal to Khular, Holzeni keeping watching as Torshek triggers it.

      The portal flares open in a shimmer of crystalline silver. With the heart of our nest clutched tight to my saihisha, the place we feel strongest, I step from this wretched Terran world and back to Khular.

      In my arms, I hold a treasure so valuable I know I do not deserve it, but I will never give it up.
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      This is not my bed.

      My bed in the convent was a cotton so scratchy, I spent countless nights tossing and turning, unable to sleep. In Father’s basement, the sheets were cool linen. While it was comfortable, I would have happily slept on a concrete floor if it meant I didn’t spend my days and nights in a basement.

      But this? Gold silken material makes me rub my cheek on it before I wince, remembering Lucky’s repeated hard slaps. That isn’t all I remember.

      Eight feet tall shadowed monsters with red eyes, swishing barbed tails, and clawed fingers killed Steve, Lucky, and their driver. I watched it happen, and it had felt like I was living through a real life nightmare.

      And they had horns. How could I forget their black horns?

      My fingers tighten around the silken sheet I’m lying on. The monsters or demons—whatever they are—tore Father’s security apart as if they were toys.

      One tried to touch me. Or kill me. Or maybe eat me? He’d reached toward me hesitantly as if he hadn’t wanted to scare me. It was far too late for that. I’d seen what they could do. As if I was letting one of them come near me.

      My heartbeat drums a harsh tempo against my chest until I tell myself to calm down. If I don’t gain control of myself, I’ll panic. I can’t afford to do that when I’m not in the alley anymore. I’m somewhere else. Somewhere the monsters must have brought me.

      Wherever that place is, I need to figure it out so I can get myself away. None of that can happen if I give into panic and do something stupid.

      “Courage,” I murmur under my breath. “You got away from the basement. And you can get yourself away from here too. Just have courage.”

      I sit up, moving slowly when my head throbs. Lucky slapped me. Twice, I think. Both knocked me to the ground, but those slaps shouldn’t have been enough to leave me as foggy-headed as I am now.

      Did the monster knock me out?

      When I take in the large room I’m in, panic once again rears its head because I do not recognize it or this bed.

      The room has no windows I can crawl out of, and there are no lights either, but it’s bright enough I don’t need any light to see. Fist-size purple stones line the black stone walls, creating a purplish glow that bathes the room in light.

      There’s a faint draft coming from beneath the only door. It’s a large, heavy-looking black thing which must be wood but looks like it’s made of the same dark stone as the wall.

      Where am I?

      A draft isn’t the only thing creeping from beneath that solid-looking door. The barest sliver of purple light peeks in from the room on the other side.

      Finished inspecting the space, my gaze dips to the bed I’m lying in the middle of. It’s… incredible. Like an expensive hotel bed. Not only because it’s big enough to fit five people. Or maybe three monsters? It’s the gold silken sheets that cover it—and me.

      And it’s warm. Almost too warm. I’m actually sweating. I frown. That can’t be right. How can silk sheets make a person sweat?

      I shove the sheets off me to reveal I’m thankfully wearing the same dress I was before. It smells as foul as the alley, but at least the monsters didn’t undress me. I skim my fingers over the gold sheet that looks like raw silk but acts like fleece.

      A series of clicks yanks my focus from the silk sheet to the closed door. My belly tightens and my heart lurches in my chest. The monsters who brought me to this place are on the other side of that door, and it’s my only way out.

      How many of them, I don’t know. But there were three of them before.

      They were so fast and—

      A flash of memory tugs me back to the alley.

      I’m cowering away from the largest among them, terror flooding my body as they eviscerate Steve, Lucky, and their driver. It didn’t matter that Steve shot the monster. The bullet bounced right off his ridged chest, and he didn’t even seem to feel it. It was only when the bullet thumped to the ground at his feet did the monster look down.

      How tough is their skin that a bullet bounces right off them? Are they made of armor? Stone?

      The clicking stops, returning me to the present. I release the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and decide I have to move. Eventually, they’re going to come and check on me. If they’re focused on some task in the next room, maybe I can take advantage of their distraction and slip away.

      I don’t know where I am, but I’m getting out of here.

      Edging off the large bed takes an embarrassingly long amount of time between the sheer size of it and my pounding head.

      When I’m on my feet—still bare—and likely filthy from my sprint through the New York streets, I pause.

      I wait for my pounding head and roiling belly to settle before I tiptoe to the door. It’s like everything in this place is made of black stone.

      The floor, the door, the shadow monsters.

      Thankfully, the floor isn’t as cold as I was expecting, though the air is chilly without the fleece-like silk to keep me warm. I’d go back to wrap one of the sheets around myself, but if I trip over it in my escape attempt, I might not get another chance to get up before the monsters kill me.

      Or eat you.

      I gulp at the thought weaving through my mind.

      No more thoughts like that, Marie, not if you want to keep hold of the courage that’s fast fading.

      When I reach the door, I eye the handle, battling with myself not to find somewhere to hide instead of leaving a place of relative safety.

      Seconds tick by, and the clicking soon resumes in the next room. It’s the same clicking, maybe a less angry version than the alley, so it must be the monsters making the noise. I don’t recall them having any weapons with them. They just tore into—

      Don’t think of the alley, Marie. Or how strong these monsters must be to rip a man apart with their bare hands.

      But I do think of it. I stare at the door and I tell myself to put my hand on the handle and twist.

      If the clicking is their way of communicating, I hope whatever they’re talking about is so juicy that they won’t hear me slipping out of this room.

      Then I’m standing in a doorway as three monsters sit on what appears to be large chairs made of stone. More of the same purple stone things illuminate the walls. Other than the lights, the monsters, and their stone chairs, I spot two closed doors closer to the monsters than me. Opposite me is a larger door, one I’m desperately hoping leads to a way out of here.

      As if they feel my attention, the monsters stop their clicking conversation and three-horned heads swing my way.

      Which is when I notice the monsters aren’t made of shadows as I’d initially thought. Their skin is a deep, blackish blue. Like a marble. And it looks tough. Now I see them under better lighting conditions than in an almost pitch-black New York alley, I fully understand why Lucky and Steve lost their shit the way they did because I think I’m losing mine.

      For the longest time, we stare at each other.

      And then the largest one places those black dagger-like claw-tipped fingers on the sides of his stone chair and half rises. “Ri’ashi?”

      I fling myself at the large door across from me.

      As they shove themselves to their feet, I let panic fuel my mad dash across to the large door.

      I don’t know why they keep calling me some strange name I’ve never heard in my life, and I don’t intend to hang around to find out. This might be my only chance to get away from them. I’m not about to waste it.

      I rip the door open and burst out into a black hallway, conscious they’re in pursuit. Picking a direction at random, I sprint away, my feet slapping on the black stone floor.

      Am I in a castle? It feels like I could be.

      “Ri’ashi!” a monster bellows from behind me.

      I run faster, yelling, “Leave me alone!”

      Rounding a corner, the end of another shorter hallway comes into view. Desperately hoping it will lead to escape, and away from these three horned monsters chasing me down, I run faster than I have in my life.

      I emerge into a wide hallway with as many doors as there are horned, eight feet tall monsters. The bottom falls out of my stomach.

      I skid to a halt, wishing I’d settled for hiding under the bed.

      They turn to me, staring at me through ruby-red eyes as I shake my head, struggling to believe this is real.

      “No,” I whisper, as I retreat, my back flush to the wall, wishing this was some awful nightmare I’ll wake from any second now. “This isn’t real.”

      Did living in Father’s basement send me mad? How can this be real?

      “Ri’ashi?” a voice calls from my right.

      It’s the biggest monster, the one from the alley who keeps calling me a name I don’t understand. Why won’t he just leave me alone?

      “This isn’t real,” I tell myself. “I’ll wake up soon, and this would all have been a dream because monsters don’t exist.”

      How can I be in a castle filled with horned monsters? How can any of this be happening?

      Have I gone crazy?

      “You are safe, Ri’ashi,” the same big monster utters, keeping his distance as he waves the other monsters away from me.

      My laugh carries a manic edge to it as I slide along the wall away from him.

      Safe?

      Has he seen the size of the claws he’s aiming my way?

      No.

      If this isn’t a nightmare, surely there must be a way out of this endless hallway.

      I’m edging closer and closer to a panic attack when a female voice calls out, “Let me through.”

      I snap my head to my right.

      The monsters part, and a beautiful blonde woman wearing a gold dress identical to the sheets on my bed steps through the gap they make for her.

      “You’re human,” I whisper.

      She smiles. “I am. You look a little overwhelmed. How about we talk for a bit? Just you and me? I’m Arden, by the way.”
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      “First of all,” Arden says as she settles herself on top of the bed in the room she brought me to, crossing her legs, yoga-style. “You’re safe here and no one will hurt you.”

      I stare at her. “You’re telling me I’m safe when we’re in a world filled with eight feet tall monsters with barbed tails, claws, and red eyes?”

      She pauses. “Okay, so I know it doesn’t sound like you would be, but you are. No one here will hurt you.”

      Is she crazy?

      I study her closely. She doesn’t seem like she’s out of it, so I don’t think anyone has drugged her to be saying such an insane thing.

      Or maybe this is a dream? It would make more sense if it was.

      Yes, I tell myself, this is a dream I need to wake myself up from.

      I pinch the skin on my inner left arm.

      Arden grins at me and shakes her head. “This isn’t a dream. Trust me, I was you not too long ago, and I thought the same thing. Are you hungry?”

      Eat anything in this world?

      “No,” I say, firmly.

      “Well, I am. Give me a second and I’ll ask my nest to get me some food.”

      Her nest?

      Before I can ask her what she means, or work out if I heard her right, she’s off the bed and crossing over to the door she closed moments before.

      This room is identical to the one I ran from minutes ago, with a bed in it and not much else. The only difference I spot is that this one at least has a window, though someone has pulled the thick, black, heavy drapes shut, obscuring my view of the outside world. And it’s way up high. I’d need a trampoline to escape that way.

      Halfway to the door, Arden pauses and turns around. “Are you vegetarian? Vegan?”

      They have human food here? “Um, no. I eat meat.” Though it wasn’t an everyday thing in the convent in France, or even in the basement. I just ate what I was given if I didn’t want to go to bed hungry.

      She winces. “That’s a shame. It would have been easier if you were. The Mostiri have meat here, but trust me, you do not want to know what their version of meat is. I’m still trying to find an alternative.”

      Their version of meat?

      I clear my throat as I dart a nervous glance at the door behind her. “It’s not us, is it? Do they eat—”

      “People?” Arden interrupts. “Nope. Give me a sec. I’ll be right back.”

      She disappears into the next room, and I wait, listening to her ask someone if they wouldn’t mind grabbing us some food. Her request soon turns into muffled giggles, and a, “Not now, Lasar. Stop.”

      I start to get up, thinking she’s in trouble when another giggle makes me pause.

      “Later, okay. But you can’t do that to me now,” Arden says. The male response to her comment is so muffled I can’t make out what he says. Whatever it is, has Arden sighing, “You’re making me forget we have a guest.”

      A lower male voice, this one huskier than the first, almost tempts me to get up off the bed so I can creep closer and listen in.

      Arden gasps, outraged. “No, we cannot just. Go. But later. Definitely later.”

      When Arden reappears, her cheeks are flushed and the sleeve of her dress is hanging on for dear life. “Uh, sorry about that. Lasar was…” Her voice trails off, and she clears her throat before pulling her sleeve back up. “Doesn’t matter. Let’s talk.”

      She returns to the bed, sitting cross-legged. “So, as I said before, I’m Arden. I didn’t even ask your name.”

      I shoot a rapid glance at the open doorway in case the monsters decide to burst in any minute and eat us, despite Arden’s insistence they don’t eat people. “Marie. Marie Matrovel.”

      Too late, I realize I probably shouldn’t have given my real name in case she knows my father. But, to my relief, she gives no sign of recognizing it. I guess she wouldn’t, since she doesn’t sound like she’s from New York. She’s American, that much I know, maybe from the mid-west if I had to guess.

      “Pretty name.” Arden smiles. “Welcome to Khular.”

      I stare at her. “What?”

      She lifts her arms in a vague gesture. “This place. Or world is probably right.” Her smile fades. “My nest brought me here a while ago. Maybe a couple of months? Time works a little differently here. The days are shorter.”

      My alarm ratchets up to the near panic level I was before Arden convinced me to follow her to her suite of rooms so we could talk. “Brought you here?”

      Sighing, she loses her smile as she lowers her gaze and picks at the silken sheets. “I was in trouble on Earth. A guy mugged me in a New York alley, and… well. It was bad. If Orahsh, Lasar, and Bosek hadn’t intervened when they did, I wouldn’t have survived.”

      For a second, all I can hear is the sound of my heart pounding loudly in my head. “Something like that happened to me too,” I whisper.

      Her head snaps up, and her blue eyes are wide with surprise. “You mean…”

      “It wasn’t a mugger,” I admit as my mind takes me back to the alley and how terrified I was Lucky and Steve would shoot me behind that dumpster. “Some men who work for my father were trying to take me back. I’d run away.”

      Now it’s her turn to stare as she takes in my bare feet and simple cotton dress before her gaze settles on my cheek where Lucky slapped me. “And I’m guessing going back to your father wouldn’t have been a good thing?”

      I slowly shake my head. “No. No, it wouldn’t have.”

      She gives me a searching look before nodding once. “Well, then it’s good that your nest found you when you did. You’ll be safe here, and they’ll do anything they can to make you happy.”

      Did she fall and hit her head?

      “They’re monsters,” I remind her. “Eight feet tall monsters with claws, barbed tails, and horns. In case you haven’t noticed.”

      “Mostiri,” she corrects me. “And they are the best thing to have happened to you. They were to me.”

      I give her a doubtful look. “I don’t know about that. Maybe they were to you. I just want to go home.”

      She arches a blonde brow. “You mean back to the father you were trying to get away from?”

      Leaning my back against the black wood-like headboard, I twist my fingers together. “But it’s Earth. And this place has monsters with barbed tails.”

      “I’ve learned the truly monstrous ones are on Earth,” she says softly and then shakes her head as if to clear a bad thought away. “Anyway, the Mostiri are generous and kind. And their tails aren't always barbed.”

      I blink at her. "What do you mean, they aren’t always barbed?"

      Her cheeks redden, and she glances away. "Uh, they can do... stuff with their tails."

      My eyes narrow in confusion. "What stuff? Like hurt you?"

      "Oh, not hurt you..." She pauses. "Uh, well, it depends on how rough you like it."

      I stare at her.

      She stares back.

      I lean toward her, dart another glance at the door, and whisper, "Did they drug you?"

      “They did not drug me.” She splutters, “They just… they can do stuff that makes you feel good.”

      I raise my brow. “Like drug you?”

      She sighs. “No. Good stuff. Like orgasmic stuff.”

      It takes me a second to work through that. A long second.

      Arden’s eyes narrow, and this time, she’s the one leaning toward me. “Um, you have done orgasmic stuff before, right?”

      I flush. “Of course I have. I’m twenty-two. What twenty-two-year-old wouldn’t—”

      Her gaze sharpens. “You haven’t, have you? You’re a virgin—”

      “Ri’ashi?” a voice comes from the door. A monster is standing there, holding a black tray filled with four covered bowls in his hands. “Lasar told me—”

      I shoot to my feet as Arden does the same. But I don’t go anywhere because with the monster blocking the only way out of here, there’s nowhere to go.

      Arden rushes over to him, already shooing the monster away as she reaches for the tray. “Get out, Orahsh. This is girl talk.”

      I peek at the monster, my cheeks flushed, because there’s no way he didn’t hear what we were just talking about. He’s eyeing me curiously as he passes Arden the tray. “Virgin? Is that—”

      “Shoo, Orahsh. This is girl talk.” Arden snatches the tray from him before nudging him outside with her hip. She uses her back to slam the door shut so quickly it’s a miracle she doesn’t trap his apparently pleasure-inducing tail in it.

      My mouth falls open. It’s rude to gape. And stare. The nuns at the convent were quite insistent I never do it. Yet I haven’t been in this monstrous world for even a day, and already I’m falling into bad habits. “Did you just push him out of the door?”

      “Oh, Orahsh is far too big to move unless he wants to.” Arden beams at me. “He’s a sweetie. He likes to play with my hair. You should ask your nest to do it. I’m sure they will too.”

      “No one is playing with my hair.” I brush the long strands behind my shoulders, glancing around me at the same time. I don’t know why when the only ones in the room are Arden and me.

      “Well, for big guys, they know how to be gentle.” Arden carries the tray over to the bed and, after placing it on the cover, starts lifting the lids off and pointing at each one. “This red one is Mostiri fruit. This is a type of vegetable, and this is like a carb. Two bites and it’s like you’ve eaten a bowl of pasta. And this blue stuff isn’t a favorite, but it’s okay. And we have water pouches as well. Have at it.”

      I eye the trays of brightly colored fruit and the bulging black pouches doubtfully. In response to my visible reluctance, Arden picks up one of the red cubes, pops it in her mouth, and chews enthusiastically. “This one is my favorite. It’s like a candy version of kiwi.”

      As I watch her chew, my stomach gurgles and grumbles, reminding me I skipped out on the vegetable soup Eliana brought me to escape instead. Before that, the last thing I ate was a turkey sandwich at lunch, and I didn’t even finish it.

      My mind lingers over Eliana, and sadness fills me because she must be dead. Lucky’s talk of dealing with a body means she gave up her life to free me.

      And yet I want to go back?

      Is it crazy to prefer a danger I know to one I don’t?

      My stomach rumbles, distracting me from my increasingly anxious thoughts. I place my hand over my belly and try to focus on the here and now. If I think too long about poor Eliana, the tears will start and I don’t know when—or even if—I’ll be able to stop.

      This is monster food, and I wouldn’t eat any of it if I wasn’t starving. It doesn’t seem to be doing Arden any harm, so the prospect of eating it is growing more and more attractive by the second. “And you’re sure it’s safe?” I ask as my belly continues to rumble.

      “Safer than their version of meat,” Arden promptly adds. “Eat.”

      Hesitantly, I reach for the smallest piece of red fruit I can find. I hesitate for even longer before I place the cold cube on my tongue. Then I forget all about my hesitation as a delicious potently sweet flavor explodes in my mouth.

      My eyes widen and I chew so fast I nearly bite my tongue.

      Arden laughs as she grabs the bowl and offers it to me. “I know, right? It’s my absolute favorite. Better than any candy ever.”

      I shrug off a little more of my tension and unease about this world. It isn’t only because I’m eating something so delicious, Arden’s calm must be infecting me. She looks happy, healthy, and content here. It’s hard to stick to my panicked state when she’s so at ease.

      As I eat, Arden tells me about the bathroom arrangement. The sauna-like bath situation sounds exciting. Better than the quick showers I would have in the convent. I missed those quick, cold showers when I was in New York. I was constantly aware Father’s security was waiting just outside the bathroom so they could escort me back to the basement.

      Peeing in a bucket sounds rather less exciting. At least I won’t have Father’s security waiting outside for me to finish. There’s nothing guaranteed to make it almost impossible to go than the thought of someone silently hurrying you from the other side of the door.

      All too soon, the bowls are empty and I’ve drained a leather pouch of cool, clear water. My mind returns to the monsters in this world as I muffle a yawn, suddenly exhausted. “I know you say they’re nice, but this isn’t home.”

      “You’re right. It isn’t like Ohio where I’m from, or New York, which never felt like home. It’s better.” Arden eyes me for a beat. “You look tired. You can lie down here if you want.”

      My gaze slides to the closed door. I am tired. But sleeping when a monster could walk right in? I don’t think I like the idea of that. “What if they come back?”

      “No one here will hurt you, Marie.” She gives me a long look and sighs. “I wasn’t going to tell you about my life back on Earth since it wasn’t the best, but maybe I should. Maybe it would help.”

      Struggling to stay awake with my eyelids getting heavier, I lie down on the bed, pillow my hands under my head and study her. “You said they saved you.”

      She nods. “They did. I moved to New York to get away from a small town in Ohio where no one would ever forget the love of my life dumped me before college. My dad did something similar to my mom, so it was like history repeating itself. I wanted to start over, and I thought, where better to do that than New York?”

      “That can’t have been easy.” I smother another yawn as the need to sleep pulls at me.

      “No,” she admits. “It wasn’t. Even when I got to New York, I was living this half-life existence. Not really living. Just surviving. All I did was focus on getting through each day instead of living my life. Do you know what I mean?”

      She could be talking about me. “I do.”

      “I had a job I hated, no friends because I made no effort to put myself out there, and I had a roach-infested apartment where even there I wasn’t happy.” Her gaze turns distant. “I was miserable. And I felt so utterly alone in the world.”

      How could we have felt the same way when she was free and I wasn’t?

      When sleep pulls at me again, I let my eyelids flutter closed. “And then the monsters came?”

      Arden sounds like she’s smiling when she says, “They terrified the shit out of me, saved my life, and then proceeded to make me happier than I’ve ever been before.”

      I’m about to ask her how she can be so sure they’re the best thing to have ever happened to her when she pulls a sheet over me. “Sleep. Your nest will do the same for you. You just have to let them in.”

      “But they’re monsters, and we’re not on Earth,” I say, tiredly.

      “Wrong,” Arden corrects me firmly as I drift off to sleep. “They are Mostiri and they would do anything to keep you safe. No one on Earth would do more for you.”

      I lose my battle with sleep then, her conviction following me into unconsciousness. I want to believe her, but what she’s saying is impossible.
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      We stand in a loose group, listening to the soft murmur of conversation in the next room.

      Arden is proving more successful in her attempt to calm our Ri’ashi than Cirexhi in the New York alley. There, her terror pushed her into unconsciousness as Holzeni and I disposed of the males’ bodies in the metal storage container.

      I glance at Cirexhi. He is staring at the closed door blankly, but I can read Cirexhi’s moods as only a nest mate can. “Soon she will stop fearing us. You did all you could to quieten her fear.”

      Cirexhi does not pull his attention from the door. “I know that, Torshek.”

      He is our nest leader, and he has always been stubborn. And determined. It hurts him to think he was not able to calm our Ri’ashi, and that Arden has. Even now he is thinking of what more he could have said or done because that has always been Cirexhi. He takes the weight of everything on his head, and when he fails, he blames himself for that failure.

      “A human face is what she needs now,” Holzeni adds, watching Cirexhi as closely as I have been. “In time, she will come to trust us as well.”

      Cirexhi blows out a heavy breath, a sound full of frustration as he turns to us. “You do not need to comfort me. I am the head of the nest.”

      “But that does not mean you do not feel.” Bosek, our Prime and the head of all Mostiri, claps Cirexhi on the arm.

      Cirexhi and Bosek were closer before Bosek found Arden. Bosek must know that the reason for the sudden gulf between them began when he found what Cirexhi always longed for. A Ri’ashi.

      Perhaps now they will heal their ruptured friendship.

      “There are times we all need comfort,” says Orahsh, the smallest in Bosek’s nest.

      In the next room, the conversation slows and eventually stops.

      We all turn to the door, listening to the soft, steady breathing which confirms Marie Matrovel, our Ri’ashi, has given in to her exhaustion. Now, she sleeps.

      The door swings open and Arden slips out, pushing the door closed behind her. Her nest is often making her laugh or smile. To see her not doing either of those things makes me straighten as I search her face to discover why.

      Reading human expressions is something still new to us, and so it takes me some time to understand what I am seeing on her face is worry.

      “Something is wrong,” I prompt her.

      Her nest must read her unease because they move to comfort her.

      “I don’t know who her father was, but it doesn’t sound like he treated her very well,” Arden says simply.

      Anger hardens Cirexhi’s eyes and his tail grows barbs as he steps toward Arden. “You will tell us all,” he demands.

      Arden backs up as Bosek steps in front of her, instinctively protecting his Ri’ashi. “Cirexhi!”

      Cirexhi halts at once. “I do not mean any harm to your Ri’ashi. There is something wrong with our Ri’ashi, and I cannot fix it.” Anger hardens his voice. Not only anger but frustration. And helplessness.

      Holzeni squeezes his arm. “We will help her. We will find a way.”

      “She fears us,” I say. “She would not have run if she did not, and now you say her father mistreated her?”

      We heard their conversation. Our sharp Mostiri ears meant we could not help but hear. But I heard nothing of our Ri’ashi’s father mistreating her, simply that she ran from him.

      Her terror on Earth had been undeniable. She had feared the men who struck her. For her to have run away from us… she must fear us even more. That she would view us as the same sends a wave of frustration flooding through my body.

      To think we find our Ri’ashi and she does not want us the way we want her.

      “She is…” Arden chews her lower lip, a curious thing when we Mostiri do not have lips to chew. “New to all this. And I don’t just mean this world.”

      I blink at her. “New?”

      Arden stares back, and her cheeks turn pink as if she were suffering a fever. Since her nest is not rushing to get her water, this must not be a fever, but something else.

      She looks away, her cheeks still pink, and growing more so. “Um… I’m not sure how to say this.”

      “Untouched,” Holzeni says, softly. “She is untouched.”

      We all fall silent, considering what this means. Not only for our Ri’ashi, but for our attempt to quieten her fear of us.

      “She is very small,” Cirexhi says slowly.

      The silence now is longer.

      “And we are very big,” Holzeni adds as if it were not already clear.

      “So you need to ease her into things,” Arden says brightly. “Maybe you could show her around. Take her on dates?”

      We all turn to face her. Her nest included.

      “Dates?” Cirexhi repeats.

      Arden nods. “Maybe show her the things that you like so she can focus on the good things about being away from Earth and instead of focusing on… well… things that scare her like—”

      “Us?” I ask. Already I am wondering where I could take our Ri’ashi to show her she has nothing to fear from us or this world.

      Arden nods again, more firmly this time. “She’s afraid. Everything is new, and from what little she said, I got the impression her father wasn’t a nice guy. I don’t know if you noticed, but she’s underweight, she had bruised knees and she just… I don’t know, had a look of someone who hadn’t been treated well.”

      A rumble starts in Cirexhi’s chest and grows louder until Bosek snaps, “Cirexhi.”

      It takes Cirexhi visible effort to leash his rage, though his tail remains barbed, a sign he is still furious.

      “Tell us what you mean,” Holzeni prompts.

      Arden sighs, rubs a hand over her brow, and says, “She flinched a lot. Like she was jumpy. It’s like she kept expecting someone would hit her.”

      “Hit her?” Cirexhi’s voice is barely comprehensible.

      “A male struck her on Earth,” I say, recalling how eager I had been to break every bone in that male’s body. “We heard the sound and saw the mark.”

      Arden frowns. “She said the men were her father’s security. They were trying to take her back, and she didn’t want to go.”

      “Her father?” Holzeni’s outrage matches my own. “He would treat his offspring like that?”

      “They spoke of dealing with a body,” I say quietly. “Had they intended to kill her? Or perhaps her father?”

      We all fall silent, stunned.

      Children are precious on Khular. A Mostiri offspring is cherished and nurtured. They are cared for by nursery matrons, older Mostiri females who ensure they learn all they need to know to survive in this world. To hear of such mistreatment goes against everything we know. But for that to happen to our Ri’ashi?

      It is good we have taken her from that place. If only we had discovered her sooner and saved her from her past suffering.

      Arden sighs. “I know. It sounds terrible. Well, she’s asleep now, so—”

      Cirexhi is already moving. “I will collect her and take her back to our rooms. We will try these dates with her, and hope they will quiet her panic.”

      “She was very afraid,” I say.

      Cirexhi halts, swinging his body toward me. “In time she will—”

      “What if she needs more time than we can give her?” I interrupt. “Bond sickness will strike us soon.” And we need to discuss what will happen when it does.

      Silence.

      When we left Mostirin, our dying home world, we lost something important that we never regained. Until now. It was on Mostirin that the female who completed a nest became Ri’ashi. The heart of the nest.

      None of us knew what we would lose when we saved ourselves. Had we known it, we would have made the same decision to leave anyway. We could remain on Mostirin and die with the world, or leave and begin anew.

      Our elders discovered a portal, and we fled through it to reach Khular, avoiding the destruction of our race. We were still able to produce offspring but in far fewer numbers than on Mostirin. There were no more Ri’ashi. Not until Bosek and his nest found and saved a human woman, Arden.

      And so we grew to accept that our nests would never know what it was like to find perfect unity with a Ri’ashi. Some nests grew used to it far sooner than others. Not us. We traveled through portals, certain if we kept looking long enough, then we would find a female who would complete us in a way no other female could.

      We failed.

      Over and over again.

      Rarely would we take a Mostiri female to our bed to share her, as is the Mostiri way with the few females our race produces. But the rare times we would take a female to our bed, we would never knot her. To lock ourselves into a female's body provides a closeness—an intimacy—none of us wanted to offer to any female but our Ri’ashi.

      When Bosek and his nest found Arden, it gave us all hope there was—and is—a female that would be ours. As desperately as we wished it to be true, we could never find her, no matter how hard we searched for her.

      Until now.

      “We will give her the time she needs.” Cirexhi nods firmly.

      “Bond sickness will strike quickly,” Orahsh warns him. “I had no warning. I just—”

      “She will have all the time she needs,” Holzeni interrupts. “I will search the library for a way to delay the sickness if it moves quickly.”

      Lasar, the academic among Bosek’s nest, steps forward. “I will help you.”

      “We will take our Ri’ashi to our rooms, where she belongs, and she will rest there. With us,” Cirexhi says, again swinging back to the closed door.

      “And we will give her the time she needs to learn she has nothing to fear from us,” I say. “That all we want to do is to please her.”

      Cirexhi pauses. Holzeni angles his head toward me, and I know they must be thinking as I am. Our Ri’ashi is beautiful. She is small. She is afraid, but not one of us missed her beauty.

      And she is ours.

      I think of her in our bed. I imagine stripping the ruined clothes from her body. Of having her pale, slender form beneath me, her golden-brown eyes soft with desire as she winds her arms around me and parts her slender thighs.

      She is small. But the thought of pushing myself within her body and her tightness clenching me as she moans out my name… It is almost too much pleasure to imagine.

      “Torshek?” Cirexhi’s call pulls me from thoughts so heated I wish to remain in them forever.

      I meet his eyes and read the same need reflected there.

      “Holding back from touching her or taking her will not be easy,” I admit.

      I think again of surging deep within her as needy moans spill from her lips. Of the incredible pressure of being inside her. The thought of my knot locking me within her and heightening both our pleasure makes me breathless. I fight to contain a tremble of need because I want her. I want to be the reason she smiles and laughs.

      And I want her moaning my name. Screaming it.

      “Soon she will experience dreams,” Orahsh warns us. “Dreams of you joining.”

      I stare at Cirexhi and he gazes back. “So will we.”

      The tomes spoke of increasingly heated dreams shared by all members of an unbonded nest. I had forgotten they would come. Now I both anticipate the thought of touching Marie in my dreams and dread it because it will make giving her the time she needs so much harder.

      “We will have to tell her,” Holzeni says. “They will confuse her. Perhaps frighten her, if, as you say, she is new to pleasure.”

      “Not yet,” Cirexhi says. “We will watch her closely, wait for the right time.”

      “Only when she is ready,” Holzeni agrees, nodding.

      “What if she asks us about these dreams?” I ask. When I think of her telling us what we do to her in her dreams, my cock swells. “What then?”

      Arden clears her throat. “If she’s as new to all this as I think, I don’t know that she will. She might come to me.”

      “And you will do all you can to ease her fears?” Cirexhi asks.

      Arden is already nodding. “Of course. My door is always open to her.”

      “When we come together,” Cirexhi admits, his voice husky. “It will be unlike anything we have ever known before. We will have our Ri’ashi. And for that, I will wait for an eternity.”

      I clap his shoulder. “As would I.”

      But it will not be easy.

      It will not be easy at all.
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      When I peel my eyes open, I’m back in the same room I woke in before.

      Listening hard, I hear faint clicks in the next room, revealing the monsters are there.

      In my mind, the fragments of a nearly forgotten dream linger. Mostly it’s sensations. Silken sheets. A faint scraping of something incredibly erotic over my breasts. A lush, sweet scent in the air. And I recall moaning in pleasure as something brushed my throat.

      The dreams aren’t disturbing. But they should be when I’ve never had dreams that have made me this needy, nor my breasts this heavy or achy.

      It’s just a dream, Marie, and dreams don’t have to make sense.

      I want to close my eyes to see if I can fall back into the same erotic dream. It was so intense and strange, but also incredible. I almost wish it had been real, as crazy as that sounds.

      I lie still, listening to the clicking in the next room, and I think of the monsters. Or Mostiri, Arden called them. It doesn’t matter what name she gives them; they are monsters. I suddenly remember that she never told me what a nest meant. I was going to ask, but I fell asleep before I could.

      “Ri’ashi?” a rumble comes from the doorway.

      I jerk myself up, press my back to the headboard and stare at the monster filling the doorway. Panic is a bitter taste in my mouth.

      Those terrifying red eyes briefly snag mine and then dip to settle on my lap. “I am Holzeni, and if you wish it, I will show you the bathing chamber.”

      I’ve shoved my back to the headboard as far as I can go. It doesn’t feel nearly far enough, so I shove myself back even farther. “Where is Arden?”

      “She is with her nest,” he says.

      That word again.

      Nest.

      Why does it make me think of spiders and other monstrous things I don’t like and never will? “Can I see her?”

      Better yet, can I stay with her?

      “She is…” He seems to fumble for the right word. For the first time, I get the impression that English isn’t their first language. Maybe not even their second. “Sick.”

      My heart rate spikes. Poisoned. I knew it. My stomach roils when I think of how much of the red fruit I inhaled.

      The monster’s gaze finds mine for a second before dancing away again. “But she will see you when she is well.” Something that could almost be amusement swims in those terrifying ruby-red eyes. “She believes she has been eating too many of our fruit.”

      I remember the candy-like red fruit and my unease melts away as my stomach rumbles. That I can believe because it was delicious. I think I ate the entire bowl to myself, and the bowl was not small. “But she’s okay?”

      The monster nods firmly. “She has her nest caring for her. She will be well.”

      I chew my lip, hesitating over asking the monster about nests. And why do they call me Ri’ashi. What does it even mean?

      He shoots me another rapid glance, his shoulders hunched as if he’s trying to make himself appear smaller and less terrifying than he is.

      Impossible.

      “You have a question for me, Ri’ashi?”

      I hesitate some more. I should wait for him to leave instead of giving him a reason to stay by asking him more questions. Or if I’m going to ask any question, it should be when I’m going home.

      I clear my throat, hope what I say will not get me eaten, and try not to focus too much on his claws. Or horns. Or his tail.

      To avoid looking at anything that makes me want to squeeze myself under this bed, I focus on the wall beside the door. “I’d like to go home.”

      My voice is so low it's barely audible because I’m terrified he will eat me. I’m shaking, but trying desperately to hide it, my body tense as I wait for his response.

      “You wish to return to a world that does not deserve you, Ri’ashi?”

      My voice was quiet, but somehow, the monster’s voice manages to be even more so.

      I wrench my eyes to his. He’s fixed his gaze on my cheek. The one Lucky slapped.

      I touch the mark that must be on its way to fading by now. Or maybe it has. I’m not sure how long I’ve been in this world, or even how long I’ve been asleep. Arden said time worked differently here, even if she never told me exactly why that was. “It wasn’t that…”

      And then I run out of words because am I really going to make up some lie by telling this monster I have people who care for me waiting at home? Or that Lucky’s repeated slapping was just a one-off thing that will never happen again?

      Maybe even tell him that things weren’t all that bad when I spent years in Father’s basement waiting for him to decide to kill me?

      The monster waits.

      “Why would you think they didn’t deserve me?” I ask.

      “If they did, Ri’ashi, they would have treated you better.” When he suddenly moves, I startle in surprise. But he’s not lunging toward me to eat me. He’s stepping back. “We have hot water if you wish to bathe and…” He shuffles a little, uncomfortable. “To relieve yourself.”

      I study the monster under my lashes, confused because he’s not behaving the way a monster should. Arden called them sweet, and other than their terrifying, murderous habits in the alley, that’s exactly how this one is behaving. Sweet.

      “Arden said something about a bucket,” I say, still not letting myself blink in case this is just a pretense for me to lower my guard so he can attack.

      Or eat me.

      He nods his large head, drawing my attention to his pitch-black horns. “We are working on another way, but for now, there is a bucket.”

      Finally, I let myself blink when he makes no move toward me.

      “Would you come into the bathing chamber with me?” Because that’s what this must be about. A way to get me naked so they can attack me.

      He shakes his head. “No, Ri’ashi. You will bathe alone. No one will disturb you, and when you are finished, we can have food brought to you, and…”

      I clear my throat. “And?”

      “We have gardens on Khular and other sights you might wish to see. The garden made Arden weep, so perhaps it will do the same for you.”

      I stare at him, not sure I’m hearing him right. “Excuse me?”

      He lifts his head. The second those red eyes clash with mine, my heart leaps in response.

      As if he hears it, he yanks his gaze away, staring down at the floor. “She assured her nest they were the good kind of tears.”

      “Happy tears?” I frown, doubtfully.

      “Yes, happy tears.”

      “You want to take me somewhere that will make me cry happy tears?” I ask.

      Maybe there were drugs in the fruit I ate because none of this is making any sense.

      He lifts his head then, and those terrifying red eyes meet mine. I’m so horrified by them that I don’t realize he’s talking at first. “You are our heart, Ri’ashi.”

      I slow my breathing. “What?”

      “You have not asked me what Ri’ashi means, so I will tell you. It is the heart of the nest. Arden is the heart of hers, and you are ours.”

      If I wasn’t so certain I’d woken up minutes before, I would be positive that I was still dreaming.

      How can monsters save me from my father's security and bring me to this place—Khular—and tell me I’m their heart?

      “Come, Ri’ashi,” he says.

      My eyes dart over his shoulder. “And the other ones? Where are they?”

      The clicking has stopped now, but if they’re out there, I’m not stepping one foot out of this room for the rest of my life. If I have to pee in the corner, then so be it.

      “They have left us. You have nothing to fear,” he assures me.

      My eyes settle on his claws and stay glued there.

      As if he feels my attention, he tucks them behind his back.

      Something about the way he’s hiding his claws like a child hiding a mess they’ve made almost makes me smile. He really does seem to be going out of his way not to scare me.

      Since it doesn’t look like he’s waiting for the first opportunity to eat me, I move to the edge of the bed and place one foot on the ground. “Is it far? Will there be more mon—” I halt before I call him a monster because that really will get me eaten.

      “Monsters? No, Ri’ashi, the bathing chamber is not far,” he says, his tone faintly amused by my near slip-up. “Only two doors away. And we are Mostiri, named for our long-destroyed home world Mostirin.”

      So many questions flood my mind at his comment. Too many.

      I almost ask one when a richly alluring scent teases my nose, distracting me.

      I sniff. “What is that?”

      He backs away from the room as if he’s the one afraid of me.

      “Ri’ashi?” There’s a strange note in his voice which makes me wonder if he knows exactly what I mean.

      I draw in a deeper breath, my eyes searching the room, even knowing I won’t find the source of the rich scent because the only things in this room are me and the bed.

      It’s the same delicious scent from the alley, the one that made me hunger in a way I never have before. Now, it doesn’t only remind me of my dreams. It makes me painfully aware of my body, and of the fact I’m lying on a bed. A big bed.

      “There’s a smell,” I say, still scanning the room as I push myself to my feet so I can keep looking. “I don’t know where it’s coming from.”

      “There is no smell, Ri’ashi,” Holzeni denies. “Did you rest well?”

      I stop scanning the room to study him, sensing he’s not so much lying to me as he is trying to distract me. “What did you say?”

      He’s staring at the bed beside me. “Did you experience any dreams?”

      What a strange question.

      “Uh… I guess.”

      Briefly, his gaze darts to mine. When my heart leaps in response to those red eyes, they bounce away again just as quickly. “Come, Ri’ashi. I will take you to the bathing chamber.”

      I peer at him, confused. Why would he ask me about whether I had a dream, and when I confirmed I had, act… strange for want of a better word?

      When he completely disappears from view, I’m left with two choices: either stay in this room or get clean in the sauna-style bath Arden told me about.

      So I follow, but slowly. Not wanting him to surprise me.

      By the time I’ve crept closer to the door and peeked out, Holzeni is hovering outside an open door two away from mine. He wasn’t lying when he said the other Mostiri had left. There’s no one in the large living space they had gathered in before.

      That’s not the only thing I realize.

      “It’s you,” I whisper.

      Still standing with his clawed hands tucked behind him, he focuses his attention on my shoulder. “Ri’ashi?”

      “The smell is coming from you,” I say, still clutching onto the doorframe, not brave enough to leave the relative safety of my room yet.

      “The bathing chamber is here, Ri’ashi,” he says, completely disregarding or ignoring my comment.

      I frown.

      Did I just insult him? Or was I not supposed to mention the smell? It’s not a bad smell. Maybe I made it sound like it was instead of telling him I like it. It reminds me of my erotic dreams.

      When I don’t move, he retreats from the open doorway, as if to give me more space to enter without having to go anywhere near him.

      I study him, wanting to stay in this room forever. Arden was so confident that they wouldn’t hurt me, and this one seems to be going out of his way to ease my fears.

      You’re just going to the bathroom. Have courage.

      I peel my fingers from the edge of the doorframe and step out into the living area. He doesn’t look my way. The closer I inch toward him, ready to run back if he so much as twitches, the farther he moves away. It’s so bizarre that I don’t think I could have made this moment up if I’d tried. This big, terrifying horned monster is inching away as if I’m the thing to fear. Eventually, I get to the open doorway and take my first peek inside.

      I forget all about the Mostiri standing behind me. “Oh!”

      “You like it?” Holzeni’s voice makes me jump.

      I whirl around, preparing for his attack.

      He’s nowhere near me. He is, in fact, standing near the large black door I ran out of when I tried to escape. And he’s still not looking at me. It’s as if he knows how much his eyes scare me and wants to avoid doing it.

      “There are soap stones for bathing, and cloth as well. I will wait outside. Take your time.”

      I’m still making sense of this strange moment when he pulls the door open behind him and steps out. Not just leaving me alone in the doorway of the most insane bathroom I’ve ever seen, but completely alone in what must be their apartment.

      After waiting for a minute in case he comes back, I swing my attention to the bathroom with its oversized sunken bath filled with steaming water. The walls are made of the same black stone as there is everywhere. As I enter the bathroom, I spot the purple light stones on the ceiling. They’re smaller than the fist-sized ones on the walls, but covering the roof, they make me feel like I’m under a blanket of purple stars. It’s beautiful.

      I’m standing at the edge of the bath, preparing to strip, when a thump on the door makes me spin around and nearly tumble right into the water.

      “Ri’ashi?” a Mostiri calls through the door. Holzeni, I think from the hesitant note in his voice.

      The thump didn’t come from the bathroom door I closed behind me, but farther away. The front door.

      “Yes?” I call out.

      “I have brought food for you,” he says.

      I wait, holding my breath, in case he shoves himself into the bathroom. I’d closed the bathroom door minutes before to pee in a bucket, and now I stare at it, waiting for it to fly open. When it doesn’t, I let myself relax. “Thank you,” I call out.

      “I have brought you all the foods Arden likes.” He pauses. “Please do not eat too much of the fruit. I do not wish you to become sick.”

      That's nice.

      Before I can think up a response, a door snicks closed and I guess he’s left again.

      I study the surface of the water, taking in my bedraggled reflection, and shake my head as I whisper, “He didn’t want me to get sick like Arden.”

      Then I strip out of my dress and plunge into hot water that almost immediately eases my tired muscles. As I float, staring up at the purple-stoned ceiling, I wonder how monsters so terrifying can be so sweet.

      “Was Arden right?” I ask the ceiling. “Or are the monsters just waiting for the right time to eat me?”
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      After a far too long soak in the bath followed by finger brushing my teeth, I wrap myself in a gold silken piece of fabric too beautiful to be used as a towel. Since Holzeni left it beside a small pile of stones that frothed up like bubbles, I assumed it was supposed to be a towel.

      If it wasn’t, oh well, too late.

      I tiptoe to the bathing chamber door. There, I stop, press my ear to the wood, and listen, wanting to make sure no one is out there before I wander out in nothing but a sheet wrapped around myself.

      When I hear no movement, I slowly pull the door open.

      The room is empty. It might not be for long, so I hurry through the living area and back to the room I was in before.

      Only to halt in the doorway.

      Holzeni said he’d brought me food. And he did, leaving a black tray with three bowls and a leather pouch that must contain water. But that isn’t all he left.

      A folded bundle of gold fabric sits beside the tray on my bed. Maybe another towel? I cross over to the bed, nudging the door closed behind me.

      It’s only after I’ve removed the lids on the bowl and helped myself to more of the addictive candy-like fruit do I focus my attention on the gold bundle.

      And then I forget to chew and just stare.

      Arden had been wearing a beautiful gold dress. It looks like now I have my own version.

      This one isn’t like hers. The dress she was wearing was more form-fitting and with thin straps. Beautiful, but more revealing than anything I’ve ever worn before. Mine has sleeves that fall to my elbows, and the skirt is slightly longer, hitting my knees. The cut isn’t as tight, and it feels more like me than her dress did.

      It’s gorgeous. Did I say it was the most beautiful dress I’ve seen in my life? And I know without trying it on that it will fit me perfectly.

      I don’t know how long I sit on the edge of the bed with the dress in my hand, wondering why these monsters aren’t behaving the least bit monstrously.

      A hesitant knock on the door yanks my gaze from the dress.

      “Ri’ashi?” Holzeni calls from the other side.

      I chew quickly and swallow, holding the dress up to cover my chest. I’m wrapped in the same sheet I wound around myself after my bath, but I still feel exposed. “Yes?”

      “Once you have eaten, I would like to show you something.” He pauses. “If you are not tired.”

      I could tell him I am so I can figure out how I’m going to get back to Earth. Maybe even have a quiet panic attack or two.

      “Show me what?” I ask because I’m curious. When you’ve spent most of your life caged, the outside world becomes a place filled with endless possibilities where anything can happen. My brief experience of stumbling into the biker bar proved those things weren’t always good. This dress is something good.

      I could stay in this room. I don’t think Holzeni would force me out if I didn’t want to leave. It’s not like he hasn’t given me an excuse already. All I need to do is say I’m tired.

      And yet…

      “Is it far?” I ask.

      Holzeni pauses as if he hadn’t expected me to agree. Or maybe he’d been expecting an instant refusal. “Not far, Ri’ashi. It is a place I like to go when I need peace, and I wished to share it with you.”

      I blink, surprised.

      Why does it feel like he’s asking me out on a date?

      I don’t speak for so long that Holzeni says, “You do not have to—”

      “Yes,” a voice that sounds suspiciously like mine interrupts.

      A long time ago, I used to be a girl who never shied away from anything. I would run outside our house in the Hamptons for hours. Mom would laughingly chase me to get me to come back inside. All I wanted to do was explore, see, touch, and feel everything all at once.

      But only when Father wasn’t home. When he was, neither of us were the same people. We didn’t laugh or even smile. I think I want to be that girl again, even if I’m still terrified of what might happen to me here.

      “Let me dress and I’ll be right out,” I say through the door.

      And then I stand and do just that.
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      After running my fingers through my still-damp hair, I step out of my room wearing the gold dress that fits me perfectly. I’m making a mental note to ask Arden if they have brushes here when I realize Holzeni is standing beside the front door, staring at me.

      “You look…” His voice trails off. “We had a Mostiri female make it, but we did not know how it would fit you.”

      They had someone make it for me?

      I glance down, smoothing my palms over the silky material. “Well, they did an amazing job. It fits perfectly.”

      When Holzeni doesn’t respond, I lift my head to find he’s breathing harder than he was a moment ago. “You are…”

      He stares at the dress for so long that I clear my throat, embarrassed. “Um, so this thing…”

      “Yes, Ri’ashi.” He yanks his eyes off my body, swings around, then just catches himself before he walks into the wall beside the door.

      It’s a beautiful dress, but it’s not so beautiful for him to be driven to such distraction that he nearly walks into a wall. Still, pleasure ripples through me at his response to seeing me in the dress.

      I barely contain my smile as he pulls the door open and steps aside, giving me plenty of room to leave without brushing up against him. It’s a relief because I’m not sure how close I want to be to a monster with horns and claws.

      Mostiri, I correct myself. If you keep calling them monsters, Marie, they will eat you.

      After we leave the suite of rooms Holzeni must live, he leads the way down the hallway to this thing he wants to show me. He’s so focused on both guiding me and shooing away any Mostiri who so much as looks at me that he walks right into a door someone swings open with a solid whack.

      My hand flies to my mouth, and I stare, horrified.

      “Ri’ashi?” he says as if he walks into doors all the time.

      A giggle slips out.

      “I’m sorry,” I say in a rush. “It wasn’t funny. I shouldn’t laugh. I’m sorry.”

      He studies me somberly. “If it will have you laughing, Ri’ashi, I will do nothing else but walk into doors.”

      I stop in the hallway, still studying him. For the first time since they brought me to this world, I’m not afraid. “Please don’t. I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself on my account.”

      He nods. “Then I will not. Come, Ri’ashi, the library is this way.”

      “A library?” I ask.

      “You do not wish to see?” He halts as if ready to take me back.

      Quickly, I shake my head. “No. No, I like libraries. I want to see it.”

      As he continues leading the way, I dart a few glances up at him.

      “You have a question for me, Ri’ashi,” he says.

      “Are the others like you?” I ask.

      “Other Mostiri?”

      I nod.

      “In what way would they be like me, Ri’ashi?”

      He leaves enough space between us that I’m not as tense as I would be if he were standing closer. But he still has horns and claws, so I don’t think I’ll ever truly be able to relax, no matter how far away he is.

      Someone swings a door open right in front of Holzeni. I lift my hand, ready to warn him to look out when he recognizes the danger he’s in and catches the door before it can smack him in the face.

      I don’t know why, but it makes me smile. “Like you?”

      Once we’ve passed the door, he says, “Are all humans the same?”

      My smile fades. “I don’t have a lot of experience being around other people.”

      All because of my controlling father.

      He pauses. “Ri’ashi?”

      I shake my head. “The answer is not all humans are the same.”

      “I have made you sad,” Holzeni says, slowing.

      “No, it’s okay. Why are you taking me to the library?” I ask, hoping to change the subject.

      He leans toward me.

      I shriek and throw myself away, flattening myself against the wall.

      He freezes for a beat, and then reaching past me, nudges a door closed that I must have been about to walk into.

      My eyes bounce between him, the door he just closed, and back again.

      A blush sears my cheeks.

      When he sucks in a sharp breath, I get tense all over again. “What? What is it?”

      “Fever,” he breathes.

      I stare at him, growing more confused with each passing moment.

      Farther down the hallway, someone pushes a door open. I feel eyes on me—on us—but I don’t look away from Holzeni. I can’t. “Fever?” I echo.

      He lifts those terrifying claws to his face and gestures vaguely in his cheek area. I automatically do the same, still struggling to understand what he must mean.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      Then I feel how hot my cheeks are.

      He can’t possibly mean…

      Can he?

      “You think…” I again gesture at my face. “Because I’m…”

      He stares back. Even though his expression doesn’t change, I read his confusion, and it makes me want to smile because I realize what I’m saying makes not a lick of sense.

      “You think I have a fever because I’m blushing?”

      He blinks. “You do not have a fever?”

      I slowly shake my head. “No.”

      And then we just stand there, staring at each other.

      Eventually, I clear my throat. “You’re not… you’re not behaving like a monster.”

      It’s only when he says, “That is because I am no monster, but a Mostiri,” that I realize I spoke out loud.

      “Why are you taking me to the library?” I ask.

      “It is my preferred place to sit quietly. It is a good… thinking place. I thought you might wish to see it.”

      I can relate to that. “I used to live with nuns in a convent. It was very quiet.”

      He nods. “Did you like the quiet, Ri’ashi?”

      I chew my lower lip as I think and then nod. “I did. But not all the time.”

      “The library can be a good thinking place. But it is not good to be quiet and alone for too long, Ri’ashi.”

      It makes you lonely.

      When I realize I still have my back glued to the wall, I peel it and, by mutual silent agreement, we resume walking down the hallway. “Where are the others? Your… nest?”

      Is that what a nest means? Or am I just clutching at straws?

      “Our nest, Ri’ashi,” he corrects me. “They are clearing out the library.”

      Did I hear him right?

      I pause mid-step. “Clearing out?”

      “You are not used to us yet. So they will ensure you are not disturbed should you wish to experience the library in peace.”

      First the bathing chamber and then the library.

      He cares more about my privacy than anyone ever did. The nuns… not so much. Father… not at all. And his security… the less said about their lack of care for my personal space, the better.

      We continue the walk in silence, Holzeni clearing off any Mostiri who make the mistake of venturing into the hallway while I’m in it. And by venturing, I mean, taking one step out and not retreating fast enough.

      It’s strangely sweet.

      I keep glancing over at him, not sure what to make of his concern for me. Even though he must feel my attention, he doesn’t seem to mind it. Once we’ve retreated into what feels like the bowels of this black stone castle-like structure, we reach the library.

      As Holzeni said, two Mostiri stand on guard outside two towering black double doors.

      They look like all the other Mostiri, but I think I would have known them before Holzeni nods at one, “Cirexhi,” and then the other, “Torshek.”

      Cirexhi is the bigger one. The one who I think made me faint in the alley. That’s not to say the other, Torshek, is small. But in comparison, he’s a couple of inches smaller in both height and width.

      As we approach, they reach for the doors and swing both wide open, giving me more room than I could ever need to enter.

      The library is… unlike anything I would have ever imagined.

      I marvel at the high ceilings, every wall filled with heavy-looking dusty leather books, and the massive black tables filling the space in the center. Footsteps move away from me. A door creaks, drawing my gaze, and I spot Holzeni stepping out.

      I hesitate.

      He’s about to disappear through the door when I clear my throat.

      He pauses.

      “You can…” I look away. “It’s a big space, and if you needed some quiet thinking time, I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to stay.”

      He says nothing for so long that I peek over at him before quickly looking away again. “I mean if you want to. I just—”

      “If my presence would not ruin your enjoyment of the space, then—”

      “No,” I interrupt. It’s a struggle to meet his eyes because they are terrifying, but he’s done everything he could not to terrify me. It feels wrong to keep treating him as a monster when he’s done nothing to make me think he is one. “You would not ruin my enjoyment of the space.”

      For a long moment, we study each other. It’s still not easy meeting his eyes. I don’t know that it ever will be easy, but I do it. Somehow.

      His shoulders relax and he nods before he steps back inside the room, letting the door slam shut. “Then I will stay.”

      Nodding, I turn to take in the room. After hesitating for a second, I gesture at a wall carving. It’s hard to know what it’s supposed to represent, but it stirs my curiosity.

      “Do you think you could tell me about this carving?” I glance over at him. “If talking is allowed in here. On Earth…” My voice trails off when I remember where I am and where I most definitely am not. I continue after a beat. “On Earth, you couldn’t speak loudly in a library. The nuns in the convent would shout at you if you even thought too loudly.”

      “You may talk as loudly as you wish, Ri’ashi.” He lifts his arm in a sign I should follow him to where the largest wall carving of a three-armed beast dominates the room. “And you may think as loudly as you wish. Torshek thinks so loudly, I can hear him even in my sleep.”

      He surprises a laugh out of me.

      Before I can dwell too long on how sweet he is, he starts telling me about Khular, the world they entered through a portal to escape their dying one.

      I listen, mesmerized.
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      Claws rake over my lower belly.

      I moan, arching my back as a series of clicks reverberates around me. A forked tongue brushes my right nipple, and I whimper. Hands nudge my legs apart, claws pressing into my skin as a male body blankets me. A sinuous tail brushes along my thigh, edging closer to my core. I part my legs, wanting—

      Knock, knock, knock.

      I wrench myself into an upward position, my head spinning from moving so fast.

      Raising a hand to my damp brow, I brush away the perspiration forming there.

      What was that?

      I’ve dreamed before, plenty of times, but nothing that vivid in my life. It felt like a memory. Or like it was actually happening. I’m breathing hard, and there’s the same strangely sweet scent hanging heavy in the air as there was in my dream. And my panties are soaked. Which is… strange. I’ve never been this aroused in my life, least of all because of a dream. Was it because of the food I ate?

      “Ri’ashi?” a male voice calls from the other side of the closed door.

      I grab the sheets and yank them up to my chest, staring at the dark wood. “Yes, Cirexhi?”

      And I pause.

      How did I know it was him? Is it strange that I should know?

      After Holzeni showed me the library, he walked me back to this room—my room, he said—brought me more food to eat, and told me I should rest. I don’t know what happened to Torshek and Cirexhi, but I haven’t seen them since they opened the doors to the library.

      I must have fallen asleep, for how long I don’t know. My body is well-rested enough for it to have been a while. At least, several hours, I think.

      None of that explains how I should be able to tell them apart so easily.

      “If you have rested enough, I wish to show you something,” Cirexhi calls through the door.

      My brow wrinkles in confusion.

      Another date?

      Is this what the Mostiri do for all the women they bring here? Did Arden have the same thing happen to her?

      “Unless you do not wish to—”

      “Why?” I interrupt, still debating if I want to get up to see this thing he wants to show me. “I mean, I already saw the library.”

      “It is not the library I wish to show you, Ri’ashi. That is a place Holzeni finds peace; my place is elsewhere,” Cirexhi says.

      His admission makes me even more curious because it sounds like they all want to show me something. Why? I don’t know.

      After thinking about it for a few more seconds, I peel the sheets off me and climb out of bed. “Okay, I’ll be right there.”
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      I’m not sure what I expected Cirexhi to show me, but it certainly wasn’t an empty black roof, and overhead, a dusky purple sky.

      “There’s nothing here,” I say, glancing around. Well, there is. A purple sky that makes my stomach feel funny looking at it. Since he doesn’t seem to be focused on it, I don’t think it’s what he brought me here to see.

      It’s yet another blindingly clear sign I’m no longer on Earth. I look away from it, not sure I’m ready to embrace that truth just yet. Even if it is staring me in the face.

      Holzeni took me to what felt like the bowels of their home. Cirexhi has brought me to the top. I scan the large, empty expanse of black stone again, and still see nothing of interest. Unless there’s some small carving that I’m missing. “At least, nothing I can see.”

      “You are wrong, Ri’ashi.” He wanders over to the farthest side, stops, and stares out into the distance. Not at the rich, purple sky, which seems to be the only point of interest out here. But something else. Something I can’t see from where I’m standing. “Come, Ri’ashi.”

      I’m not so sure I want to since I’ve never been a lover of heights.

      I debate whether he intends to throw me over the side. After deciding he wouldn’t have brought me to his world to shove me off a castle roof for no reason, I cross over to him, standing a little apart. Just in case. “What is it?”

      Other than a strangely black hilly ground far, far below us, I can’t imagine what has caught his attention for him to be staring so intently into the distance.

      “There are so many hopes, dreams, and wishes here that I am amazed you do not see them,” he says, standing with his arms folded behind him.

      I glance over at him, confused. “I don’t understand.”

      He lifts a hand and points a clawed finger into the distance. “There is a portal that leads to a world filled with sea creatures.”

      I blink at him, more confused than ever.

      He points at another spot on his left. “Another there that we were lucky to leave with our lives.”

      Again, he points elsewhere. “Another that was filled with more dangers than you could ever imagine. I have lost countless moments standing in this spot, marking the next portal we would go through. Filling this place right here with all my hopes and dreams.”

      It’s not as cold as Earth in this world, inside or out, but I wrap my arms around myself as a slight chill cools my skin. “What were you looking for if so many of these portals were dangerous?”

      He peers down at me from his towering height. “You, Ri’ashi. You are who we were seeking all this time.”

      His intensity makes me edge away.

      He focuses his attention on the mountainous world beneath us. “How did you like the library, Ri’ashi?”

      Why was he searching for me all this time? Now that he’s found me, does that mean he will stop going through portals?

      As the seconds tick by, I lose my tension and sink into the moment, recalling how I felt in the library. At peace. Calm. And then I understand why he would bring me here.

      “It was peaceful in the library,” I say quietly. “It brought Holzeni peace. Me too. And this is your place.”

      He slowly nods, drawing my gaze to his horns. “If you cannot find Holzeni, the library is the first place to look for him.” Amusement warms his voice. “Torshek goes to study and read our tomes. Holzeni goes to rest or think. You will usually find him sleeping in some corner.”

      I watch him out of the corner of my eye. “But you don’t go to the library?”

      “No, Ri’ashi, you can find me here.”

      “Deciding which portal to look through?” I guess.

      “Not now.”

      He doesn’t say it, but it’s clear why he wouldn’t. I’m the thing he was looking for and now he doesn’t need to look for it anymore.

      “Why would you be looking for me?” I ask instead.

      “Did Holzeni tell you about our destroyed world, Ri’ashi?” Cirexhi asks, surprising me.

      I glance over at him, confused. “Yes.”

      I struggle to imagine what it must have been like to wake one morning to earthquakes and tremors that you learned would soon destroy everything you loved.

      If they hadn’t discovered the portal to Khular, a habitable world they could start again, an entire race would have been wiped out.

      He stares down at the world beneath us for a little longer and then says, “We are a race who does not do well alone for too long. Three Mostiri males form into nests. Later, we add a female to complete it. With the lack of females, it is how we survived.”

      I don’t know why his words trigger a cascade of disappointment. I’d hoped there was something about me that was special. What if they just happened to be in that alley, saved me, and decided I would do since I was right there?

      “Our nest has close bonds with the Mostiri Prime,” Cirexhi continues. “Before the Mostiri Prime’s nest found their Ri’ashi, they were much favored by the females of our race. They could have their pick of any female.”

      Where is he going with this?

      “So?” I prompt.

      “When the Mostiri Prime found Arden, and they bonded, the females of our race looked for another nest. Do you know which nest they turned their attention to?”

      He’s looking at me, but I don’t turn to face him. “Yours.”

      “Ours,” he echoes. “Even before, Mostiri females favored our nest.”

      I spin to face him, suddenly angry at him. Should I be grateful they picked me and no one else? Is that what he wants? My gratitude? “Why do I need to know this?”

      He studies me gravely. “So you will understand that when our world was destroyed, we lost the ability to bond. We believed we would never discover the heart of our nest.”

      Holzeni’s words filter through my mind.

      “You are the heart of our nest, Ri’ashi.”

      I blink up at him, my eyes widening in surprise. It doesn’t sound like they just grabbed me because they happened to save me from Lucky and Steve. It sounds like I’m… special. But only to them. “It’s not just sex?”

      He shakes his head. “It is not just sex, Ri’ashi. You are what we need, and only you. No other female in existence.”

      “But you don’t know me,” I whisper, struggling to understand how that can be true. “What if you’re wrong?”

      He stretches a hand toward me, those terrifying pitch-black claws moving closer to my face.

      I inch back a half-step but stop short of running because some internal sense is telling me that he doesn’t want to hurt me. The barest tips of his claws brush my chin and skim over my cheek, right where Lucky slapped me.

      It doesn’t hurt anymore, but it feels like Cirexhi is tracing the exact shape of Lucky’s burning slap from memory.

      “I know those on Earth do not deserve you. That they do not treat you as they should. That those who dare to put their hands on you deserve death at my claws.” He angles my chin up and his fingers thread through my hair, the gentle tugging pressure making me stifle a moan. “I know that you are beautiful. You give me more peace than anything ever has. I know your presence completes me. And I know that you are mine.”

      I stare up at him, stunned at the devastating, unvarnished truth in his words. He means what he’s saying, utterly and completely. “You seem to know a lot,” I whisper.

      Amusement warms ruby-red eyes that aren’t as terrifying as I thought them before. “I am the leader of this nest. It is my job to know and learn what I do not.” His hand falls away. “Come Ri’ashi, I also know you are cold. Let me take you back inside.”

      I’m trailing him when he pauses and glances down at me.

      I halt.

      “What?” I peer down, hoping I’m not about to step on a bug.

      “We will need to find shoes for you.”

      “Shoes?” I blink.

      He nods and continues. “Arden’s nest carries her so her feet do not get cold.”

      My cheeks heat, and for some strange reason, I start thinking of my dream again. “Uh, well, I’d rather no one carried me around when I can walk.”

      For a second, I’m almost positive a little of that sweet scent I remember from my dream floats around us. And then I smell the same scent from the alley. The lush, rich one I struggled to identify. It’s coming from Cirexhi. Is it weird that it’s making me aroused?

      When Cirexhi slows, I glance over to discover why. Spotting movement beneath his leather loincloth, I blush and look away.

      After a moment, Cirexhi resumes walking again, and I follow, my eyes darting occasionally to him as he leads the way back down the hallway.

      “You have a gray spot on your side,” I say, instinctively touching the spot on the side closest to me. I’m almost positive he didn’t have it before. Or maybe I just missed it.

      He halts, back stiff.

      I yank my hand away. “Sorry.”

      He glances down at the spot and immediately away again. “It is nothing.”

      But I don’t think I believe him. I’ve drawn attention to something probably embarrassing that’s made him uncomfortable. Instantly, I regret having said anything at all. Is it a birthmark?

      “I’m sorry,” I apologize. “And I shouldn’t have touched you. I won’t do it again.”

      Walking quickly now, and hoping I’m not going in the wrong direction, I jump when he grips my arm and gently steers me right instead of left. “I would hope that you would do it again.”

      I peer up at him, conscious he’s still touching me and I’m not telling him to let me go. “Do what again?”

      His eyes burn. “Touch me, Ri’ashi. You are free to touch me whenever you wish.”

      “Oh,” I whisper.

      We study each other for so long that I know I should say something. Or do something.

      Nothing comes to mind. Maybe for him too, because he doesn’t speak either.

      And then he releases me before continuing down the hallway as if we didn’t just have a moment right in the middle of it.

      My eyes return to the gray spot on his side as we walk. I can’t help but wonder at the strange note in his voice, or get the sense he’s hiding something from me.

      Something important.
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      It’s the day after my date in the library with Cirexhi.

      I had another dream. One that felt more real than the first. I almost asked Cirexhi about it until it hit me that I would have to tell him what he, Torshek, and Holzeni were doing to me in those dreams.

      My face flushed so hot, he was halfway out of the room to get me water before I called after him to reassure him I was okay. Cirexhi didn’t believe I was. In the end, it took nearly five minutes to explain that blushing was a normal human reaction and not a sign I was about to keel over.

      Since I can’t tell the Mostiri about my increasingly arousing dreams, I figured I could ask Arden. Maybe it’s a side effect of a human being in a world with no sun?

      “Cirexhi, if Arden has recovered, can I go see her?” I ask, hoping they won’t want to know why my cheeks are still so red.

      “I will take her,” Torshek says, rising from one of the stone chairs that I refuse to believe is the least bit comfortable.

      “We will escort her,” Cirexhi corrects him. “I wish to speak with Bosek.”

      They wait for me to use the bathing chamber, bring me a new gold dress to wear, and we leave. Since they don’t seem to have panties here, I’ve taken to washing mine and leaving it to dry. I’m not sure how long I can do it, but I’d rather not go without panties in a new world.

      I’m not a materialistic person. Still, I’d appreciate having more than one pair of panties. The thought of asking them for another pair, especially after the dreams I’ve been having, makes me flush just thinking about it.

      As Torshek leads the way, he asks me if I slept well. I point my eyes to the ground, mumble I did, and pray he doesn’t see how intensely I’m blushing.

      “Oh, hi, Marie. Come on in.” Arden grins, swinging open the door in response to Cirexhi’s hard knock.

      I follow her into the same room she brought me when I first freaked out and ran away from Cirexhi, Torshek, and Holzeni.

      After one look in my face, she promptly closes the bedroom door behind us. “You look like you need to talk.” She doesn’t look the least bit surprised that I do.

      Why is that?

      It’s almost as if she were expecting me to want to talk to her about something. Or am I just seeing something that isn’t there?

      “I guess,” I mumble, still blushing. On top of the bed is a tray with bowls of food. “I’m not interrupting you, am I? I can always—”

      “No,” she interrupts. “Help yourself. I’m not hungry yet.”

      She must be through the worst of her sickness now, though she’s still paler than she was before.

      “Oh, okay.” I’ve eaten three of what has fast become my favorite fruit here before I summon up the courage to ask her about my erotic dreams.

      “So, what do you want to talk about?” she asks.

      How do I ask her if she had sexy dreams about Mostiri? And how can I do it in a way that won’t make me want to die of embarrassment?

      “Um…Cirexhi, Torshek, and Holzeni. Something happened,” I admit.

      She cocks her head, curious. “Something good or bad?”

      I have a flashback to my dreams and heat sweeps through me. “Good. It was really good.”

      When her gaze sharpens, I get the sense she sees more than I want her to. “You look happy.”

      Do I?

      I wish there was a mirror here so I could see. But I think I believe her. I haven’t been in this world long, yet I’ve probably smiled and laughed more than I have in years on Earth.

      “Maybe it’s not so bad here,” I quietly concede.

      Her smile widens. “Oh?”

      I glance at the closed door.

      Torshek and Cirexhi are in the next room waiting to take me back when I’ve finished talking to Arden. Ever since I settled on her bed, I’ve been hearing faint clicking coming from the other side of the door. Torshek and Cirexhi must be having a conversation of their own with Arden’s nest.

      “They’re sweeter than I thought they would be.”

      She waggles her eyebrows suggestively. “Just sweet?”

      A particularly vivid image of clawed hands pushing my thighs open as a forked tongue laps between them makes my cheeks burn. “Yes. They keep taking me to see things. Cirexhi took me to the roof, and he said… well, he said something that nearly made me cry. Holzeni took me to the library and told—”

      “Hold up,” Arden interrupts, raising one hand in a sign to stop. “I think my nest must be falling down on the job because they haven’t taken me to see a library.”

      “They haven’t?” I blink, surprised.

      “Nope,” Arden says, not sounding the least bit put out by it despite her mock glare.

      “Then we will have to mend that failing as soon as possible,” a voice comes from the door, making me jump. It’s the largest Mostiri in Arden’s nest. I hadn’t even heard the door open.

      “Bosek,” Arden says, grinning. “You’re eavesdropping.”

      “I am discovering in what way I can ensure I keep you happy and pleasured,” he responds with such determination that I don’t doubt he means it.

      Arden’s eyes soften. “There’s no way you can improve on perfection.”

      The Mostiri don’t have expressive faces, but I’d swear I read pleasure there before he nods and retreats. “I will leave you to your conversation.”

      Before he can close it all the way, Cirexhi is there. “Ri’ashi?”

      I move to get up. “Is it time to go?”

      He shakes his large head. “We will go when you are ready to go, Ri’ashi. I did not wish to let this moment pass without seeing you.”

      “Oh,” I say, smiling. That’s nice. “Thanks.”

      He nods and retreats as well, pulling the door closed behind him.

      “You realize he’s gone and you’re still smiling, right?” Arden says.

      “I wanted to ask you something. Can I?” I try to keep my voice down and hope the Mostiri don’t have sharp ears.

      She straightens as a frown creases her brow. “Sure, what is it?”

      After casting one last look at the doorway to reassure myself no one is there, I lean toward her and whisper, “I’ve been having dreams.”

      Arden leans in even closer. “What kinds of dreams?”

      My cheeks flush.

      A smile tugs on her lips. “Oh, those kinds of dreams. Do they involve tails?”

      She says it with enough heat in her eyes that suggests she knows exactly how the tails get used. My embarrassment proves too much. I thought I could talk about this, but I can’t.

      Clearing my throat, I look away.

      “Uh. There’s something else,” I say, changing the subject to a less embarrassing and more serious one. “I wanted to ask Cirexhi about it, but I don’t think he’ll be honest with me.”

      “Shoot,” Arden says, lifting a piece of red fruit to her lips.

      “I saw a gray spot on Cirexhi.”

      The piece of fruit stops inches from her mouth.

      I wait for her to ask about the gray spot.

      “Oh?” she says, vaguely.

      Why am I getting the sneaking suspicion that she doesn’t want to tell me something? Shaking off my unease, I explain. “At first, I thought it was just a birthmark or something. But I saw one like it on Holzeni before I came here, and I’m sure he didn’t have it when he took me to the library.”

      Arden’s face turns increasingly blank. “On Holzeni as well?” she asks faintly. “How strange.”

      My suspicion solidifies into belief. “What is it? Do you know something?”

      “Me?” She pops the fruit in her mouth and chews. Her face scrunches up, and she spits it out onto her palm. “Ugh! It’s gone bad. Don’t eat those.”

      “But I already have,” I remind her. “They tasted fine to me.”

      Arden eyes the bowl suspiciously as she places the fruit in her hand on the tray. “Hmm. I guess it is possible to eat so much of something you’re literally sick of it. You have no idea how much of those fruits I’ve eaten. Don’t do like me, Marie.”

      Flopping to her back, she blows out a heavy sigh, ruffling her blonde hair. “They were so good. Why didn’t I ration myself? What if I have to eat the blinking meat?”

      Did I hear her right?

      “Blinking meat?” I repeat.

      She waves a hand in the air as if to brush my question away. “Uh, it’s just a saying.”

      “I’ve never heard that before,” I tell her, frowning. I mean, I lived in a convent and then a basement, but I’m almost positive I’d have heard someone say something like that.

      “Oh, it’s a Mostiri saying. Ask your nest. They’ll tell you.”

      After I strongly suspect Cirexhi is keeping a secret from me? I doubt it. I guess I could ask Holzeni or Torshek, but if Cirexhi is being this vague, I have little hope the others will open up.

      “What about the other fruit… thing? Wait, didn’t you say this was like a carb?” I pick up the blue fruit/carb bowl and offer it to her.

      She waves it away. “It’s not as good.”

      “Well, you need to eat something.” I hold the bowl closer. “And you still look pale. Maybe it’ll make you feel better.”

      Sighing, she sits up and plops one small piece in her mouth. Her eyes widen and she snatches the bowl from me. “Mine.”

      I watch her demolish the bowl in seconds, my lips twitching. “What happened to rationing yourself?”

      She grins at me. “Rationing? Did someone say something about rationing?”

      Shaking my head, I cross my legs as my smile fades. “What should I do about this gray birthmark thing? It feels kind of important, but I don’t know why.”

      “I don’t know that there’s anything you can do,” Arden says between bites. “I’ll speak to my nest about it.”

      I narrow my eyes. “So, this is a Mostiri thing? Like a sickness?”

      Her gaze slides from mine. She suddenly has a pressing need to examine her bowl with an intensity that makes me suspicious. “I guess.”

      My eyes narrow further. “You know something.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she denies.

      “Arden. You—”

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek says from the doorway, making me jump.

      Arden smiles and stands. “Well, I guess it’s time for you to leave.”

      Torshek focuses on me. “Are you ready to leave, Ri’ashi?”

      Not really.

      His timing confirms they’re keeping something from me. It looks like I shouldn’t waste my time asking him about the gray spots because I have a feeling he won’t tell me.

      “Uh.” I glance back at Arden.

      Since she seems to be actively avoiding talking about this, whatever this is, I figure I might as well leave. Even if I’m leaving with more questions than when I arrived.

      Reluctant to ask for an explanation with Torshek standing right there, I push myself to my feet. “Can I come back if I have any more questions?”

      “Sure.” Arden nods.

      Just not about gray spots, apparently.

      As I study her, I can’t help but notice she’s looking a little green in the face. “Maybe you should rest some more. You don’t look so good.”

      “Yeah,” Arden agrees, swallowing hard as she climbs back into bed. “And maybe not pig out all the time.”

      After saying goodbye to her, I follow Torshek to the door and we leave with Cirexhi silently trailing us back down the hallway.

      Although I subtly try to examine Torshek for signs he has any of the gray spots, either he doesn’t have them, or he has them in a place I can’t see.

      Like under that leather-looking loincloth they all seem to wear and that does nothing to hide their form. My cheeks flush and I look away.

      “I could not help but overhear you and Arden talking about dreams,” Torshek says.

      Blushing five times hotter than I was before, I hope he’ll get the message and change the subject.

      As I peek at him under my lashes, I spot a tiny gray patch under his arm when he lifts it to push a door closed. “You have a gray spot,” I say, lifting a finger to point it out. “You all have them now.”

      He immediately lowers his arm, covering it. “It is nothing, Ri’ashi. Perhaps you could tell me about these dreams you are having.”

      They’re all keeping a secret from me. But what? And why?

      I shake my head. “I think I’d rather not.”

      We walk for the next several seconds in silence.

      I’m so focused on peeking at Torshek in search of more of those gray spots no one will tell me about when something trips me. Crying out, I fly forward, my hands stretched out to cushion my fall.

      Something long and strong wraps around my waist. It stops my fall, sets me back on my feet, and then releases me.

      I glance to my right, just in time to spot Torshek’s tail disappearing behind him.

      I stare at it.

      He continues our walk as if nothing happened.

      “You used your tail to catch me,” I blurt out.

      Torshek slows, and still staring straight ahead, says, “You are afraid of our claws. I did not want to frighten you, Ri’ashi.”

      I stop. He does the same. We’re blocking the hallway, but I don’t move. “So you used your tail?” I glance at it again. And as if he can feel my attention, the tail gently swishes.

      “Yes, Ri’ashi.”

      Why can’t I stop staring at his tail?

      “Where do the barbs go?” I ask.

      He gives me a long, searching look. When he realizes I’m neither running, screaming, or backing away, the tension in his shoulders eases. “Inside.”

      Inside?

      My eyes return to his barbless tail. “Does it hurt?”

      “No, Ri’ashi, it is just what they do. Come. I wish to—”

      “Can I touch it?” I burst out.

      Torshek turns to stone.

      I realize how rude I’m behaving. All the staring and now I demand to touch it?

      My face flushing hot, I whirl away, ashamed. “I’m sorry, please ignore m—”

      “You can touch, Ri’ashi,” he interrupts, his voice surprisingly husky.

      I sense there is more coming. “But?”

      “But it would be best we did not do this in the hallway,” he adds.

      I angle my head, confused. “Why not?”

      Is it me, or is he breathing harder than he was a second ago?

      “Two reasons, Ri’ashi.” Amusement flares in his eyes. “I believe no one wishes to enter this hallway until we have left it.”

      I glance around me, and sure enough, heads are hovering in doorways. They must’ve heard about Holzeni shoving Mostiri back into their rooms. Since Torshek is bigger, they must wonder if he’ll be even more forceful in clearing the hallway.

      I hide my smile.

      “And the second reason I shouldn’t touch you?” I prompt.

      “You should not put your hands on me in any other place than behind closed doors, Ri’ashi,” he adds, still in that husky timbre.

      “But why?” I ask.

      I’m not sure what makes me glance down. Maybe it’s the long pause before he speaks. Maybe it’s some small movement. Whatever it is, it makes my gaze dips. There is no doubt in my mind that the bulge under his leather loincloth is significantly larger than it was before.

      “The thought of you touching me is… pleasurable.”

      I clear my throat. “Oh.”

      It takes superhuman effort to rip my eyes from his bulge to his face. “Me touching your tail?”

      He slowly shakes his head. “Anywhere, Ri’ashi. The thought of you touching me anywhere at all.”

      We stare at each other as my heart trips faster. The thought of him touching me is making me feel warm inside. And it’s reminding me of the dreams I’m starting to wish would become reality.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t then,” I say, aware that Mostiri must still be waiting for us to stop staring at each other so they can go about their day—or night?

      Torshek stretches a clawed hand toward me.

      I hold still, not shying away when I would have before at the sight of those pitch-black claws. Satisfaction warms his eyes, followed swiftly by desire as he combs them slowly through my hair.

      I angle my head up, stifling a moan at the incredible pleasure. No one has ever played with my hair before, and now I can’t imagine ever wanting him to stop.

      A soft moan slips out before I can silence it. Torshek moves closer, his gaze darkening as he stretches his other hand toward my breasts—

      “Torshek!” a commanding order comes from my left. Close.

      I snap my head to the side.

      Cirexhi is standing in the hallway, his eyes fixed on Torshek, a warning in them.

      He was behind us. How could I have forgotten he was behind us all this time?

      I flatten my hair and walk away. Fast. Torshek silently follows.

      It’s only when we’ve cleared the main hallway and entered the shorter one that leads back to our rooms that I peek under my lashes at Torshek. My lip twitches.

      Torshek catches my smile. “Ri’ashi?” he asks in a lowered voice.

      I glance behind us. Cirexhi is following, glaring hard at Torshek’s back. As if he feels my attention, he turns my way.

      I whip my head back around. “Are you in trouble?” I whisper.

      Torshek slows. “In trouble?”

      Hearing the confusion in his voice, I explain, “You did something you weren’t supposed to, and now Cirexhi is angry at you.”

      He snorts a clicking sound that I take for amusement. “Partly. I believe he does not like that I was the one who you had moaning.”

      Heat blooms across my cheeks.

      I don’t realize that he’s even stopped until he says, “Ri’ashi?”

      “It’s okay,” I assure him. “It’s not fever.”

      His concern melts away. As we continue to study each other, his desire grows. “You are very beautiful, Ri’ashi.”

      “Are the women in your world not beautiful?” I whisper.

      He slowly shakes his head. “Not like you.”

      Oh.

      I think we could stand in the hallway staring at each other for even longer until Cirexhi grips Torshek’s arm and shoves him. “Move,” he grunts.

      Torshek heaves a dramatic sigh. “You see, Ri’ashi, now he does not wish for me to even look at you.”

      My lip twitches as I continue walking. I periodically glance over at him. He must feel my attention, but he continues at the same easy pace, not asking why I keep looking at him.

      When he eventually turns my way, those red eyes which once terrified me don’t startle me in the least. “Are you well, Ri’ashi?”

      I look away again, thinking. More and more, I’m struggling to remember why I want to leave this world. “I’m okay.”

      Any person who’s been dragged into a monstrous world should not be okay. They should be in shock.

      Instead, I’m thinking about staying here. All because of three sweet monsters.
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      A long, forked tongue drags over my breast and circles my nipple. I sigh, letting my head sink back and my thighs fall open. Soft clicks brush my ear as the most delicious grazing sensation skims my belly and my hip. Arms hook under my knees, lift me, and nudge me open even wider. Hot air kisses the sensitive skin on my inner thigh.

      The forked tongue returns, lapping at my core with a hunger that makes me grip silken sheets in both hands. I arch my back, a desperate moan spilling from my lips as the ache between my thighs grows and grows.

      “Ri’ashi?” Holzeni says.

      I flutter my eyes open and turn to him.

      He’s lying on the bed beside me, his ruby-red eyes filled with heat as he studies me. “Let me see your need.”

      A tongue strokes through my folds, stopping just short of pushing inside me.

      With my gaze fixed on Holzeni’s, I moan. There’s a sweet scent so heavy in the air that I taste the syrup on my tongue.

      What is that? Why does it feel like it’s coming from me?

      “Ri’ashi?”

      I shake my head, shrugging the insistent voice away. Can’t think of anything but this ache. My eyes flutter closed. I dig my heels into the bed and lift my hips, panting as perspiration forms on my brow, my body so overheated I need to cool it. “Please!”

      Claws rake through my hair, the gentle tugging on my scalp edging me closer to release.

      My belly ripples, and I writhe, hovering so close to the edge of an explosion I can’t breathe. Can’t think. Can’t—

      “Ri’ashi?” the voice comes from my left, the tone so insistent it shatters my world.

      The silken sheets, the tongue, Holzeni… everything evaporates. I cry out in frustration because the ache is still there.

      I peel my eyes open, and a new face hovers over mine.

      Torshek.

      The same sweet scent hovers thickly in the air. There isn’t a tongue lapping between my thighs. It was a dream. The same intensely arousing dream that made me lose my mind.

      Torshek is sitting on the edge of my bed close beside me. He angles his head downward. I do the same to discover what has him breathing so hard.

      I have my right hand buried between my spread thighs, my dress hiked up over my hips. My fingers aren’t just damp, they’re soaked.

      Blushing bright hot, I yank my hand free and shove myself away from Torshek, so embarrassed I just want to die.

      “I am sorry, Ri’ashi, I thought…” His voice trails off.

      I’m too busy tugging the hem of my dress down. Too late. It’s not like he could’ve missed seeing everything with the way I kicked the sheets off me as I slept.

      Feeling eyes on me, I lift my gaze from my now-covered body to the doorway. I closed the door when I returned from talking with Arden, used the bathing chamber, and climbed into bed, exhausted.

      The door is open, and in the doorway, Cirexhi and Holzeni are peering at me. From the bulges prodding their leather loin-cloths, what they saw me do was enough to excite them.

      I realize then what must have happened.

      They heard me moaning in the next room and came to investigate.

      That sweet scent in the air must be my arousal. I don’t know why it’s so strong, but if I can smell it, so can they. They heard me moaning, opened the door, and found me pleasuring myself with my fingers.

      If I ever blushed harder than I do this moment, I have no memory of it. I must resemble a tomato for Holzeni to briefly disappear and reappear holding a leather pouch filled with water.

      I take one look at the pouch, and there’s no stifling my smile. “It’s not a fever,” I say softly, still smiling. “But thanks.”

      “Are you sure, Ri’ashi, you are very…” His voice trails off as if he doesn’t want to say something that will offend me. “Red.”

      Again, he lifts the pouch a little higher as if he thinks I’ve missed it and he wants to make sure I haven’t.

      Arden was right. They are sweet.

      “What you saw me do…” I point my hot face at my lap. “I am embarrassed. That’s why I’m so red. It was a dream. I’m sorry I was so loud.”

      “What was this dream about, Ri’ashi?” Cirexhi asks.

      I look away. “Oh, it was nothing interesting.”

      Only the most intensely arousing dream I’ve ever had in my life. My fingers are soaked. My inner thighs are damp, and I’m almost positive the sheets are the same way. How can a dream have such a potent effect on me?

      Clawed fingers enter my line of vision, grip my chin, and angle my face up to meet Torshek’s gaze. His eyes burn. “I do not believe that, Ri’ashi. I believe this dream was very interesting.”

      “Oh, it really wasn’t,” I say faintly, wishing he would leave so I could return to it.

      I’ve never had a dream so hot in my life. It felt so… real. As if I really were in a bed with black, silken sheets and I had Mostiri pleasuring me on it.

      It wasn’t the first. Merely the last in a series of other heated dreams. In one, I have the faintest memory of being pinned between two Mostiri. In others, I’m making the Mostiri groan because of the things I’m doing to them.

      Torshek releases my chin then, and with his eyes locked on mine, he grips my right wrist carefully. I watch him, curious, as he lifts my right hand to his mouth and draws each finger into his mouth one by one, sucking my juices clean from me.

      “This tells me otherwise, Ri’ashi,” he purrs between each long suck.

      My breath hitches, and I whimper, clamping my thighs together as each hard draw tugs at my core, re-igniting the ache I’m desperate to ease.

      I imagine him burying his face between my thighs so he can pay it the same intense, hungry attention he’s lavishing on my fingers. And then my breasts. They feel swollen and achy, needy for touch, or preferably, Torshek’s mouth.

      I almost ask. I’m parting my lips to do it when reality intrudes. Blushing, I yank my hand free, my cheeks burning as I look away.

      For several seconds, there’s utter silence.

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek quietly asks. “Did you not like me touching you?”

      I slam my eyes shut at the husky note in his voice, tamping down the need to beg him to press his mouth between my legs.

      “Ri’ashi? Did I hurt you?” Concern laces Torshek’s voice.

      When I try to speak, words refuse to emerge. I shake my head instead, shifting restlessly on the bed as desire consumes me. My body is hungry, starving for his hot, rough tongue. I try to quiet the pulsing ache within, but it never goes away. I need him to feed it, and me. Now.

      “Ri’ashi?” Claws rake through my hair. I swallow my moan.

      I turn to face Torshek, knowing it’s a mistake, but I can’t seem to stop myself.

      As I stare up at him, I’m conscious I’m in bed, and he is as well. I want to lie down and know what it would feel like to have him stretch out on top of me. And not just him. Holzeni and Cirexhi as well.

      Torshek must read the growing need in my eyes. I see it building in his, so I blink in surprise when he rises from the bed and says, “If you will bathe and dress, Ri’ashi, I wish to share the garden with you.”

      I blink at him in surprise. “The garden?”

      “Holzeni and Cirexhi each have their places, as do I,” he says, as he moves away from the bed.

      They each have a place they wish to share with me.

      I don’t understand them. They stare at me with heat in their eyes. They do nothing to hide their arousal from me, and yet they make no demands on me. Instead, they’re determined to show me their favorite places. To make me feel safe. I don’t understand these Mostiri at all. But a growing part of me is becoming as entranced by them as they seem to be with me.

      I hadn’t believed I could, but I forget my embarrassment and my arousal. “Why are you sharing these places with me?”

      “Can you not guess, Ri’ashi?” Cirexhi asks from the doorway.

      I shake my head.

      Torshek retreats to the door. “Think about it, Ri’ashi.”

      Before I can ask, they step out of my room and Holzeni pulls the door closed behind them, leaving me alone.

      I sit there thinking. Why?

      When my stomach grumbles, I get up and go to the door to pull it open. They’re sitting on furniture I refuse to believe is as comfortable as it looks. At once, they rise. “We will leave you to—”

      “No,” I interrupt Holzeni because I can guess what they’re doing. And why. “You don’t need to leave every time I need the bathing chamber. It feels kind of rude as well to kick you out of your own home.”

      “It is not rude if it is for your comfort,” Cirexhi says, still heading for the way out. “Bathe. We will have food waiting for you in your room when you wish it.”

      And they leave again.

      All of them.

      I’m still standing there, marveling at their thoughtfulness when the door swings open and Holzeni walks back in, holding the water pouch. Crossing over to me, he presses the pouch into my palm.

      Bemused, I close my hand around the water pouch, holding on. “Thank you.”

      He leaves again. When I realize I’ve been smiling at the closed door for several minutes, I shake my head and go bathe so Torshek can take me on what I think is a Mostiri version of a date.

      Before they brought me to this world, I’d never been on a date before. I think even if I had, none could have been as thoughtful as the ones these monsters seem determined to make them.
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      I stare at a blanket of brightly colored flowers unlike any I’ve ever seen in my life. “This is the garden?”

      Torshek places a hand low on my back and guides me forward. “One of them. This one belongs to Arden. She permitted us to visit.”

      I whip my head toward him and stumble. The only reason I don’t fall is because Torshek still has his hand on my back. “It’s Arden’s?” I whisper, stunned.

      Torshek nods. “Her nest gifted it to her.”

      My eyes return to the vast garden spread out in front of me. Arden said they were generous, but this is unreal.

      It stretches out so far that I can’t see where it ends. It’s almost enough to distract me from the purple-hued sky and the alien mountains in the distance.

      I’m not on Earth, and the physical reminder is without a doubt intimidating as hell. Yet, I’m not afraid with Torshek walking close beside me, his large hand on my back.

      “You don’t scare me as much as you did before,” I admit quietly.

      “It is only natural to fear a thing still new to us, Ri’ashi.”

      I nod my agreement. “You go through portals to new worlds. Is there anything you’re afraid of?”

      I doubt there is. One look at a Mostiri’s claws and whatever creature they came across would turn tail and run. I know I would.

      “Only one thing, Ri’ashi.” He angles to the right, and we continue through this bright, colorful garden. I don’t know where he’s leading us, but this is no casual wander. This has a purpose.

      “And that thing is?” I ask.

      “You.”

      I pause, tilting my head up to meet his eyes. Hopefully not for too long because I will for sure get a crick in my neck. “I don’t understand.”

      He stops and turns to fully face me. “Before Bosek and his nest found Arden, it was… manageable not having a bonded nest. We had existed on Khular for so long that none of us expected we would have one again. Arden changed that.”

      “Made things better?” I guess.

      “Worse,” is his surprising answer, making me more confused than before.

      Likely reading the confusion on my face, Torshek resumes walking. “To see his nest with her, the bond forming between them, hear her laughter, and knowing each night they were joining with their bonded…”

      I hadn’t thought monsters would know anguish, but it’s exactly what I hear in Torshek’s voice. Anguish.

      “They had what we had always longed for and might never find. To see it in front of us, to know it existed in the universe and that we might never have it ourselves, was worse, Ri’ashi. It is not a kind thing to admit, but it was easier when none of us had it.”

      I think I know what he means. I wish I didn’t, but I do.

      “The place my father sent me was in the middle of nowhere,” I say, speaking quietly.

      Torshek lowers his head as if to hear me better.

      “He had servants take me there when I was seven. At first, I thought he did it because he could see how close I was to Mom—closer than I was to him. I thought he was jealous, and he wanted her to himself.” I stop, choking back my tears.

      “When did you discover that was not the case, Ri’ashi?”

      “When he killed her,” I whisper.

      Although he doesn’t speak, I feel his surprise, swiftly followed by his rage. I’m not sure how I know what he feels, but I’m certain he does.

      But now, I’m not seeing the garden in front of me. I’m living three moments at once.

      In the first memory, I’m a trembling seven-year-old girl, standing alone in front of the desk in the convent, confused and afraid about why I’m so far from home.

      The second, I’m weeping in my tiny windowless room, knowing I will only see Mom when I go home for one month in the summer.

      In the third—and the most painful—I’m standing at the top of the staircase and seeing Mom at the bottom. Father is staring up at me with empty eyes after he pushed her and ordered his men to make it look like it had been an accident.

      “He had servants send me to this school where hardly anyone spoke English but me. I kept thinking I’d done something wrong, and it was my punishment. Then I thought he wanted Mom to himself. That he didn’t love me.” I blink tears from my eyes. “Other girls had visitors, but never me. If I hadn’t had her love, if I hadn’t known what it felt like to have her hold me, I don’t think being in that place would have hurt so much. So I think I know what you mean when you say it’s harder to see something and know you might never have it yourself.”

      I blink, and a tear falls, sliding down my cheek.

      Then another. And another.

      Torshek takes his hand from my back. A second later, I’m in his arms, my wet face against his throat and his tail wrapped around my waist. I lean into him, taking comfort in his touch. I let him ease the jagged wound in my soul I hadn’t realized was still so sharp or so painful until now.

      He clicks softly. I don’t know what he’s saying in Mostiri, if he’s saying anything at all. But it must be something reassuring because that’s exactly what it’s doing. Reassuring me.
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      By the time I’ve gotten a handle on my tears, Torshek has brought me to a small clearing in Arden’s vast garden.

      We’re sitting on something that feels like soil, but it’s too spongy for it to be.

      Torshek skims his claws along my jaw, grips my chin, and angles my head up so he can sweep his eyes over my face. “If Cirexhi were to see you now, Ri’ashi, I believe he would kill me.”

      I stare at him, not sure I believe him. I’ve wiped my tears away, but my eyes must still be red and my skin blotchy. “Really?”

      He stretches himself onto his back and continues to study me as if he can’t stop looking at me. They all do it, I suddenly realize. I’m not sure what they see when they look at me, but that look makes me feel seen in a way I never have before. And beautiful.

      “Perhaps not,” he concedes. “But he would not be pleased to see what I have done.”

      “And what have you done?” I ask, leaning into his gentle caress.

      “I have made you weep, Ri’ashi, and that is a killing offense.”

      “I keep forgetting to be afraid of you,” I admit. These three Mostiri keep saying things that make my heart feel so full. If I’m not careful, I could fall in love with them.

      Easily.

      “You are the only one in the entire universe who has nothing to fear from us, Ri’ashi,” he says. “For you, we would do anything.”

      “Why did you bring me here, Torshek? Holzeni wanted to give me peace, so he took me to the library. Cirexhi wanted me to know how special I was, so he took me to the roof. Why did you bring me here?”

      “I had a thing I wished to show you.” As he speaks, his eyes drift to the purple sky. “We are nearing the end of hunting season. Soon, the prey will be harder to catch and we will remain closer to our home. It is only in the hunting season that there is a constellation so beautiful, it is a reminder of Mostirin, our home world.”

      I study him. “But you didn’t come to show me that?”

      He shakes his head. “Perhaps next season. I cannot show you what brings me joy, so I thought to show you something else instead.”

      Something about his eyes, or maybe it’s the way he’s studying me, makes my chest tight as arousal punches through me. A second later, I remember I washed my soaked panties in the bathing chamber, but I didn’t put them back on. They’re still in there, drying. “What thing was that?”

      I jump, glancing down.

      “Something…” My voice trails off. I’d thought it was an insect or some bug tickling my ankle. It wasn’t.

      I swallow hard at the sight of Torshek’s long, wrist-width blue-black tail on the ground beside me. And I remember my dream of hands pressing my thighs open as a tail slid toward my core. I’d wanted it to touch me there. Had been panting for it.

      Even though all the Mostiri must have tails that look alike, I know the tail was his.

      I gulp again as I return my focus to Torshek’s gaze.

      As if he’d been waiting for that moment, he says, “Pleasure. I hoped to give you a taste of pleasure in this place that brings me so much joy.”

      “What kind of pleasure?”

      He releases my chin to skim his claws down from my jaw and shoulder before lingering over my right nipple. I swallow a moan, but a soft whimper still makes its way out.

      His eyes darken. “The kind that will make you hunger for more, Ri’ashi.” He moves then, easing me down beside him as his tail sweeps slowly up the inside of my thigh, taking my skirt up with it. “The kind that will make you hunger for me.”

      “I don’t hunger for pleasure, Torshek,” I say. Lies. As if I haven’t spent night after night hungering for it. Begging for it, even.

      “That is because you have not known us before. Now you will.”

      I should stop him. I should tell him this isn’t what I want, and I’ve never done this before. The denial never makes its way out. Something else does instead.

      “And if someone hears?” I whisper. Because if he does what I want him to, I don’t think I can be quiet. No, I’m certain I won’t.

      “Then they will know that I am doing an excellent job of pleasuring my Ri’ashi.”

      Torshek brushes his tail higher, and I automatically part my thighs for him. As he braces his large body over me, he’s careful not to crush me as his face blocks out the purple sky.

      “And if—oh!” I gasp, gripping his arms tight.

      My stomach tenses. I hold my breath as I wait for that same gentle stroke between my thighs to come again.

      Amusement flares in his eyes. “And if you feel the need to scream or moan out my name so all know it is me giving you such pleasure, I would not mind it if you did.”

      I release my breath as a laugh because I know he doesn’t mean it. Wanting to touch him, I lift my fingers to his face. The skin on his arms is tough, not ridged like his chest. His face is the same way. Hard, but hot.

      He freezes.

      Shyness makes me pull my hand back. “I’m sorry, I—”

      He grips my wrist and brings my fingers back as he flutters his eyes closed. “Touch.”

      So I do.

      I’ve been exploring his face for maybe twenty seconds when I realize he isn’t breathing.

      “Torshek?” I say, halting.

      He grunts and lowers his head as if wanting me to continue.

      “Torshek?” I repeat.

      He blinks his eyes open.

      “If you don’t start breathing soon, I’m afraid I will kill you.” I smile.

      He drags in so much air that I grin up at him.

      “You have a way of touching me that makes me forget how to do the most basic of things.”

      I arch my brow. “Like breathe?”

      “Like breathe,” he admits.

      Torshek, Cirexhi, and Holzeni say things that make me feel not just beautiful, but powerful. Special.

      “Do Mostiri kiss?” I ask.

      He cocks his head, confused. “Kiss?”

      I tug his head down with both hands, ignoring his curious eyes to press my lips to his.

      He doesn’t kiss me back. I’m not sure he would even know how. Instead, he stops breathing until I pull away again.

      “I was wrong, Ri’ashi.” His words are a bare thread of sound, so strange to come from someone so much bigger than me.

      “About?” I ask.

      “This will be why Cirexhi kills me. When he discovers you have given me this,” he says.

      I go back to exploring the angles of his face. “Then I will have to kiss him too, so he won’t.”

      When he lowers his head, I know he wants me to kiss him again. He doesn’t have human lips, but I’ve felt his tongue between my thighs in my dreams, so I know he has one of those.

      As I press my mouth to his, I let my eyelids fall closed, and he clicks softly—in pleasure—I hope, at the back of his throat. Then I feel his tail stroke upward, gliding over my core.

      My back arches and I moan in response.

      He does it again.

      And again.

      I break the kiss, crying out as I throw my head back and pant up at the purple-hued sky.

      Torshek angles his body over mine and peers down at me. As he caresses me with his tail, his eyes search my face as if wanting to read my every response to his touch. With every moan and gasp I release, he repeats the caresses that drove me to make the sound.

      I dig my nails into the skin on his arms, but he’s so tough I can’t. My body shudders beneath him, my muscles quivering as I stare up at him with wide eyes.

      “Please,” I whimper.

      Torshek drags his tail a little higher and grazes my clit. His gaze sharpens on my face as if he’s determined to find exactly the right place that will make this pleasure burst.

      “Torshek,” I gasp, writhing beneath him as I plant my feet on the ground and tilt my hips up.

      He takes his hand from beside my head, lifts it to my breast, and caresses the small globe with the tips of his claws.

      I moan his name as the sweet scent of my arousal surrounds us.

      He grunts in response, shifting his weight over me. As he circles my clit with his tail, he drags the blunt head of his ridged cock along my folds, up and down. Slowly. Moisture floods from my body in a rush, bathing the tip of him.

      “Oh!” I thrash beneath him.

      Torshek repeats the action that has me ready to beg him never to stop. Lifting my hips, I move with him.

      He rocks, firmly dragging the blunt head of his cock through my damp folds, his face tight as if he’s in a battle with himself. I want him to push inside me, need him to bury himself deep.

      “Torshek!” I gasp, grinding myself on him harder and faster, my climax just out of reach. Is it wrong that I’m using his body to tip me over the edge?

      “Yes, Ri’ashi,” he groans. “Take it. Take your pleasure.”

      “Oh, God!” My climax tears through me, so explosive every muscle tightens as I hold still, wishing it would last forever. That I would feel this good forever. It leaves me senseless to everything but my heart pounding loud in my head as I fight to steady my breath.

      Long minutes later, when I come to myself, I’m on my side, Torshek having tucked me close to his body as he combs his claws through my hair.

      My breathing is still unsteady as I smile. “Arden told me I would like it when you played with my hair.”

      He pauses for a beat and angles his head back so he can meet my eyes. “And was she right? Do you like it, Ri’ashi?”

      I nod. “Not just my hair. I seem to like everything you do to me.”

      “Then I will continue,” he says somberly.

      As we lie side by side, I study him as I process what just happened and how soon it can happen again.

      “Torshek?” I ask.

      “Ri’ashi?”

      How do I say this?

      “What would it have felt like if you’d…” My voice trails off.

      “If I’d…?” he prompts me.

      I dart a rapid glance into his eyes and quickly look away again. “Done more.”

      I feel him studying me before he echoes me. “Done more?”

      “You didn’t…” I clear my throat. Why is this so hard to say out loud? “You didn’t push yourself inside me,” I end in a whisper.

      His fingers tighten in my hair and his cock pulses on my lower belly. “And is that what you wanted, Ri’ashi?” His voice is husky as he leans into me. “For me to push myself inside you?”

      My cheeks are burning as my core tingles in response to his husky question. I don’t dare lift my gaze to meet his as I nod once.

      He grips my chin and lifts it himself. “You are new to pleasure, Ri’ashi,” he says slowly. “We will take our time giving it to you.”

      “And you?”

      “What about me, Ri’ashi?”

      I let my fingers play over his chest. “Don’t you need pleasure?”

      In my dreams you did, which makes me think you do. And I want to be the one to give you that pleasure, just like I do in my dreams.

      Torshek stares at me with such naked longing in his eyes, I know he wants me. I know he wants me badly. “What I need, is—”

      He shoves himself to his feet, nudging me back into the flowers. “Stay there, Ri’ashi. Danger comes this way. Do not move and it will not touch you.”

      I blink at him in confusion. “What do you—”

      An inhuman shriek makes me clap my hands over my ears. Sitting up, I whirl around to see where it came from and soon wish I hadn’t.

      I don’t know what this creature is with skin like tar, jagged teeth, and a reptilian appearance. But if I’d seen it before I first saw a Mostiri, I don’t think I’d have been so scared of Cirexhi, Holzeni, or Torshek as much as I had been. And then I see the other one.

      Panic drives me to my feet.

      “Ri’ashi! Stay down,” Torshek yells as he launches himself at the creature heading right toward me.

      I can’t stay here. It will find me, and it will eat me.

      I stumble away, too afraid to scream or even answer Torshek when he yells my name, but I am not too afraid to run.

      Behind me, the monstrous thing crashes through the garden, chasing me.
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      “Her dreams grow more intense.” I study the tension in Cirexhi’s back as he stands in the doorway, staring into our Ri’ashi’s room.

      The room is empty.

      She is with Torshek, seeing the gardens. But the scent of her skin, of her desire, and her arousal still lingers. As does the memory of her lying on the bed with her thighs splayed as she used her fingers to drive herself to climax.

      We heard her moans and had not wanted to disturb her, but her sounds of pleasure had been too much for any of us to ignore. We had to see, even if we could not touch.

      I swallow hard. “They do.”

      “As do mine,” Cirexhi continues.

      “And mine,” I add.

      Bond sickness means the effects will grow more intense until none of us can ignore them any longer. Already we each wear signs of its progress on our bodies. The gray patches are becoming harder to hide from our Ri’ashi, but we agreed we must so we can give her the time she needs to grow comfortable with us.

      “She has noticed the gray marks,” Cirexhi says, entering her room.

      I trail him, knowing what compels him to. Her. She told Arden her name is Marie Matrovel. To us, she is and always will be Ri’ashi, our heart.

      There are other, less visible signs of bond sickness, such as our need to be close to Marie. We all crave her presence, and soon, if we do not complete our bonding, it will prove fatal.

      A nest lives together, or it dies. Together.

      Cirexhi stands at the bottom of her bed, his head lowered. His hands hang by his side, and I read the tension in them.

      He wishes to touch where she has lain. To be close to her in a way she is not ready for us to be yet.

      “She asked Arden about them,” Cirexhi explains, a husky timbre in his voice as he stares down at the bed. “The dreams.”

      Is he thinking of the dreams we have all had of joining with our Ri’ashi? Or is he remembering how she had lain with her thighs wide open and her fingers glistening with her arousal?

      My cock swells, growing harder as I think of her scent, so potent, so strong. It was a wonder we found the strength not to tumble onto that bed with her and drive her into the climax she had been so close to reaching.

      “Torshek will ease some of her ache,” I say.

      “It will not be enough.” Cirexhi sinks into a crouch beside the bed.

      I watch him, wanting to tell him he will regret it, but wanting to do what he intends myself.

      He strokes the sheets, right where she lay, a place still damp with her arousal. “She will want more. We must tell her about bond sickness.”

      I step farther inside the room, shaking my head though he has his back to me and cannot see me. “She is not ready for more. She cannot—”

      “I ache to be inside her,” Cirexhi interrupts with a catch in his voice.

      This. This is why it is not a good thing that we are in her room, or for Cirexhi to touch her sheets.

      “I ache with the need to taste her. To drive myself inside her. To knot her.” He reaches his free hand to his waist, under his loincloth, and seizes himself, gripping hard as he strokes.

      “In my dreams, she clenches around me so tight, I cannot hold myself back from driving hard into her.” He groans. “I tell myself she is small, and I should be gentle. That I should not…”

      He strokes again, the harsh slap filling the room.

      My cock swells. I battle with myself not to stroke myself. If I do, I would not stop.

      “She stares into my eyes,” Cirexhi continues in a tortured voice, stroking harder and harder, his fist tightening around the sheet where she lay. “She calls my name and begs for more. Harder, Cirexhi, she moans. Give me more.”

      Walking feels impossible, but I must stop Cirexhi. All he does is torment himself.

      “And I feel her squeeze me.” He chokes out a sound as he pumps himself. “I feel her tighten around me. Her wet slickness bathes my cock. I push her thighs wider and I give her what she wants. What we both want.”

      My hand finds its way under my loin cloth. I seize my cock in a tight grip. I know exactly what Cirexhi speaks of because I have felt it too.

      My head falls back as I pump my cock, imagining it is our Ri’ashi’s slick tightness clenching around me. I grunt as the sweet scent of her arousal in the air makes it feel so much more real.

      I think of us all in a bed together. Of pushing between her thighs. Of Cirexhi and Torshek driving into her ass. Her mouth. The way her arousal drenches my cock. And I think of my knot locking us together, of her desperate moan when it drives her into a powerful climax.

      My release shoots from me. I go to my knees, gasping for breath as I slow my strokes, easing myself down.

      Feet away, Cirexhi is still gasping, having found his release moments before I have.

      “We need to claim her,” he gasps out. “Her body is crying out for us as ours is for her. We must do it soon.”

      He does not say what will happen if we wait much longer. He does not have to. All Mostiri know. As the bond sickness symptoms intensify, our skin will turn gray and ashy. Our horns and claws will soften and crumble. Weakness will spread through us, and we will perish.

      And should one of us perish, so will we all. A nest lives together, or it dies together. With our Ri’ashi’s dreams intensifying this swiftly, her need for us is a sign the bonding process has begun.

      We must complete it.

      “She is not ready,” I say. Perhaps she is in her dreams. But her body? “She has never known a male’s touch, and none of us are small.”

      That first time will hurt her. None of us wish to harm our Ri’ashi, but that first joining will not be easy for her.

      “Torshek will ease her into pleasure.” Cirexhi rises, pulling his hand from his loin-cloth. “As we agreed. And—”

      Halfway to my feet, I stagger and grip the doorframe before I can fall.

      Pain arrows through my saihisha, so overwhelming it steals all the breath from my lungs.

      Cirexhi claps a hand over his chest but remains upright.

      We stare at each other.

      There is one reason for us to experience a jagged pain like that.

      Only one.

      “Ri’ashi,” he breathes, already moving toward me.

      “Something is wrong,” I whisper. “But how? Torshek took her to the garden. There is no danger there.”

      Cirexhi moves fast, gripping my shoulder as he pulls me toward the door. I am still not as steady on my feet as he is on his, but I keep up.

      Something is wrong with our Ri’ashi, and I will crawl to her if I had to.

      We hurry from our rooms, down the hallway to the garden.

      A piercing shriek makes us briefly halt, as does the muffled voices of the Mostiri gathered in the hallway or stepping from their rooms.

      “A rampaging Liaisin in a rut,” a Mostiri male mutters.

      Another Mostiri answers, “So close to us?”

      “A female was spotted close by. You know those beasts lose all logic then.”

      “At least hunting season will be over soon. This one trampled over half the gardens.”

      I turn to Cirexhi. He stares back at me with alarm.

      The gardens. Exactly where Torshek took Ri’ashi.

      And then we are moving again.

      Fast.

      Sprinting now, we shove aside any Mostiri in our path. We do not have time to order them to move. Our Ri’ashi needs us.

      Torshek can handle a Liaisin, but our Ri’ashi cannot.

      Tracking Ri’ashi and Torshek is easy. We pound outside and into the garden. Torshek is mid-battle with a furious Liaisin in the distance. From the male’s fury, it must be battling a severe rut and not found a mate in time.

      We’re halfway to him when Torshek delivers a powerful blow to the Liaisin’s chest, and it falls dead. Torshek swings back around, searching the garden. “Ri’ashi?” he calls out.

      “She is not there,” Cirexhi snarls, stalking toward a long line of trampled flowers. “She ran. And another Liaisin followed. Come.”
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      It’s still chasing me.

      I pound through the dense, Khular garden, my arms pumping hard.

      Behind me, something heavy tramples after me, step by step, closing the distance.

      The thing isn’t as tall as the Mostiri, but it’s heavier.

      And it’s teeth…

      I whip my head back, get hair in my eye and scrape it away because I need to know. I need to make sure it’s not a step behind me.

      Tar-like black skin shines. It opens its mouth and those teeth…

      Teeth like that must be able to crunch through bone.

      I stumble, whipping my head back to the front.

      Tears slide down my cheeks, and I choke on them. No matter how fast I run, the monster behind me is catching up.

      I swear I hear someone shout something. My name, maybe?

      Is it Torshek? Was that him yelling?

      I’m torn between running flat out and looking back that I miss the root or whatever thing it is until I tumble right over it.

      I crash to the ground, hit an incline, and keep on falling.

      Suddenly, I’m rolling down one of the hills I saw when I was on the roof with Cirexhi. A scream pours from my lips as I roll. I should stop before I attract more predators to me, but I’ve lost all control of myself.

      My shrill scream is endless.

      I’m mid-scream when I smash into a pool of water so hard it stuns me. And then I’m choking. It’s automatic to kick out with both feet to drive myself back up again, my instincts saving me from drowning.

      I burst through the surface, my arms out wide as I paddle.

      Looking up, the monster stares down at me from the top of a hilly ravine I tumbled down, its mouth gaping wide open. I half-turn, ready to swim away if it chases me into the water. It doesn’t. Just stares hungrily down at me as I paddle to keep myself afloat.

      Why isn’t it following me?

      Maybe it can’t swim. Please let that be it.

      Another yell rings out in the direction I ran from, but I can’t be sure. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if someone told me I’d run in one big circle.

      If it was Torshek yelling, all I need to do is stay here paddling until Torshek kills the monster staring at me and saves me.

      That’s all.

      “Have courage, Marie,” I mutter as I stare at the monster and it stares down at me. “Have courage that—”

      Something brushes my ankle.

      My heart smashes in my chest. I yank my leg up, paddling furiously to get away from it as I stare into the blackish, murky water to see what touched me. I don’t want to see it, but I need to. It wasn’t a weed as badly as I wish it was. It felt like fingers. Long, cold fingers.

      Something brushes my waist, and I whimper, choking back the scream that wants to burst out of me.

      It touches my left arm. I squeal, paddling in a circle.

      A sharp edge, maybe a claw, maybe something else brushes the back of my neck.

      I scream, spinning around.

      Something is in here with me. And it’s toying with me.

      I wondered why the monster wouldn’t follow me in here. Now I know.

      It’s afraid of something else. And I just fell right into its lap.

      Something pulls on my ankle and I cry out, briefly choking before it releases me to surge back to the top.

      Terror holds me immobile for a beat. It’s only the thought of what could come next that gets me moving again. I can’t stay in here waiting for it to stop toying and start biting. Worse, eating me.

      I take a big breath, focus on the edge that feels like a million miles away, and swim hard.

      Something is under me, keeping pace. Occasionally, it grabs my ankle and tugs me under.

      Panic rears its head. I beat it back. If I want to survive, I have to get out.

      It grips me. Yanks again, continuing to play its cruel game.

      Each time I go under, I think it’s going to be for the last time. I never see the thing that has a hold on me. Somehow, that makes my terror worse.

      Again, it releases me. I surge up, coughing and spluttering, blinded by water.

      A massive splash on my right startles me so badly I nearly do something stupid and swim away from the edge of the water, which is suddenly right there.

      The thing grabs me again, clinging on tighter, and I know this is it.

      I reach down, struggling to peel a scaly, bony tentacle away as it yanks me down, down, and—

      Something rips the thing away from my ankle. And I’m… free.

      I kick out harder than I have in my life, clearing the surface as hands grip my wrist and tug.

      Then I’m out of the water, on my knees, coughing and dragging air into my lungs.

      A hand brushes the top of my head. My heart explodes in terror. I shove myself to my feet, screaming as I half-run and half-crawl to get away.

      “Ri’ashi!”

      Oh God, I have to get away.

      “Ri’ashi!” Hands grip my arms, slow my frantic scramble to escape, and draw me against a male chest.

      A familiar hard, ridged chest.

      Fingers scrape hair from my face and then I see.

      I see.

      “Torshek,” I whisper as I fling myself at him, tucking myself so close that nothing and no one can hurt me. Maybe that will silence the terror in my heart.

      “Ri’ashi, you are safe now.” He speaks the words right into my ear. It’s a good thing he does because I wouldn’t have heard them with the way my heart is pounding.

      I’m sobbing so hard I can’t breathe as Torshek wraps his arms fully around me, lifts, and starts moving.

      “You are safe.”

      He’s wrong.

      I’m in a world filled with monsters. I will never be safe.
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      A whisper of sound makes me stir. When did I fall asleep?

      Or pass out?

      I blink my eyes open. I’m back in the room with the gold sheets and Arden is crouched beside it. That isn’t the only difference. I’m dry and wearing another gold dress.

      None of those things brings me comfort. Nothing in this world could bring me comfort.

      I stare blankly at Arden as she peers back at me, her brow furrowed in a frown.

      “She has not spoken and she will not stop shaking,” Holzeni says from somewhere behind me.

      I don’t lift my head to see where he is. Nothing in me ever wants to move again.

      “She’s in shock,” Arden responds, lifting her hand to press her cool palm on my forehead. “She’ll come out of it soon.”

      I won’t. Not while I’m here.

      “Marie?” Arden touches my hair.

      I pull away from her, huddling into a small ball as a chill invades my body. I’m under the sheets that feel like fleece, yet I’m still freezing.

      Why can’t I stop shivering?

      “Marie?” Arden repeats. “Can you hear me?”

      I blink. Tears soak into my pillow.

      “It w-was ch-chasing me…” I stutter, shivering so hard my teeth clash together.

      “You’re safe now, Marie.” Arden smiles reassuringly as she smooths back hair from my face.

      More tears soak the pillow as I shake my head. “And there was something in the water with me.”

      “It’s okay. You’re safe,” she says.

      I remember it touching my ankle, and I shudder.

      “It was there. It tried to drown me.” I wrap my arms tighter around myself. “It’s not safe here.”

      “You have your nest, Marie. They will keep you safe,” she assures me.

      “It’s not safe. I want to go back to Earth.”

      “You’re okay, Marie, you—”

      “I want to go home!” I scream, shoving myself up and nearly falling out of bed. She reaches for me, but I back away from her. And then I see them. Cirexhi, Torshek, and Holzeni staring at me from the open doorway.

      I’m still shivering as I hug myself, backing up until I bump into the cold stone wall. “My father locked me up. He killed my mom, and he locked me up. But that was better than this. I can’t stay here.” Tears splash onto my cheeks. “I can’t stay in this world. I have to go home. Even if it means he kills me too.”

      “Marie,” Arden rises, a plea in her voice.

      Cirexhi steps forward. “Ri’ashi, we will not—”

      I see his claws and recoil.

      He halts. Instantly. Tucking his arms behind him, he turns to Arden. “Perhaps it would ease our Ri’ashi’s mind if she stayed with you.”

      A tear slips from my eyes and down my cheek as I shake my head. “No.”

      “It’s okay. Everything is okay now,” Arden says as she slowly approaches me.

      She’s not listening. She doesn’t understand. The thing grabbed my ankle, and it was going to eat me. I slide down the wall as my tears fall harder, covering my face with shaking hands. “I can’t stay here,” I sob.

      Arden gathers me in her arms, holding me.

      “Please, just let me go home,” I whisper. “I just want to go home.”
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      “You have to sleep,” Arden says. “You look exhausted.”

      I wrap my arms around my legs, rest my chin on my knees, and shake my head firmly. “If I’m not having dreams of monsters chasing me or drowning me, then I’m dreaming of—”

      Choking back the rest of my words, I clear my throat and scramble to change the subject. Arden doesn’t need to know about my sexy dreams.

      A slow smile stretches across her lips. “Dreams of what?” she prompts.

      I shake my head. “Nothing.”

      All too soon, her amusement fades. “And you’re still certain you want to go back to Earth?”

      I nod. “I can’t stay here, Arden. This place will make me crazy.”

      “But you have your nest to—”

      “I’m not like you,” I interrupt quietly, fixing my eyes on my knees. “You’re strong. I… My whole life I’ve been weak. You can handle being in this world with all these changes and embrace it. I can’t.”

      “You don’t know what you’re capable of unless you try,” Arden counters. “Look at me. I can’t throw to save my life, but you better believe I found a way to do it if it meant saving Orahsh.”

      I snap my head up. “What?”

      She crosses over to me, perching on the edge of the bed in one of her nest’s bedrooms. After my breakdown hours before, I’ve been trying not to sleep despite my exhaustion.

      “Someone kidnapped Orahsh and me. The only way I could think to save him was to throw a rock at a lady monster's head.”

      As I stare at her, I wonder if I might have fallen asleep without realizing it. “You did what?”

      “Right, I need to stop calling them lady monsters.” After clearing her throat, she explains. “My nest was pretty popular with the ladies before I came along.”

      “Cirexhi told me,” I say, recalling his admission on the roof.

      Arden nods and continues. “Well, one of them—Idzira—got it in her head that if she kidnapped Orahsh and killed me, then they would choose her instead of me.”

      “What happened?” I breathe.

      “Lasar damn near turned her head back to front when he caught up to her, is what happened. And Bosek…” She swallows hard and looks a little green. “You don’t want to know what he did to the other Mostiri who kidnapped us.”

      “But you kept each other alive long enough for them to save you,” I say.

      She nods.

      I look away. “I panicked and ran away from Torshek. A water monster nearly ate me. It was… stupid. He told me to keep still, and I’d be safe, but I panicked.”

      “That’s a normal reaction to have.”

      I meet her gaze, needing her to understand how wrong she is. “But it’s not safe in a world like this when panicking and running off will get you eaten.”

      Arden leans in close, her expression serious. “You have your nest who would do anything for you.”

      I shake my head. “I just want to go home. It would be better for everyone if I did.”

      Her expression shutters. “Have you spoken with your nest about your dreams, and have they told you about their gray spots?”

      I frown. “What would they tell me about the gray spots? Is it a Mostiri sickness?”

      A click comes from the other side of the door, and Arden rises, muttering, “Something like that.”

      Before I can respond, a door creaks open in the next room. “Is our Ri’ashi well?”

      I freeze. It’s Cirexhi. Has he come to take me back to their rooms?

      Arden glances at me. “Marie?”

      I frantically shake my head no, whispering, “I don’t want to see him.”

      More importantly, I don’t want to go with him. The only place I want to go is home, even if that means returning to my father’s basement. At least nothing can eat me there.

      “You do not have to open the door, Ri’ashi,” Holzeni says.

      “We just wished to hear your voice,” Torshek adds.

      “And make sure you have been sleeping and eating,” Cirexhi says.

      Arden gives me a knowing look as if to say, see?

      They are sweet. I know that. But that doesn’t mean I can stay. Or that it’s safe for me.

      After giving me a long look, Arden goes to the door. Before I can stop her, she opens it and steps out, pulling it closed behind her.

      I listen, bemused as she prods and shoos Orahsh, Lasar, and Bosek out, saying we need to be alone, and she wants to see the library.

      Then there’s a soft thump on the other side of the door, almost as if someone were leaning on it. “Ri’ashi, you did not assure us you had rested,” Torshek says.

      “I’ve been pretending I’m not in a world where monsters will eat me,” I whisper, hoping they won’t hear me.

      Sleeping will probably mean nightmares about monsters eating me, and I’ve had enough terror today to last me a lifetime.

      “Holzeni?” Cirexhi says. “Ri’ashi needs to eat.”

      “I will return shortly,” Holzeni replies. A door swings open and then closed again—not my door. I think it’s the one that leads to the hallway.

      “You don’t have to feed me,” I sigh.

      “It is a nest’s duty to care for its Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi says firmly.

      “Duty?” I echo.

      “And its pleasure,” Torshek adds, making my cheeks burn when I remember what we were doing in the garden before everything went wrong.

      “If you have not been eating, Ri’ashi, why do I also think you have not been sleeping?” Cirexhi adds.

      I hesitate, not wanting to lie after everything they’ve done for me already. But I don’t want him—or them—to keep doing things for me when I’m leaving.

      “I didn’t want to dream,” I admit.

      “Are some dreams not good?” Cirexhi adds with a husky note in his voice that makes me wonder if he knows exactly what I’ve been dreaming about.

      “Some,” I confirm. “But not all.”

      A door creaks open and then closes. Footsteps move toward me. “I will open the door and place a tray just inside, Ri’ashi. I will not look at you, and I will be quick,” Holzeni says and waits, as if for permission.

      “Okay,” I agree. I have a feeling they aren’t going anywhere until I’ve eaten and rested.

      Maybe I can eat, but I don’t think I want to sleep again for the rest of my life.

      Just as Holzeni said he would, he opens the door wide enough to place a tray on the ground and immediately closes it again.

      “Eat, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi prompts me, “and we will attempt to give you better dreams.”

      I sit on the bed, eyeing the tray for several seconds. When my stomach grumbles, I wrap a sheet around myself and get up, moving to sit with my back to the door. As I pick up the bowl of red fruit, I hear movement on the other side of the door.

      It’s as if they are settling on the ground on the other side.

      “Would you like to know of our old world, Ri’ashi?” Torshek asks as I help myself to the fruit.

      “You said it was destroyed. Why would you want to talk about something so painful?” I ask, frowning.

      “Because it was a beautiful place. It was home, and we would like to share its beauty with you. Perhaps you can dream of it and not something bad,” Cirexhi says softly.

      I stop eating, lift my head, and blink tears out of my eyes because I don’t think anyone has ever tried so hard to make me happy.

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek prompts.

      I swallow my tears and clear my throat. “Then I’d like to hear it, please.”

      “Are you eating, Ri’ashi?” Cirexhi prompts.

      “I am,” I assure him.

      “And drinking?” Holzeni adds.

      I smile. “I will.”

      “We had a library, Ri’ashi,” Holzeni begins and then grunts. “It is not a bad place to start, Torshek.”

      “You will bore our Ri’ashi to sleep.” Torshek pauses. “Unless that is what you intend.”

      My smile grows.

      Torshek grumbles a little more about Holzeni boring me to sleep. Cirexhi snaps at him to stop, and Holzeni resumes speaking.

      “We did not live in a black stone building like this one. We are hunters, and we preferred to be out, breathing air,” Holzeni says.

      “Was the sky purple?” I ask, trying to picture their world.

      “It was a blue akin to Earth, though not as bright. It smelled better,” Torshek adds.

      A soft grunt nearly makes me laugh. “It is true,” he grumbles. “Fresh and clean. Lush with greenery and forest. Did I say it smelled better than Earth?”

      “It was vast,” Holzeni says, talking over Torshek’s grumbles. “We are hunters, but we are also academics. We lived to learn, to experience, to—”

      “Embrace life itself,” Cirexhi takes over. “Because of our curiosity, we discovered the source of the rupture in our world before it could kill us all.”

      As they speak, I finish eating and set my tray aside. When my eyelids get heavier and heavier, I lie on my side with the sheet wrapped around me.

      I tell myself I’ll listen with my eyes closed. That if I sleep, I’ll either have nightmares so bad, I will never want to sleep again, or dreams so arousing that I never want to wake.

      “But that is not the story we wished to share with you,” Cirexhi says. “We are very sociable, Ri’ashi, and we had chambers in the earth that—”

      I muffle a yawn. “Chambers in the earth?” I interrupt. “Like underground?”

      “Our libraries, meeting rooms, and homes were anywhere we could build them. They were everywhere. Practically on top of each other in a maze you could lose yourself in if you did not know the way. If there was a silent place on Mostirin, I never found it,” Torshek says.

      “The library,” Holzeni explains. “It was the library.”

      “Unless someone was in there snoring,” Torshek snorts. “Loudly.”

      “It sounds nice.” I smile, closing my eyes so I can imagine it.

      I’m still smiling as I drift off to sleep.
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      Something smashes into my back, ripping me from a dream of pleasure-inducing tails and silken sheets far sooner than I want to leave it

      I grunt, partly in pain, partly irritable. When it happens again, I yelp and sit up.

      “Oh, shit, sorry, Marie. I didn’t realize…” Arden peeks through the gap she made between the door and my back. “Wait, why are you sleeping on the floor?”

      I rub the sleep from my eyes and stretch before I climb to my feet. “Holzeni, Torshek, and Cirexhi were telling me about their home world. I must have fallen asleep.”

      Something I most definitely hadn’t intended to do, but I have a feeling they did. They knew I needed food and rest, and they made sure I got both. It’s why I can’t be angry at them for it. Especially since their care—and their stories—led to happy dreams, and not nightmares.

      I cross over to the bed and start to climb in because I’m still tired. No sooner have I got one leg under the cover than Arden is gripping me by my arm and propelling me out again.

      “Nope. You’re not going back to sleep. Lasar is taking me to see the nursery and you're coming with me.”

      I blink at her in confusion as she tows me out of the room, where Lasar is leaning his back against the wall beside the front door. “The nursery?” I repeat.

      “Yes, Marie. But if you should ever tell Bosek, he will kill us all,” Lasar says somberly.

      I halt. “What?”

      “He’s joking,” Arden says, tugging me along. “You have time for a quick bath and then we have to go before Bosek finds out Lasar is breaking the rules.”

      I try to stop. And I fail. Arden is proving to be a lot stronger than she looks. “Breaking the rules? Maybe—”

      “It’s not a big rule,” Arden interrupts.

      I glance over at Lasar. “He said Bosek would kill us.”

      “Not really.” Arden eyes Lasar. “Maybe skip the bath. Just in case Bosek stops us.”

      I twist around. “But you just said—”

      “I was joking,” Arden says with a bright smile I’m not entirely trust. “And hurry up.”

      She nudges me into their bathing chamber and moves to slam the door shut. “Oh, quick question. What else did you and your nest talk about?”

      “Uh, just their world. Why?”

      She searches my face. “So nothing about…” Her voice trails off.

      I wait for her to continue. “About what?”

      She stares at me a little longer and smiles before closing the door. “Nothing. I’ll wait out here for you.”

      I study the closed door, getting the sense she wants to tell me something, while at the same time, she doesn’t.

      A second later, she reopens the door. “So, you’re still set on leaving?” Her question sounds casual, but there’s an intensity in her eyes that makes me think otherwise. “No matter what?”

      I sigh. “They’re sweet and kind. But I can’t stay here, Arden.”

      “So you’ll go back to your father, then?” she asks in a neutral voice.

      I look away, ashamed of myself for my weakness. “It isn’t what I want, but you don’t know my father. No matter where I go, he will find me and bring me back.”

      “Unless you stayed here. He could never find you here.”

      “I can’t stay here, Arden.” My anxiety grows more intense by the second.

      Arden steps forward and embraces me. “Hey, it’s okay. Things will work out.”

      “I wish I could stay, but I can’t, Arden,” I whisper, hugging her back. “I’d be too terrified to go outside after what happened. If I never left this room or this castle, it would feel like I was being locked up all over again. Like I’d escaped one cage and walked right into another.”

      And this cage is terrifying. At least I know what to expect on Earth, even if it isn’t where I was happy. Here, anything could happen to me.

      “This world isn’t just full of monsters who want to eat you, Marie. You have three Mostiri who would do anything for you.”

      “But staying would require a level of courage I don’t have.” A thought strikes me then, making panic race through my veins. “Why? Don’t you think they’ll let me go home?”

      My voice is sharp with alarm.

      Arden pulls away and gives me a small, sad smile. “No, I think they will. That’s the problem.”

      Her words fill me with a deep sense of dread, which doesn’t make sense at all.

      Before I can ask Arden what she means, she backs up as her smile fades. “Use the bathroom. Lasar and I will wait for you here.”
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      “Why is it against the rules to see the nursery?” I ask Arden as Lasar leads the way down the hallway. We’ve already passed the library, so I can’t imagine why the nursery is practically underground.

      I’d like to think the only reason we keep attracting so much attention from the passing Mostiri is because we’re in bright gold dresses while they’re in leather type loincloths. But I doubt it. According to Arden, we’re the only humans in this world. And according to Cirexhi, Holzeni, and Torshek, I’m the heart of their nest.

      So what will happen to them when I leave?

      Guilt forms in my gut, and I glance over at Arden.

      I catch her grinning and waving at the hovering Mostiri.

      “Don’t they scare you?” I whisper, trying not to meet anyone’s eyes. Although I’m no longer afraid of Bosek, Holzeni, or Torshek, I don’t know any of the trailing Mostiri.

      Arden leans toward me and whispers back, “Yes. But I’m trying to make friends.”

      “Is it working?” I ask.

      She stops smiling and shakes her head. “Not really. Mostly because Lasar and Bosek would probably rip someone apart if they came near me.”

      I pause. “Rip them apart?”

      She’s joking. Right?

      Arden pats my arm and pulls me along. “It’s a good thing. It’s because they care. They’re just being overprotective.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you?”

      She stops and turns fully to face me. She’s not smiling, so whatever this is, it’s serious.

      Lasar is farther down the hallway, but he stops too, though he doesn’t come back to us. As if he knows we need privacy.

      “I didn’t have anyone who cared about me on Earth. My mom died when I was young, and my dad was never in the picture. The only thing I had in my life was a micro-managing, screeching boss who I could never please. And roach battles I always lost.” She blinks and looks away. “What I’m saying is, my life wasn’t just empty, I didn’t have any color or bright spots in it. I had my health, a roof over my head, and food in my belly. Don’t think I wasn’t grateful for those things, because I was. But I was going through the motions. Every day was just about getting through it so I could get to the next. Do you know what I mean?”

      I wish I didn’t, but I get it. It always felt like I was hoping to get through the day when I knew the next day would be identical to all those that had come before.

      I nod.

      “If Lasar, Bosek, and Orahsh want to be a little overprotective, I will never complain about it because I remember when no one cared whether I lived or died.”

      “Because you’re the heart of their nest?” I prompt as the prickle of guilt in my gut returns with a vengeance.

      She nods. “I’m their Ri’ashi.”

      “And only you can be that person?” I ask, hoping she’ll say no because I don’t want Cirexhi, Torshek, and Holzeni to be alone again. But I can’t stay. And yet, the thought of them taking another girl up to the roof to show her portals, or into the library, or for Torshek to lay her down and—

      “Only I can,” Arden quietly confirms as sympathy fills her gaze. “Like only you can be for your nest.”

      We study each other for several seconds. “I can’t be,” I whisper.

      I’m not strong enough to stay.

      “Marie?”

      I startle in surprise and whip my head to the left. Lasar has moved a little closer and is peering down at me. “Yeah?”

      “There is nothing to be. You just are.” Nodding once, he turns away. “Come. The nursery is this way.”

      Arden and I quietly follow.

      We’ve been walking for maybe fifteen minutes when Lasar turns a corner up ahead. We round it and grind to a halt.

      “So, I totally wasn’t expecting this,” Arden mutters.

      “Me either,” I whisper as I take in the surprising jungle-like space. It’s like we’re outside, but… not.

      As Lasar leads us through it, Arden leans towards me and whispers, “Why does the nursery look like a jungle?”

      “Our young enjoy hunting,” a female voice comes from directly beside us.

      Arden and I shriek.

      I must leap about a foot off the ground. Arden does likewise, lands, and takes off.

      A Mostiri female? I’m guessing she’s a female from the band across her middle, steps through the foliage on my right. “I am Dreyula, a nursery matron.”

      When I glance over at Arden, she’s hiding behind Lasar and she’s breathing as hard as I am. She’s also looking a little green. If I’d had someone to hide behind, I think I would have.

      My eyes return to Dreyula to discover she’s focusing her full attention on Arden.

      “I have brought our Ri’ashi and Marie to see the nursery,” Lasar says, stepping forward.

      “Bosek already signed off on it, so no need to check with him,” Arden adds in a rush.

      I muffle my smile.

      Dreyula continues to study Arden. Does she know Arden just told a big fat lie? Or is there another reason for all that focused attention?

      When she suddenly swings back the way she came, Arden and I jump, startled.

      “Come,” she orders.

      I glance at Arden.

      She peeks at Lasar and shrugs. “I guess Bosek won’t kill us all for breaking the rule.”

      I suck in a breath.

      “Okay, so I told a little white lie,” Arden says, heading toward me. “But when I heard there was a nursery, I was dying to see little Mostiri. Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

      “Maybe.” I glance at Lasar, wanting to avoid any trouble if I can. Truth be told, I am curious. “Do they have barbed tails and horns?”

      Arden hooks my arm and pulls. “Lasar said no. Now we get to see for ourselves.”

      Dreyula has stopped at a narrow blackish-green entrance. It presumably leads to the actual nursery and not just the hallway, and she’s back to staring at Arden.

      “Dreyula,” Lasar snaps.

      He breaks her staring spell and she turns, muttering, “It is good you brought her.”

      As she disappears through the gap, I peer over my shoulder at Arden. She shrugs. “Guess we were allowed to come all along. Let’s go see baby Mostiri.”

      The jungle she leads us through resembles a rainforest. There’s a strange mugginess in the air, though the leaves I brush up against are sticky and almost black.

      As we edge deeper, passing the black leaves, my bare feet sink into soil that’s too sticky to be soil. It takes maybe three minutes before we step into another, less dense jungle. We all grind to a halt, and my mouth gapes open.

      It isn’t the black leaves that capture my attention, or even the handful of Mostiri females dotted around the open space. It’s the toddler-size Mostiri leaping on each other. They’re wearing tiny versions of the leather-like loincloths the adults wear, and the older ones have the beginnings of horns and tiny tails.

      Arden clasps her hands together and drifts toward them. “They are so cu—”

      Lasar grips her arm and tugs her back. “Ri’ashi, they are hunting you. Stay beside me.”

      True enough, two of the cute Mostiri toddlers were creeping toward Arden with tiny little spear-like tools that could be weapons. If they weren’t so pointy, I’d find them cute.

      A few of the Mostiri young have grouped themselves into threes. Nests.

      “How do they know which nest they belong to?” I ask, enraptured by three of the tiny Mostiri toddlers wrestling with each other across the ground.

      They don’t hold back. If they didn’t break out into sudden tiny bursts of clicks which might be laughter, I’d think they were trying to kill each other.

      “None know, Marie. We just feel it in our saihisha.”

      I turn to him. “Your what?” I ask, wondering why that name sounds familiar.

      Arden yelps.

      I glance over at her.

      She’s holding one foot up as she glares down at a Mostiri toddler. “He stabbed me.”

      Fortunately, the little Mostiri weapon can’t be that sharp because she’s not bleeding.

      Lasar clicks sharply and the Mostiri child rushes away.

      “It is another reason we do not come to the nursery,” Lasar explains, studying her foot and nodding as if he’s reassured himself that she’s okay.

      “Because they’re feral?” Arden grumbles irritably, leaning on Lasar as she rubs her foot.

      I bite my lip and turn my face to hide my smile.

      “They are territorial. You will understand that when you have birthed your own,” Dreyula explains.

      We all stare at her.

      “What did you say?” Arden breathes.

      “It is good that you brought your Ri’ashi here to see.” Dreyula nods firmly. “As your offspring will soon be here.”

      Arden laughs. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not having offspring. Lasar said—”

      “That I did not know if it would be possible for a human and Mostiri to create life together,” Lasar says, speaking slowly.

      Arden shifts her focus from Dreyula to Lasar. “What?”

      “You are with child,” Dreyula repeats firmly. “A matron always knows.”

      Another Mostiri toddler moves to stab Arden in her leg. She doesn’t react. “With child?”

      Lasar clicks at the toddler, and he rushes off to join two others in the corner.

      Arden is gripping onto Lasar as if for support. I can’t say I blame her. What a shock to the system.

      “And you’re sure there won’t be horns or barbed tails?” she whispers, swaying.

      Lasar grabs her and picks her up before she can fall. “We will leave.”

      Yes. Arden needs to lie down and process all this. I need to go home, so I lead the way back, retracing my steps to the main hallway.

      And come to a screeching halt when I’m suddenly face to face with a crowd of Mostiri who surges toward me, clicking furiously.

      Shrieking, I drop to my knees, cover my head with both arms and prepare to die.
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      The mass of clicking Mostiri surges toward me, their clawed hands reaching.

      I huddle into a smaller ball, still screaming.

      A Mostiri inserts himself between us, clicking so furiously that the sound drowns out my screams.

      I try not to look. I tell myself not to look.

      And yet…

      My eyes latch on a hulking Mostiri shoving the others away. I’m getting ready to run when three Mostiri squeeze around the big Mostiri who just saved me.

      I stop screaming because I know who they are, and I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to see them in my life. “Cirexhi,” I breathe.

      Cirexhi picks me up, holding me close. “Hold on to me, Ri’ashi. I will not let anything happen to you.”

      I believe him.

      Winding my arms around him, I cling to him.

      And then we’re moving. He barks out some orders in the Mostiri clicking language. I’m too busy burying my face against his throat to want to look at anything, so I don’t know who he’s talking to, or if anyone follows his orders. I’ve seen far more than I’ve ever wanted to see. All I want is to go back to Earth.

      No one speaks as we continue through the hallway.

      It’s only when Cirexhi places me somewhere soft that I peel my face from his throat and realize we’re back in my room.

      “Ri’ashi?” Cirexhi crouches in front of me, his gaze searching not just my face but my body as if he wants to know I’m okay. “Do you hurt anywhere?”

      I shake my head, my eyes briefly latching on Torshek and Holzeni who are standing just behind Cirexhi. “They tried to grab me. Or maybe they were going to kill me.”

      A flash of rage heats Cirexhi’s eyes. “They would not have killed you, Ri’ashi. You are precious.”

      “They would want you for themselves,” Torshek adds.

      I thought all the danger in this world would come from the things outside. Now I’m realizing I’m in as much danger inside. My eyes snag on the gray spots on Torshek’s chest, which I’m positive weren’t there before.

      “I cannot stay here,” I say.

      For several seconds, no one speaks.

      “You wish to leave Khular,” Holzeni says quietly.

      I nod. “This world is… I can’t stay here.”

      “Earth does not deserve you. They would hurt you.” Cirexhi’s voice is fierce.

      “You are sweet,” I say softly, lifting my fingers to touch his face.

      He leans into my caress, and I try to smile when I want to cry. “But this world is not home, and it never will be.”

      Cirexhi skims his claws over my cheek, reminding me of Lucky’s slap. “You would go back to the ones who mistreat you?”

      I look away, shame flowing through me because I shouldn’t want to go back. Arden was right to say my father couldn’t touch me here. And yet…

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek says, drawing my focus.

      “I will never feel safe here,” I whisper.

      I didn’t feel safe with my father and his guards, but I knew exactly what could happen to me. Is it terrible to prefer a danger you know to one you don’t?

      “Is there a safe place for you on Earth?” Holzeni asks.

      I sigh and shake my head. “My father was powerful. He’s wealthy enough that no matter where I went on Earth, it wouldn’t take him long to find me. I don’t want to go to him, but…”

      It’s there with him or here and I can’t stay here.

      In the silence that follows, they study me, and then Cirexhi rises.

      “Then we will have to create a safe place for you then, Ri’ashi, do we not?” Cirexhi says, turning away.

      “Create a safe place? I don’t—”

      A soft knock on the door interrupts me.

      I watch Holzeni go to open it, and Arden slips inside.

      The second her eyes land on mine, relief fills them. “Oh, you’re okay. I was so worried. Lasar said you would be here.” She shakes her head wryly as she crosses over to me. “Lasar grabbed me and ran back to the fer— um, the cute but stabby baby Mostiri.”

      I almost want to smile at her slip-up. “You’ll be having your own soon,” I remind her.

      Her face softens, and a warm smile stretches her lips. “It’s a little scary, but I think I’m more excited than scared. And my nest? Well, I don’t think they’re going to sleep the entire time. They’re even more excited than I am.”

      “Arden will remain with you while we make our preparations,” Cirexhi says.

      Arden frowns, her gaze bouncing from me to Cirexhi. “What preparations?”

      “For our Ri’ashi’s return to Earth,” Torshek explains.

      Arden frowns harder. “Earth? But—”

      “Marie has made it clear that this is what she wishes, Arden,” Cirexhi says firmly. “And this is what she will have.”

      Arden looks at him for a little longer and nods. “Okay.”

      “So you will keep her company, and say your goodbyes,” he says just as firmly. “And only your goodbyes.”

      Now I’m the one frowning, because it sounds an awful lot like something is going on here, and it feels like I’m the only one out of the loop.

      Arden smiles as she settles on the bed beside me. “Of course.”

      Cirexhi nods, and I watch as he, Torshek, and Holzeni leave not just my room but the entire suite of rooms.

      Arden sits quietly beside me, staring at the door. Her lips are moving, and I realize she’s counting down. When she gets to ten, she turns to me and says, “If you leave, they will die.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “That’s what Cirexhi doesn’t want me to tell you. They’ve bonded with you and the gray patches mean they have bond sickness. If you don’t complete the bond, they will die. A nest lives together, or it dies. Together.”

      I stare at her doubtfully

      She studies me for a beat and sighs. “You don’t believe me. But it’s true. I know because something similar happened with Orahsh.”

      Getting to my feet, I start pacing. “You’re just saying that because you want me to stay.”

      “I’m not trying to manipulate you. I’m trying to be honest. It happened with my nest, and I don’t want it to happen to yours.”

      “The gray patches?” I whisper, trying not to think about them dying and failing miserably. “It means they’re sick?”

      Those gray spots were spreading. Fast.

      “I wanted them to tell you, but they wanted you to choose to be with them, not because you felt like you had to do it to save them.”

      “Then why are you telling me now?” I demand.

      Just when I’ve decided to leave, why are you putting all this doubt in my mind?

      “Because I see the way you look at them, Marie. I see the smile on your face, and I see the way you care for them. They’ve bonded with you, but you’ve bonded with them as well. They make you happy.”

      “But this isn’t love,” I deny. “This isn’t anything I know.”

      “And things you don’t know are things you should fear?” she asks me softly.

      I don’t have a response for her.

      “Think about what you want. They will take you to Earth because they want to make you happy, even if it means they die. But I think you know that, right?”

      I nod.

      “Then you have to decide. Maybe this isn’t the future life you ever envisioned for yourself, and it’s scary, which I get. I totally get that. But you could have something so much better with your nest than you ever could on Earth.”

      “It’s not that straightforward,” I whisper.

      Mostly because I dreamed of a future away from Father’s basement, but I never believed it would actually happen. Certainly not a future in another world with three Mostiri. I’d be leaving everything I knew behind. Probably forever.

      “No,” she agrees. “It isn’t.”

      “And if the idea of being here scares me?” I ask. Because it does. It terrifies the shit out of me.

      She smiles as she rises, placing a palm on her still-flat belly. “In about nine months, I’m going to have a baby who will probably try to hunt me with a little pointy stick and look cute doing it. There is absolutely no way I could have imagined this is how my life would go.”

      A burst of laughter surprises me, even as my eyes water. “That sounds insane when you say it like that.”

      She grins. “It does.” Her smile fades. “And a little terrifying. But also exciting.”

      “I’ll bet,” I agree.

      “Sometimes the thing that scares us the most can lead to the things that make us happier than we’ve ever been in our lives.” She takes my hands, squeezes them, and then releases me. “My life is here in Khular with my nest. I would never give that up for anything. You have to decide where your future lies. I’ll leave you to think if you like?”

      Nodding, I return to perch on the end of the bed.

      Is this a future I want for myself? The honest answer is, I don’t know.

      I really don’t.
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      As Cirexhi, Torshek, and Holzeni lead the way down the hallway, all I can focus on are the gray spots covering them. I think about what those marks mean, and what will happen to them when I’m gone.

      “Arden said you’re dying,” I burst out.

      They halt. A second later, they continue.

      “We are well, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi assures me as he leads the way to the portal that will take me back to Earth. Forever.

      “Arden didn’t sound like she was lying,” I say, my gaze snagging on a large cluster of gray marks on Cirexhi’s back.

      Are there more of them now, or is it just in my head?

      A Mostiri male loiters in the hallway, watching. Torshek clicks, and the Mostiri retreats. I refocus my attention on Holzeni. “Arden said that a nest lives together, or it dies together. What did she mean?”

      The long silence before Holzeni speaks makes me so nervous that I slow and eventually stop.

      Holzeni slows, and ahead of us, Torshek and Cirexhi do likewise.

      “She wasn’t lying, was she?” I whisper.

      “Come, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi prompts. “The portal to Earth is this way.”

      I don’t move. “Is that what the gray spots mean? You’re dying?”

      “We are not dying, Ri’ashi,” Torshek assures me.

      “But you will,” I say.

      Another protracted silence makes my gut twist so hard, it’s like someone grabbed hold of it and wrenched it.

      “We will be well, Ri’ashi,” Holzeni reassures me.

      “Then why don’t I believe you?”

      In the sudden tense silence, someone shoves a door open. Torshek clicks at them, and a Mostiri male with the worst timing in the world retreats the way he came.

      Holzeni moves closer, lowering himself into a crouch so we’re eye to eye. When he uses his claws to comb through my hair, I swallow my moan of pleasure.

      “Bonds are not an easy thing to explain, Ri’ashi,” he begins. “And this is not the place to do it.”

      Probably not, but I need to know. I need to know why. “We have soul mates on Earth. People you are supposed to belong to. Is it something like that?”

      He shakes his head. “We learn about the world, we hunt, and we discover our nest mates in the nursery. But our nest is not complete until we find our heart. Our Ri’ashi. I do not know what your soul mate bond is, or how it feels, but I do not believe it is the same.”

      “Because you will die if we don’t complete the bond,” I say quietly, hoping he’ll tell me that Arden was wrong. “And soul mates don’t die.”

      “We have not fully bonded, so you will be well,” Torshek says, sounding positive.

      Falsely positive to my ears.

      “And the gray patches? What about those?” I ask.

      “All will be well, Ri’ashi,” Torshek assures me.

      It doesn’t sound like he’s lying, but something doesn’t feel right about their responses. Their assurances feel hollow. It’s as if they’re more concerned with easing my mind than telling me the whole truth.

      Which makes me think they’re hiding something bad.

      Arden’s words ring in my mind.

      If I leave, will I kill them?

      “Come,” Cirexhi says, turning away. “We will take you to Earth and create a safe place for you.”

      I blink. “You said that before. What do you mean, you’ll create a safe place for me? I thought you were just returning me to Earth.”

      “Your father is a threat,” Torshek says.

      “Um, I’m not sure I could call him a threat,” I say.

      Holzeni rises from his crouch and gently guides me forward when I don’t move. I’m finding it harder and harder to remember why I want to leave at all.

      “He killed your mother,” Cirexhi says, giving me a rapid glance over his shoulder. “Did he not?”

      I nod. “He did.”

      Then why are you going back to him? I ask myself. Why have you decided he’s the lesser evil?

      The answer is easy. Fear of the unknown. Fear that I’m going to get myself killed—or eaten alive by some monstrous beast in this world. And fear that I’m not strong enough to thrive in this world the way Arden has.

      “You say there is nowhere on Earth that he will not hunt you and cage you again?” Cirexhi continues.

      Again, I nod. “He’s wealthy, and he has men working for him. They have weapons.”

      If I somehow managed to leave New York or even the country, there’s no question in my mind he won’t use his resources to track me down and bring me back. After what I saw him do to Mom, it would be too dangerous for him to let me stay free. If I told someone and they believed me… Father could and would lose everything. He will never let that happen. He’d kill me first.

      “We have discussed this,” Torshek says, taking over. “We will go with you to your father and we will kill any threat to you. Then you will be safe on Earth.”

      “You’ll do what?” I breathe, struggling to comprehend what I’m hearing.

      “Earth is not safe for you,” Holzeni says. “So we will make it safe for you.”

      If Holzeni wasn’t guiding me down the hallway, I’d have stopped way back when because, for the first time in my life, I can’t think and walk at the same time.

      “My father has weapons,” I say, my voice sounding strange, as if I’m whispering up a well, all tinny and hollow.

      Did I hear them right? They’ll come to Earth, kill my father and his security just to keep me safe?

      “Earth weapons will not pierce our skin.” Cirexhi shrugs as if they’re in the habit of doing this every day.

      “But what if they hurt you?” I ask, panic making my throat tight. “What if they kill you?”

      Cirexhi turns and meets my gaze. We’re back to blocking the hallway again. Clearly, everyone has gotten the memo and is staying in their rooms.

      At some point—I’m not sure when—I stopped even noticing they have red eyes and horns. They’re just… there. A part of them that I learned to accept along the way.

      I look at Cirexhi, and I see him. Not someone I need to be afraid of. Someone who has protected me, cared about me, and is now about to kill my father for me. Just to keep me safe.

      “Ri’ashi, we will not send you back to an unsafe place. We will kill all the threats and you will be safe,” he nods firmly.

      I smile at him. Earth is much bigger than they realize. If they knew just how many threats there were, they’d spend the rest of their lives trying to kill them. “You can’t just kill anything that’s a threat to me.”

      “Why not, Ri’ashi?” Torshek asks, adorably confused.

      I sigh.

      How can they make the offer of killing my father sound so romantic?

      “Ri’ashi?” Holzeni asks.

      I shake my head. “Nothing. I was just thinking. You know, on Earth we have laws against that kind of thing.”

      “On Khular, if any harms another’s nest, they forfeit their life,” Cirexhi says.

      I blink. “You just kill them?”

      They all nod.

      I frown. “But what—”

      “Did this Earth law punish your father for killing your mother?” Torshek interrupts.

      I shake my head. “He’s powerful enough that he hid his crime. Only I know he killed my mom. Even if I told someone, they probably wouldn’t believe me.”

      Rage flares in Cirexhi’s eyes before he swings around. “Then we shall punish him for that as well.”

      “You don’t need to punish anyone for me,” I say.

      “If your laws had done better, then we would not have to,” Torshek says.

      I part my lips, ready to argue. And then I ask myself, why?

      He killed Mom. He did it on purpose and he covered it up, locking away the only person who could reveal what he had done. Me.

      I sigh. “It’s not going to be as easy as you walking through the city and to his house to kill him.”

      “We will find a way, Ri’ashi,” Holzeni assures me, as he places a hand on my back and gets me moving again. I keep finding reasons to stop, and I’m not sure why.

      “And if someone sees you?” I ask.

      If a cop saw them, they wouldn’t hesitate to call the FBI, and they have much bigger weapons than cops do. The FBI could knock them unconscious and experiment on them. All because they came to Earth to make it safe for me.

      “They will not,” Cirexhi says. “This is what we will do. Come.”

      He turns and walks on. Torshek follows, and Holzeni guides me along.

      As I trail them, I ask myself if this is really what I want because now fear isn’t pushing me to return to Earth, it’s pushing me to stay. If something were to happen to Cirexhi, Holzeni, and Torshek, I would never forgive myself for it.

      “Can I ever come back?” I ask belatedly, “You know, for a visit?”

      Cirexhi slows but doesn’t turn. “No, Ri’ashi. This return will be hard on your body. To risk coming through the portal for a third time will end your life.”

      “Will I ever see you again?” I ask.

      “No, Ri’ashi, you will never see us again,” Holzeni says.

      Why does the thought of that hurt so much? How have they become such a big part of my life and I didn’t even realize it until now?

      And why does it feel like I’m about to make a terrible mistake?

      One I can never unmake.
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      The portal isn’t as impressive as I thought it would be. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but a hollowed-out oval-shaped, black stone-like object wasn’t it.

      I stare at it, puzzling out how it can transport a person from one world to another. “How did you find it?”

      Holzeni glances at me. “An elder on Mostirin discovered one deep in one of our mountains. While everyone was trying to find a way we could leave Mostirin before the earthquakes and ruptures worsened, he focused on triggering it.”

      Nodding, I study it. Since they’re all here on Khular, he must have figured it out. Even if I can’t see what the trigger is. “How did he?”

      “Accidentally,” Torshek explains, approaching it. “Touch did nothing, as there are no buttons to press. I believe he stumbled, fell, and cried out.”

      Torshek makes a strange clicking-whistle sound and a silver ripple appears one moment and is gone the next.

      My eyes widen. “Sound!”

      Cirexhi holds his hand out to me. “The different portals on Khular respond to different frequencies, but they all work the same way. Come Ri’ashi, it is time.”

      My stomach tightens at the sight of his outstretched hand.

      I look at it, but I make no move to take it. In fact, I edge back a half step and press my arms against my side.

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek turns from the portal.

      I swallow hard. “So, you’re going through the portal with me?”

      Cirexhi nods. “We will make Earth safe for you.”

      I take in the portal. Soon Torshek will make another of those clicking sounds. The portal will open, and we’ll return to Earth. Maybe even that same filthy New York I thought Lucky would kill me in.

      I won’t be going alone. Cirexhi, Torshek, and Holzeni will come with me. And they will likely die trying to make it safe for me. If they survive my father, the cops, and the FBI to return to Khular, the gray patches will spread over them and they’ll die here.

      “Tell me you won't die if I go back to Earth,” I say.

      Because I don’t think I could go if anything happened to you.

      “We cannot,” Holzeni says after a long moment.

      Arden was right. She was right to say they would die if I leave them, and she was right to make me question what is motivating my choices. Am I going to let fear rule me the way I’ve let it all my life, or am I going to make a decision based on what I want?

      On what will make me happy?

      My eyes fill with tears.

      “Ri’ashi?” Cirexhi moves toward me, crouching just in front of me. “Do not weep.”

      Swallowing hard again, I stare at the ground as I prepare to face a future I never believed I would ever have. But it’s the one that I want. And I know it’s the one that will make me happy.

      Wringing my fingers together, I blink more tears from my eyes. “I’m not a strong person. I wish I was, but I’m not. When there’s danger, I run and I cry, and I panic.”

      A tear slides down my nose and drops to the ground at my feet.

      Cirexhi gently angles my head up with one hand and uses the claws on his other to brush another tear away. “In times of danger, the one who runs and finds a place to hide is the one who survives. Do not apologize for doing something wise.”

      I give him a watery smile, sniffing. “You’re being sweet and I don’t deserve it.”

      “When our people first came to this world, Ri’ashi, do you know what we did?” Torshek asks, crouching in front of me beside Cirexhi.

      I shake my head.

      “Died.”

      I frown. “I don’t understand.”

      “Some believed there was nothing to fear in this world, and they perished for their arrogance. Others took the time to learn about this world and recorded their observations in our tomes. It is why our library is so valued by us all.” He touches my hair. “Do not wish to be stronger, Ri’ashi, wish to be wiser.”

      “I will panic again. Something will scare me and I will run away. Probably right into more danger,” I say.

      “And we will save you,” Cirexhi responds, instantly.

      Surely they’ll get tired of having to save me sooner rather than later.

      “But if—”

      Holzeni joins Cirexhi and Torshek in crouching in front of me. “Ri’ashi, there are many things you can doubt, but do not doubt that we will always be there to save you.”

      “Wouldn’t you rather have someone you don’t need to save?” I whisper. “Arden threw a rock and saved Orahsh. I don’t think I could do that. I guess I could try, but I have more chance of hitting one of you in the head than saving you.”

      “Arden is what her nest needed. It is why she is their Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi says, with not an ounce of doubt in his voice. “You are ours for different reasons.”

      “How?” I ask.

      “There are certain things only you can do,” Torshek says.

      “Things like what?” I ask, getting nervous. What if they expect something from me that I can’t give them?

      “There are times I would like to visit the library,” Holzeni says. “And I would need you to come with me.”

      “And no one else could do that?” I ask.

      Holzeni shakes his head. “It would not feel right with anyone but you.”

      The back of my eyelids prickle and burn. “I think I can do that.”

      “There will be times I would like to take someone to the roof to show them the portals. Perhaps remind me why it is not wise to continue to go through the dangerous ones,” Cirexhi adds. “I can be stubborn.”

      My bottom lip trembles even as I smile. “I think I can do that too.”

      “Next hunting season, I would like to show you the stars of this world.” Amusement swims in Torshek’s ruby-red gaze. “But until then, if you wished to cry out my name in the gardens, I would not complain.”

      I throw myself into his arms and press my face against his chest, sniffing. “I won’t promise, but I guess I could try.”

      He cradles the back of my head gently with one large hand. “Then I suppose a half-promise will have to do,” he says so sadly, I can’t help but laugh.

      “You are our heart, Ri’ashi. Only you can occupy that place because only you are perfect for all of us. Do you understand?” Holzeni asks.

      With my face still tucked against Torshek’s throat, I nod.

      “And Ri’ashi?” The serious note in Cirexhi’s voice makes me lift my head so I can meet his eyes. His claws graze my jaw. “If there is ever any trouble or if you are afraid, I want you to do one thing for me, Ri’ashi.”

      “What thing is that?” I ask.

      “Run to me,” he says.

      “And if Cirexhi is busy killing the thing that frightened you, like when he dove into the water to free you,” Holzeni adds. “Then you can run to me instead.”

      My eyes widen in surprise. Cirexhi was the one in the water with me? I remember the big splash and then someone ripping me away from the monster trying to drown me. I had no idea it was Cirexhi saving me.

      “Or me,” Torshek adds.

      I give them a watery smile. “Then I want to stay with you. Earth has nothing I want more than I want you.”

      “We will do anything to make this world less terrifying for you, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi says firmly.

      “You already do.” I smile as I touch his face, exploring his skin. “I can’t believe I found you so terrifying before.”

      “We are nothing like humans,” Cirexhi purrs, leaning closer as if craving more of my touch. “Fear is natural.”

      I sweep my eyes over him, my fingers drifting up his jaw, his flat cheekbones, and his horns. He suddenly grips my wrist, halting me.

      “What?” I ask, searching his face. “What is it? Have I hurt you?”

      He blinks his eyes open. When I see the heat reflected in their depths, I swallow hard. “Cirexhi?” I whisper.

      He doesn’t respond.

      I don’t know what compels me, but I twist my wrist. He releases me instantly. I move closer, lifting both hands to frame his jaw as my eyes settle on his mouth. As I lean closer, my eyes flutter closed, and I press my lips to his.

      And then I feel it. His claws skim up and down my back, so softly, I hadn’t believed he could be so gentle. “Ri’ashi?” he breathes, a catch in his voice. “A… kiss?”

      I pull back and open my eyes to meet his gaze. “You know what a kiss is?”

      Did Torshek tell him what we did in the garden?

      Cirexhi nods his head once, a jerky motion. “I have seen Arden give one to her nest. But I had not believed…” He swallows hard. “I had not thought…”

      When he places one large hand on my back and urges me closer, I can guess what he wants. More.

      I lean closer and kiss him again. “Do you like it?”

      Cirexhi groans deep in his throat.

      A split second later, hands circle my waist from behind and urge me away.

      Peeling my eyes open, I turn to meet Torshek’s amused gaze. “What is it?” I ask, frowning. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “In a way, Ri’ashi. Too much,” Torshek snorts, glancing down.

      I take in the bulge in front of Cirexhi’s loincloth, and warmth spreads through me. “Oh.”

      “We should save the kisses for less public spaces,” Torshek says.

      Cirexhi doesn’t seem the least bit embarrassed by the size of his erection when he blinks his eyes open and re-adjusts himself.

      I peek through my lashes at Torshek, feeling playful in a way I haven’t before. “So you don’t want me to kiss you now?”

      Torshek’s hands tighten on my hips. “I did not say that, Ri’ashi. I have better control than Cirexhi. You can kiss me.”

      Smiling, I turn to kiss him, winding my arms around his shoulders as my breasts press against his chest.

      He groans in the back of his throat, the sound so deeply arousing that I lean closer to him, wanting to hear it again.

      Until familiar hands grip my hips and tug me away. Holzeni.

      “Control?” Holzeni sounds like he’s laughing. “What were you saying about control, Torshek?”

      Torshek is staring at me as if I’ve given him a taste of something he can’t get enough of. As if he wants more of it. “Ri’ashi…” he breathes.

      “It’s just a kiss,” I say, struggling to believe a kiss could give them so much pleasure.

      “There is no just anything with you, Ri’ashi,” Holzeni says drawing my attention. “Your very existence is an impossible dream come true.”

      I touch my fingers to his jaw, smile, and lean close to him. “The dream is mine, and I think I might wake up from it if I close my eyes for too long.” I stop an inch away and my smile fades.

      “Is something wrong?” Holzeni asks, sounding concerned.

      “Wrong?” I echo, as a prickle of tears burns the back of my eyes. “I can’t believe I thought this was a nightmare when it was a dream.” And then I give him a kiss that makes his chest rumble as he places a hand on my back and holds me flush against him.

      I’m still kissing him when he sways.

      I pull back, alarmed. “Holzeni? What is it?” I ask, my voice sharp. “What’s wrong?” But I don’t need a response. I remember what Arden said before, and I remember my fear over what would happen if I left them. “Bond sickness,” I whisper.

      Torshek grips Holzeni with one arm and helps him to his feet, supporting him.

      I stare, horrified at how weak he is. “This is my fault, isn’t it? This is because—”

      Cirexhi shakes his head firmly. “No, Ri’ashi.”

      I search his face. “You’ve been so focused on looking after me that it’s made you sick, hasn’t it? Because I haven’t been giving you what you need.”

      “Ri’ashi—”

      “Tell me the truth, Cirexhi. I’ve made you sick, haven’t I? You need to bond with me and because you haven’t, it’s going to kill you,” I interrupt.

      “You are not ready, Ri’ashi. We will be patient,” Cirexhi assures me.

      “I don’t want you to be patient anymore.” I look away, chewing on my lip. “And I’ve been having dreams. I’ve never had dreams like them before. When I wake up, I…”

      Silence reigns for several seconds before Cirexhi turns my head so we’re eye to eye. “When you wake up?” he prompts.

      “I still want you,” I admit quietly. “In my dreams I want you, and when I wake up, I still do. All of you.”

      “What happens in these dreams, Ri’ashi?” Torshek asks.

      It takes everything I have to meet his eyes, and even then, my face must be flaming hot because it feels like my cheeks are burning. “You do… things to me.”

      “What things?” Holzeni asks, still leaning against Torshek.

      I clear my throat and look away. “I can’t tell you.”

      “You can,” Cirexhi prompts.

      I shake my head. “I really can’t. And it’s not just you. I…” I let my voice trail off, struggling to believe I’m saying this out loud. “I do things to you.”

      This silence that follows my whispered admission is charged. Electric.

      “And you cannot tell us those things?” Cirexhi asks.

      “No. It’s too…” I shake my head. “No, I can’t.”

      After another silence, Cirexhi nods. “Then you can show us.”

      I stop breathing.

      Show them?

      “Show you?” I breathe. “I don’t know that I can.”

      He trails his claws down my back. My breath catches and arousal snakes through me. “You can. But only if you wish to.”

      I go from holding my breath to breathing too hard. Too fast. “Here?”

      Slowly, he shakes his head. “Not here. Somewhere…” He gently rakes his claws down my back again, making me stifle a moan. “Quiet.”

      I gulp.

      “Quiet?” I echo.

      He nods. “And soft.”

      “Like a bed?” I whisper.

      “I want you to be comfortable while you show us the things you do to us in these dreams,” he continues in that same husky voice.

      My breathing kicks up. “And then…?”

      His eyes burn hotter. “And then we might show you the things we dream of doing to you.”

      My body catches on fire. The same sweet scent from my dream, and one I identify as my arousal, fills the room. “You have dreams about me?” I ask, desperate for them not only to tell me in vivid detail but to show me. I don’t care that we’re standing in a hallway.

      “Every night, Ri’ashi.” He gathers me in his arms, holding me close to his chest. “Come, Ri’ashi, before I lose what little control I have left.”

      “What happens when you lose control?” I can’t help but ask, “What would you do to me?”

      He pauses mid-step, his eyes returning to my face.

      I’ve never lived through a silence so electric or so arousing as I do in this one.

      Against my thigh, I feel him swell, harden, and throb. His breathing changes, as does mine, and the scent of my arousal ripens, turning richer. It merges with another. The scent I smelled in the alley, and the one I know is coming from him. Somehow, it makes me even more aroused.

      Violently shaking his head, he rips his eyes from mine and resumes walking. “Come, Ri’ashi, before you make me lose all control.”

      “But I have done nothing,” I deny.

      “You have done enough.” His voice is gruff.

      I glance over my shoulder and meet Torshek’s gaze.

      He shakes his head and says loudly, “You see what I mean about his lack of control, Ri’ashi?”

      I grin at him, rest my head on Cirexhi’s shoulder and relax, content to remain where I am.

      Khular might not feel like home yet, but I’m happy, and that’s a good start for a new beginning.

      I think of the dreams Cirexhi claims to have had. Dreams about me. A tingle of excitement ripples through me at the thought.

      What will happen now? And why does it make me feel so hungry?
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      I stare at the massive bed with black silken sheets. But it’s not just any bed. It’s the bed from my dreams.

      “It’s real,” I whisper, stunned, as Cirexhi sets me down beside it. “This is real.”

      “The dreams are a vision,” Cirexhi says, retreating a step. “A promise.”

      “A promise of what?” I ask, surprised when he, Holzeni, and Torshek climb onto the bed and lie on their backs.

      Seeing the bed, it’s hard not to remember my dreams, as nerves tighten my belly. Despite what I told Arden, this is new for me. All of it. And I can’t help but worry I will do something wrong.

      Do they sense my nerves? Is that why none of them are trying to touch me?

      “Of the pleasure experienced between a nest,” Torshek says. “And how good it can feel when a nest bonds.”

      “And how good can it feel?” Need drives me to approach the bed and run my fingers over the silken sheets. They feel exactly as they did in my dreams. Cool, silky, and erotic.

      When no one responds, I glance over to find them staring at my fingers.

      I yank my hand back and tuck it behind me, my cheeks flushing. “Did I do something I wasn’t supposed to?”

      “You can touch, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi says.

      “Anything in this room is yours to touch,” Torshek adds.

      “Everything?” I take in the three Mostiri who say that they’re mine, as I am theirs. “Does that include you?”

      “I would hope—” Torshek runs his eyes down my body with so much heat in his gaze that my nipples pebble under all his focused attention, “—that the things you wish to touch include more than the silken sheets on this bed.”

      Me, his eyes are telling me. Touch me.

      I gulp. “What happens now?”

      “We are waiting for you to show us what you do to us in your dreams,” Cirexhi says.

      “And the dreams you have about me?” I ask, some new emotion driving me to place my knee on the bed beside him.

      I wobble. Cirexhi is there at once, reaching a hand toward me. I take it, let him steady me before I crawl on my knees up the bed, stopping when I have him on my right, and Torshek on my left. Holzeni is on his back as well, watching me. They all are.

      As I take them in, they peer up at me with such potent desire that I struggle to believe anything I do—or can do—would be enough to satisfy them. “What about those?”

      “We can get to those in time,” Torshek says, stroking a hand up my back and skimming his claws back down and over the curve of my ass.

      I shiver. My dreams were… extensive. “I don’t—”

      Cirexhi glides his claws down my side and over my breast. “In mine, you are moaning.”

      “Why would I be moaning?” I whisper.

      “I am doing a thing with my tongue that you like,” he replies.

      As I peer down at him, I have a sudden flash of memory. He’s lying between my thighs, and he has his face buried between them as he holds my legs open. And in that dream, I am indeed moaning. Loudly.

      My breathing turns heavy.

      “What thing?” I whisper.

      His claws stroke down, pause at the hem of my dress and lift.

      Slowly.

      “I can show you, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi offers.

      I don’t say a word. Just continue to kneel beside him as he gazes up at me with naked hunger. I know exactly what he intends to do to me. Taste me.

      His claws stop short of lifting my dress over my hips, and his eyes search mine as if for confirmation. “Or you can show me what thing you do to me in your dreams.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever been as torn in my life as I am now.

      “Ri’ashi?” Cirexhi prompts.

      “You are making me want things I’ve never wanted before,” I burst out, and then I snap my mouth shut as I flush bright red.

      “Is wanting a bad thing?” Torshek grips my chin and angles my head to face him.

      I nod. “In the school I went to, the nuns would tell us that you’re not supposed to want. That it’s wrong. And if you do, then you ignore those wants until they go away.”

      “Did these nuns not think the more you try not to want something, the more you crave it?” Holzeni asks, sitting up so I can see him better.

      I smile. “They were pretty old. If they ever wanted anything, I don’t think they had in so long they forgot.” My amusement soon fades. “In my dreams, I know what to do, but they’re not real.”

      “A vision,” Cirexhi corrects me. “It is not only a dream. Whatever you wish to do, it will not be wrong. Touch.”

      I study him. “You seem to have a lot of faith in me, and I’m not sure why that is.”

      “Not faith,” Cirexhi says. “Trust. It is time you had trust in yourself. Touch.”

      “Where?” I ask, my eyes already raking over his ridged chest and his leather-like loin cloth, my palms and fingertips itching with the need to explore.

      He shrugs and settles back. “Anywhere you wish.”

      Does he know something like this happened in my dreams? Can he know I’ve wanted to touch them like this with no pressure, no time limit, and no constraints?

      I lift my hand, take in the expanse of bluish-black skin there, and stretch my fingers toward his chest.
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      Fear strikes and I halt with my fingers inches away. “What if I hurt you?”

      “You could not hurt me, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi assures me.

      When claws rake through my hair, I peer over my shoulder and meet Torshek’s eyes. “You have explored a little of this world, but you have not had time to explore us. Do so.”

      I chew my bottom lip. “But there’s only me and three of you. What if…” In my dreams, I knew what to do. In my dreams, I could please them all. But this isn’t a dream. This is real. “What if I’m—”

      I can’t bring myself to say the words. It takes a long time to summon the courage to do it. When I do, they emerge as a barely audible whisper. “Not enough.”

      “Ri’ashi,” Holzeni says.

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you know how long we have waited for you?” Holzeni asks.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      “An eternity, Ri’ashi. We have had time to get used to the idea of you. You have not had time to get used to us. We will wait.”

      These Mostiri sure do have a way with words.

      I’m smiling faintly at him as my eyes prickle. “But you’re sick.”

      “I can wait,” Holzeni says firmly. “I will wait. For you, we will always wait.”

      “You are very sweet,” I say as my smile widens. “I can’t believe I wanted to leave you.”

      “We are happy that you did not,” Cirexhi says, drawing my eye.

      I take in his body stretched out in front of me, and then I place my fingers on his shoulder and touch the hot skin there. He holds still under me.

      “In my dreams, you’re hotter.” I brush my fingers over his pecs, the muscles tightening under my fingers.

      “We burn hotter when aroused.” Torshek’s explanation comes with a shiver-inducing caress up and down my back.

      My fingers stop at Cirexhi’s tense lower belly, just above his loincloth. I glance up at his face and find him staring at me with utter absorption. “You wish to stop there, Ri’ashi?”

      Slowly, I shake my head. “You weren’t wearing this in my dream.”

      Without a word, he sits up, reaches for his loincloth, unwinds it, and tosses it aside before lying back down again.

      I stare. I can’t help but stare at his thick, ridged cock. It’s the width of my forearm, and I refuse to believe he could ever work something that size inside me. A thrill goes through me, an equal amount of wariness, but also… anticipation. My mind doesn’t believe it’s possible, but my body wants it to be.

      I have the most urgent need to crawl down his body and know what he tastes like. My mouth waters and my belly tightens. I hunger.

      The sweet scent I know is my arousal snakes around us. Heady and rich, it fills the room.

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek’s claws are in my hair, an experience I love more and more each time he does it.

      “I wasn’t wearing anything either,” I quietly admit.

      I get the sudden sense everyone is holding their breath. Me included.

      In the silence that falls, I take a deep breath to settle my nerves and reach for the hem of my dress. They watch me.

      I feel the heat of their attention like a gentle caress on my skin.

      I grip the hem, hold on to it for a second, and then I slowly lift. This will be the first time I’m showing my body like this, and the fear they’ll think I’m plain makes me halt.

      “You are already more than we could ever want, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi says, reading my mind. “Do not doubt that. Ever.”

      “You are more,” Torshek adds.

      “And you are ours,” Holzeni says.

      I take a moment to absorb their desire for me. Tightening my fingers on the hem of my dress, I ease it over my head, toss it aside and kneel naked beside Cirexhi and Torshek.

      I didn’t believe anyone could want me. For most of my life, I ached to be free. To have a life that wasn’t constrained by four walls. I never let myself believe I would fall in love or have someone not only love me but want me.

      Until now.

      It isn’t a man looking at me as if I’m everything they could have ever dreamed of. It’s three Mostiri, and I want them as badly as they want me.

      Cirexhi lifts a hand. The barest tip of his claws brushes the curve of one breast. It’s an erotic sensation that makes me shiver as he strokes up my side, lightly skimming my breasts and back down again.

      Moaning, I tilt my head back and let my eyes flutter closed. “That feels good.”

      “Then I will continue,” Cirexhi grunts.

      “No.” I open my eyes and peer down at him. “I want to know what you taste like.”

      He swallows so hard that I track the motion in his throat. “Ri’ashi?”

      Placing my hand on his chest, I shimmy down him, needy for the taste of him in my mouth. “In my dream, you wouldn’t let me.”

      Cirexhi rakes his claws through my hair as I settle myself down low and my mouth hovers over his bulbous tip.

      “Why did I not let you?” he asks in a voice so husky I can barely understand him.

      I meet his gaze. “You always want to taste me. Now I want to taste you.”

      Keeping my eyes fused to his, I wrap my hand around the base of his cock and lower my head.

      Cirexhi doesn’t move. It’s as if he’s afraid he’ll scare me if he does, or that I’ll stop the soft kisses I press on him. I’m not sure he’s even breathing until I part my lips and give his tip a tiny lick.

      When his body jerks in response, I do it again. He tastes wild and rich, a little salty, but perfect, so I part my lips and take more of him in my mouth. I take as much of him as I can, sucking up and down his shaft.

      He groans so loudly that I yank my head up, positive I’ve hurt him in some way. Or maybe I’m gripping the base of him too tight. But his eyes are burning as he stares down at me and his claws are in the bed.

      “Cirexhi?” I whisper, my eyes widening when I take in the damage he’s done to the sheets. He’s practically shredded them with his claws.

      “You do not know what it is costing me to keep my hands off you,” he groans.

      I focus on the tears in the fabric which reflect his need for me. “You want to touch me that badly?”

      How could anyone want that?

      “I never stop wanting to touch you, Ri’ashi,” he breathes. “Never.”

      Smiling, I lower my head to kiss him again. This time, I flick my tongue out and run it around his tip. He groans again and his body shudders.

      The taste of him is addictive. Musky and rich and delicious.

      I part my lips and this time, when I suck him into my mouth, he pumps his hips up, bumping my tongue.

      “Ri’ashi!” he gasps. “Your mouth!”

      I suck again, wanting to draw more of a response from him. Wanting him to want me even more than he does already.

      Claws work their way through my hair. I peek up through my lashes. It’s Holzeni, watching me with dark heat in his eyes as Torshek does the same. Cirexhi appears lost to anything but his need.

      Lowering my head again, Cirexhi grunts as I suck harder.

      A sudden hard flare at the base of Cirexhi’s cock bumps my hand, an action that’s immediately followed by Cirexhi’s harsh gasp. “Torshek!”

      Hands grip my waist, drawing me away from Cirexhi. I blink in surprise and glance over my shoulder to take in Torshek kneeling behind me. “What is it?”

      “Cirexhi cannot take anymore. He is too close,” Torshek explains as he draws me back until my bare ass bumps his cock. He’s stripped out of his loincloth and skin on skin feels amazing. So good I want to rub myself on him.

      “Is that a bad thing?” I ask, swallowing hard as I fight the urge to rock on him.

      “We have knots, Ri’ashi,” Torshek breathes as his hands tighten around my hips.

      Is he fighting urges as well?

      I tell myself to keep still, but my body is itchy and desperate to move. I wiggle, and his erection pulses against the cleft of my ass. Briefly, he closes his eyes, tucks me tighter to him, and releases a ragged breath. “You must not move on me like that, Ri’ashi.”

      “Knots lock us to you,” Holzeni explains.

      I try to focus on his words, but it’s hard to do when I want to part my thighs so Torshek can finish what we started in the garden and slide deep within me.

      “I don’t understand,” I whisper as I tell myself to hold still. I fail.

      My body burns, so I push back onto Torshek. He tightens his hold for a moment, and then thrusts, his erection delving into the gap between my thighs. I moan as the top of his cock glides through my folds from behind, making my core tingle and my nerves scream for him to fill me. “Torshek!”

      Torshek must be speaking through gritted teeth when he says, “You are not ready for us yet, Ri’ashi.” He pauses. “Holzeni.”

      And then Holzeni is reaching a hand toward me. “Come, Ri’ashi. Come to me.”

      I don’t want to go anywhere, but Torshek sounds like he’s struggling to regain his control, so I take Holzeni’s hand and let him pull me up.

      Cirexhi has his eyes on me, one large fist wrapped around his cock as he almost gently pumps. For one long moment, he utterly distracts me. “Cirexhi?”

      “Go to Holzeni,” he groans, his eyes burning. “Let him give you a taste of pleasure.”

      As Holzeni pulls me up the bed, he lays back down.

      “Holzeni, what are you doing?” I ask, more confused than alarmed.

      “I wish to taste you, Ri’ashi,” he says, pulling me up to kiss my inner right thigh. “May I?”

      I bite down on my lip and nod.

      He urges me toward him, stopping when I’m straddling his face. Gripping my thighs, he flicks his tongue between them.

      I grasp the headboard. “Oh!”

      “You taste so sweet, Ri’ashi,” he groans. “I do not wish to stop.”

      His tongue strokes me, circling my clit. My toes curl as I pant, unable to stop writhing as he licks and sucks.

      And then hands grip my hips from behind, holding me still as a sinuous tail strokes through my wetness, teasing my entrance as I thrash and moan.

      Holzeni’s tongue draws louder moans from me as I tighten my grip on the headboard. Holzeni licks me again, lapping at me as if he can’t get enough of the taste of me.

      My release punches into me, making me lose all sense of time and place.

      When I come back to myself, I’m stretched out on top of Holzeni’s hot, hard body as he strokes his claws gently up and down my back.

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek breathes from behind me. He grips my hips and tilts my ass up the smallest degree. “Are you ready for more pleasure?”

      I’m still breathing my way through the pleasure Holzeni gave me, but I’m eager for more.

      I peer over my shoulder at him, take in the thick, heavy erection hanging between his thighs and my mouth goes dry.

      It’s so long and full, I can’t imagine he could fit it inside me. Alarm skitters through my mind, but my body softens and then heats at the thought of him pushing deep, filling me up.

      “What kind of pleasure?” I whisper, widening my thighs instinctively as he draws my hips back to his.

      “This kind, Ri’ashi.” His cock bumps my core, and I moan, a long throaty sound that makes his jaw tense. “The kind that will make you moan and then scream.”

      He pulls me away from him and then returns me, gently bumping me with his cock. He’s not trying to push inward yet. It’s as if he wants me to get used to him touching me there. My core tingles with awareness. With anticipation. I widen my thighs and tilt my hips up, a sign I’m ready for more of this pleasure that he’s determined to give me.

      The next time he draws my body back to his, my muscles ripple as he edges the barest tip inside before almost immediately withdrawing.

      I whimper, trying to push back, wanting to impale myself on him. “Torshek!” I wail.

      His jaw is tight. “No, Ri’ashi. You are not ready yet.”

      I press my face against Holzeni’s throat. “I am.”

      Torshek leans more of his body on top of me, the heat of his skin making me feel like I’m burning up inside. “Not yet, Ri’ashi.”

      Claws comb through my hair, drawing my gaze.

      “But soon,” Cirexhi says, lying on his side, still gently pumping himself as he watches me.

      Torshek withdraws again, his hands tight on my hips as he tucks his cock in the space between my thighs, and starts to thrust. Each slow motion rubs along my core, teases my clit, and makes me moan.

      We rock together, rubbing against each other as my body burns.

      And then I feel it.

      A tail teasing my entrance, tempting me. I push back so he will slide deep, but as I do, he pulls out.

      “Torshek!” I gasp, clenching my fingers in the sheets.

      Holzeni murmurs something soothing in my ear as I feel him grow harder and thicker beneath me. Will he slide inside me too? Will they take me together?

      “Not yet,” Torshek grunts.

      I want to tell him I’m so beyond ready that I’m about to come apart at the seams.

      I twist my body instead, trying to get him to push inside. Each time I do, he pulls away.

      “Torshek!” I gasp. “Please. I need more.”

      He urges me away. And this time, when he brings me back to him, he presses the tip of his cock inside me, stretching me.

      I hold still, a gasp in my throat.

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek leans over me to touch his tongue to my throat.

      He doesn’t move, but I feel what little of himself he’s tucked inside stretching me. When I wiggle slightly, I wince as he pushes deeper.

      I’m struggling to breathe, stretched so tight around him that I can’t imagine my body can take any more of him.

      Holzeni scrapes my hair from my face. “Ri’ashi?”

      “He’s too big. He won’t fit,” I moan.

      “He will fit,” Holzeni assures me.

      Claws rake over my right breast, and I turn my head to face Cirexhi. “You are made for us.”

      Torshek eases out an inch and slowly edges in a little deeper than before. “Do you know how perfect you feel, Ri’ashi?” he asks, speaking through gritted teeth. His hands on my hips tremble. “Do you know how you test my control?”

      My muscles ripple around him, struggling to accept his thick girth. He groans deep in his throat, and the sound makes me wetter. My body opens up around him, inviting him deeper.

      “Oh!” I want to push back, even knowing I’m not ready for more.

      Cirexhi leans in close and draws my nipple in his mouth, his long forked tongue making me fling my head back, grab his horn and hold on as he suckles.

      As I writhe on top of Holzeni, Torshek grips my hips and holds me still, breathing hard.

      “This will hurt you, Ri’ashi,” Torshek groans. “I wish it would not, but this first time will hurt.”

      I don’t care about pain. I don’t care about anything but this bubble of pleasure building inside me.

      Torshek eases his cock from me and as he slowly pushes in, I push back to meet him. We slam together.

      Something inside me tears and I scream, pain flooding my mind as he surges deep inside me. Holzeni wraps his arm around me. As he holds me against his chest, he whispers soothing words into my ear that I barely hear.

      Cirexhi drops kiss after sweet kiss on my throat. I guess the Mostiri know how to kiss after all, and like everything they do, they do it well.

      The burn between my thighs slowly gives way to pleasure.

      Long seconds later, I whimper restlessly as I kick out my legs and moan.

      Torshek is still lodged deep within my body, but he’s not moving. He hasn’t moved since he surged deep and filled me up with every inch of his thick, ridged cock. I feel myself rippling around him, squeezing, and struggling to hold him deep.

      And I hear him fighting for breath because, somehow, I also know he’s about to lose control. “Torshek,” I moan as my body tightens around him again.

      “I cannot—” Torshek bites back the rest of his words as he shudders on top of me. “I cannot hold back any longer, Ri’ashi.”

      He gasps out a desperate groan, pulls himself out, and thrusts deep.

      I shove my face down against Holzeni’s throat and moan as pleasure explodes deep within me, so rich and dark I want more of it. “Yes!”

      Torshek moves, pumping harder and deeper. He has his hands on my hips as he thrusts, making the most incredible feral growls as he tunnels into me.

      I push back to meet him, moaning as my body clamps tighter and tighter around him as if trying to hold him within me.

      “Torshek, please!” I beg, needing more of this pleasure I never believed existed until now.

      My desperate plea makes the last of his control snap.

      And then his hands are on the top of my shoulders, dragging me back onto him as he shoves himself within me, our skin slapping harshly together. He growls as he pounds into me, sending me nearly out of my mind.

      “So tight, Ri’ashi,” he grunts. “So perfect.”

      My release comes out of nowhere, smashing into me with so much force that everything goes black. I shriek as I buck, impaling myself deeper onto him.

      He chokes out a sound, holds still, and then I feel him swell.

      My eyes fly open, my fingers tighten in the sheets and I scream as another fierce, explosive release shatters the remnants of my mind.

      Torshek is locked inside me the way he said would happen. He said nothing about the hard knot pressing against my clit, making my eyes roll back as I climax over and over again.

      My eyes flutter closed, and I slump onto Holzeni as I give myself over to the most intense pleasure I’ve ever felt in my life.

      As Torshek spills himself inside me with shattered gasps, Holzeni strokes my hair, Cirexhi murmurs something I don’t catch, and then… nothing.
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      I wake floating in warm water, my arms slung around Holzeni’s shoulders.

      When water splashes, I blink my eyes open. Lifting my head from where I’m resting it on Holzeni’s shoulder, I take in his concerned gaze.

      His concern melts away and relief takes its place. “You are well?”

      I smile. “When did we get to the bathing chamber?”

      The last thing I remember was Torshek driving me into an explosive climax, and I must have passed out.

      “Cirexhi believed the warm water would ease your muscles,” he says, keeping a firm hold of me so I don’t drown.

      I’m sure if I were standing, my legs would be jelly. “Well, he was right.”

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek appears on my left, his hand on my jaw gentle as he turns my face to him. “I was too rough for you. I am sorry for—”

      Shaking my head, I lift my fingers to touch his mouth. When he falls silent, I kiss him lightly on the lips. “Please don’t apologize. I’ve never known pleasure like that before.”

      He scrutinizes me for several seconds, as if he wants to determine if I’m telling the truth. “You fell unconscious.”

      “Probably with a massive smile on my face,” I admit, though my cheeks flush. “It felt really good.”

      His shoulders relax, and I realize how concerned he must have been. “I believed I had hurt you.”

      “You could never do that, Torshek. I’m okay,” I assure him.

      He nods, losing more of his tension. “Good. Ri’ashi.”

      With my cheeks still burning, I can’t quite look into his eyes as I ask him a question I’m suddenly desperate to know the answer to. “Did you like—”

      “No,” Torshek interrupts me. My heart sinks at the thought I disappointed him. That he gave me so much pleasure but I failed to do the same for him. Until he grips my chin with one finger and thumb and lifts my head so we’re eye to eye. “I never wanted to leave your body, Ri’ashi. Even now, I wish to take you again.”

      “He is telling the truth,” Cirexhi adds, appearing on my right so we form a tight group in the center of the heated bath. “I had to peel him off you.”

      “I wouldn’t have minded if he wanted to stay,” I admit, wondering what happened to the shy, quiet Marie I’ve always been.

      Cirexhi shakes his head. “You needed to rest.”

      I smile at him. “And there you go again, taking better care of me than anyone ever has.”

      Pride and pleasure fill Cirexhi’s gaze as he holds his arms out for me. When Holzeni places me there, I coil myself around Cirexhi, loving his firm hold on me. It makes me feel safe, secure, and protected. “Then I will make sure to keep treating you so well, Ri’ashi.”

      I hum at how perfect it feels to be in his arms. How right. “What happens now?”

      He strokes a hand up and down my back. “You have bonded with Torshek. I see the threads forming between you, strong and thick.”

      His voice is husky as he speaks, and as he draws me closer to his chest, his cock pulses hard and hot against my core. I feel an answering tingle of awareness there. “And now?”

      Holzeni steps into the back of me, his cock gliding along the cleft of my ass as he grips my waist with his large, strong hands. “Now we bond with you.”

      My breath leaves in a rush as I take in Cirexhi’s needy eyes and peer over my shoulder to briefly meet Holzeni’s. “And how will we do that?”

      “Mating, Ri’ashi. We mate with you.” Cirexhi dips his head, lifting me slightly to draw my nipple into his mouth.

      I gasp, gripping his horns with both hands as I tilt my head back.

      Groaning in the back of his throat, Cirexhi releases my right breast to give my aching, needy left breast the same loving attention.

      I’m absorbing Cirexhi’s hard suck on my nipple and enjoying the burst of pleasure in my core that each one prompts when my eyes fly open and I pull away from him. “Oh, I forgot.”

      Cirexhi eyes me with concern. “Ri’ashi? Are you well?”

      “Yes,” I murmur, distractedly, but it isn’t me I’m worried about. It’s him. It’s all of them. “Your gray spots. They’re gone.”

      “Your touch.” Cirexhi grips my wrist, lifts it, and draws each one of my fingers into his mouth, making me writhe with pleasure. “Is healing.”

      Behind me, Holzeni’s hands massage my ass as he sucks my earlobe into his mouth.

      I moan, rocking hard on top of Cirexhi’s cock. He groans, his hands dropping to my hips to hold me still. “Wait, Ri’ashi.”

      Shaking my head because I can’t wait when my body burns, I press downward and the tip of him pierces me. I throw my head back and gasp. “Cirexhi!”

      He grunts in response, and after lifting me an inch, draws me back down on him. He’s thicker than Torshek, but this time there’s no burn, just slow-building pleasure as he pushes himself deeper into my body.

      I cling to him, holding my breath as, inch by inch, he stretches me open and fills the space he creates within me with his throbbing, ridged cock.

      “Relax for me, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi bites out, withdrawing before thrusting again. I tighten my hold on his shoulders, tilt my head back, and whimper as he eases out and surges deep again.

      It feels like it takes forever. Holzeni croons in my ear as Torshek rakes his claws through my hair. Finally, Cirexhi buries his cock to the hilt with an agonized groan as my muscles spasm around him, fighting to contain his girth.

      Only then does he stop thrusting. And only then do I blink my eyes open.

      I take in Cirexhi. He has his head flung back, tension hardens his jaw, and a shudder shakes his body.

      He’s thicker than Torshek, stretching my already taut muscles even more as he continues to swell and harden within me.

      “Cirexhi,” I breathe and drop a kiss on his throat.

      His answering groan is full of desperate need, as he clamps my body tight to his and gasps. “Do not move, Ri’ashi. I cannot last if you move.”

      I kiss his throat again and keep still as he holds me flush against him.

      He doesn’t move for so long that I get restless.

      Holzeni steps closer and whispers in my ear. “In your dreams, did we take you together?”

      Instantly, I clamp around Cirexhi and moan when he thrusts.

      I swallow hard. When my breathing has returned to normal, I nod once as anticipation sweeps through me at the thought of what we will do in this bath. I’m pinned between two Mostiri, and two ridged cocks.

      “All of us?” Holzeni’s voice is hoarse as he tucks his cock between my ass cheeks and holds himself there, not moving to enter me yet.

      After a moment, I nod again.

      The thought sends a thrill through me.

      “And is this what you want, Ri’ashi?” Torshek whispers. “For Cirexhi and Holzeni to take you. Together?”

      My core clenches.

      Cirexhi grunts and again pumps within me as if he can’t help himself.

      I gasp. “Yes.”

      I brace myself for Holzeni to work himself inside me. Only to blink in surprise when Cirexhi lifts me off him. I’m parting my lips to ask why he stopped when a sinuous tail brushes my core and edges inward.

      I moan, my hips rocking as Holzeni plunges his tail into me. But all too soon—far too soon—he pulls his tail from me, and a second later, I feel it press against the cleft of my ass.

      With the tip of his tail slick from my body, I hold my breath, staring into Cirexhi’s eyes as Holzeni parts my ass cheeks and slowly works his tail into me.

      “Relax, Ri’ashi, it will feel good,” Holzeni croons as he works his tail deeper, slowly stretching me. “Relax.”

      It takes a long time before my body relaxes around the new intrusion. Cirexhi steps close again and slips his cock back inside me, taking his time to seat himself deep.

      I drop my face to his shoulder and squeeze my eyes shut when it becomes almost too much to take.

      “Ri’ashi?” Cirexhi murmurs, his voice tight.

      “Don’t stop,” I whisper, fighting to keep still as my body burns with the need for release. “Please don’t stop.”

      They slowly pump within me. When I’m moaning, thrashing in the water, Holzeni draws his tail from my ass and parts my cheeks wider, and I moan again as the blunt tip of his cock touches me.

      I drag in a deep breath and hold it, knowing what’s coming with no idea if I can take it.

      “Breathe, Ri’ashi.” Holzeni’s voice is husky as he tightens his grip on me and begins to pump, working himself in a quarter of an inch at a time. “You took me like this in my dream. Did you dream something similar?”

      I close my eyes and think about my dreams. I remember how in them Holzeni could only work half of himself inside me before something woke me. But I wanted him to go deeper. I needed to feel him fill me completely.

      I nod and swallow. “I woke up before—”

      He pumps again and gasps. “I could not last, Ri’ashi. This is where I exploded.”

      The same dream. We had the same dream.

      I shift restlessly, making a soft sound in the back of my throat as he continues his slow, lazy pumps into my body. Cirexhi doesn’t move, but I feel him throbbing and I know he can’t keep still for much longer. I know I can’t.

      When keeping still feels impossible, I lift my head from Cirexhi’s shoulder.

      “Ri’ashi?” Holzeni asks, pausing.

      “More.” I push back into Holzeni, wanting him to move faster. Needing him to fill the emptiness that’s always lived inside me. The part that hungers.

      I part my lips, and a soft, husky moan slips out. But I never stop wiggling on top of the two ridged cocks piercing me.

      Cirexhi and Holzeni are trembling with need. I feel their desire brush my skin. They want me. Desperately. And yet they’re holding themselves back until I’m ready for more. They always put my pleasure over theirs. I can’t keep letting them do that.

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek’s voice captures my attention. “Is it too much?”

      I let my eyes flutter closed, and slowly lift my body from Cirexhi and Holzeni, before even more slowly pushing myself down onto them.

      Cirexhi’s hands tighten around my hips. He continues to tremble, but he doesn’t move.

      Holzeni presses his face to the back of my shoulder, shuddering as he holds himself still.

      I ease myself up and push back down, reaching through the burn of having two thick cocks spearing into me and to the pleasure I felt before. I think of what it must be like to have my muscles squeezing and drawing more pleasure from them.

      And I slowly ride them, taking them both deeper into my body each time.

      My head goes back and I grip Cirexhi’s arms, my hair brushing my shoulders as I continue my ride.

      Torshek is murmuring reassurances, telling me how beautiful I am. And how perfect. The hushed awe in his voice makes it impossible for me not to believe he means it.

      The muscles in my belly tighten. The burn in my backside eases and a deep, heady pleasure seeps through me as I fill the bathing chamber with the sweet scent of my arousal.

      I lift myself, and the next time I push down, I take Cirexhi and Holzeni to the hilt.

      My eyes flutter open and I meet Torshek’s eyes. I try to breathe around the extreme pleasure which has me in its grasp. “I hope…” I swallow as my body ripples around Cirexhi and Holzeni. They groan in response.

      “Ri’ashi?” Torshek steps closer, bending his brow to mine as he slides his palm around the nape of my neck.

      I try again. “I hope the day comes that I can take you all in my body together,” I gasp. “It feels like you all belong inside me.”

      Brilliant pleasure flashes across his eyes. “Then it will.”

      I’ve never felt so connected to anyone as I do now. And I do. Torshek, Cirexhi, and Holzeni are mine. Just as I’m theirs. My mind knows it now. Soon my body will as well.

      As an urgent need creeps over me, my eyes flutter closed and I tilt my head back. Gripping Cirexhi’s shoulders, I ride his and Holzeni’s cocks from base to tip, only stopping when they touch the end of me.

      They let me set the pattern, groaning my name as I edge closer and closer to a shattering release I feel starting in my toes. Locking my legs around Cirexhi’s hips, I whimper and lose my rhythm as I fight to control my release.

      “Cirexhi!” I gasp. “Holzeni. I can’t—”

      Holzeni’s trembling hands tighten as he steps closer, circling my waist from behind. Together they lift me from the water, drawing me back down and onto them with husky growls.

      They continue at the same pace I moved at before: painfully slow.

      It’s not nearly enough.

      Burying my nails into Cirexhi’s shoulders, I try to move them faster. Needing more to push me over the edge and into my release. “Need more.”

      They give me more.

      Lifting me higher, they bring me down harder with a meaty slap, a sound that echoes loudly from the water.

      I whimper, cry out, and then gasp as they drive me onto them over and over.

      We fill the room with the sound of our shared pleasure.

      Torshek skims his claws over my breast and circle my nipples. I tighten around Cirexhi and Holzeni in response. They grunt and move me harder on them, water flying everywhere.

      When Holzeni steps in closer, it changes the angle of their penetration to one that’s deeper. I stare at Cirexhi with wide eyes as they slide me up and down their cocks with increasing speed. My body hovers over the edge of release.

      Cirexhi’s eyes are wild and desperate as he lifts me and then forces me down again with a feral sounding groan.

      That’s it.

      I throw my head back and a scream pours from my lips as my body violently shudders.

      Cirexhi’s hands flex on my hips, and as he groans, I feel him locking within me. A split-second later, Holzeni gasps, presses his face to the back of my shoulder, and swells within me, his cock pulsing in my ass.

      It throws me into a harder, violent climax that makes me sob. But this time, I barely, just barely, cling to consciousness, determined to ride out this pleasure for as long as it lasts.

      My head slumps on Cirexhi’s shoulder as I fight for breath. Holzeni leans into my back, and Torshek steps close as he wraps his arms around us all, keeping us up.

      We stay locked together in the heated water.

      Connected.

      “What does a nest mean?” I tiredly ask, long minutes later.

      “That you are never alone, Ri’ashi,” Holzeni responds as he fights to steady his breathing.

      “That we will always protect you,” Torshek adds.

      “And that you are ours as much as we are yours,” Cirexhi says.

      I smile tiredly. “What happens now?”

      “Now.” Cirexhi combs his claws through my hair and lifts my head to peer into my face. “We show you the beauty of Khular and kill anything that frightens you.”

      “But surely there’s something I have to do.” I frown. It can’t always be about me. Can it?

      “There is.” Cirexhi nods. “Smile. Laugh. Be happy, Ri’ashi.”

      “I think I can do that. But I need one thing from you. All of you,” I say, studying them in turn.

      At once their expressions are serious. “Anything, Ri’ashi,” Cirexhi says.

      “I need you to be happy. Because there’s no way I can be happy unless you are too.”
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      I have no desire to leave my nest, especially so soon after our bonding.

      But with this meeting pre-arranged, and our Ri’ashi sleeping peacefully alongside Torshek and Holzeni, I have no choice.

      Leaving our rooms, I walk up to the roof, not stopping until I stand beside Jhirek, the big Mostiri male who claims a spot I have spent more time than almost any other.

      Jhirek, head of his nest, is focusing on a portal in the distance. I do not know which portal he is staring at, but he must wonder if he will find his Ri’ashi through it. It is a practice I am well versed in.

      We stand in silence for several seconds.

      “Your Ri’ashi, is she—”

      “She is well,” I interrupt Jhirek. “Though she might not have been had you not intervened.”

      It is one reason I asked him to meet with me, but not all. There is still the matter of our Ri’ashi’s father to deal with. Marie has spoken of her childhood, and of all she suffered. Lucius Matrovel will pay for his crimes with his life. And soon.

      Jhirek and his nest will join Torshek, Holzeni, and me to deal with him. Perhaps when our Ri’ashi is spending time with Arden and is too busy to question where we have gone—or what we are doing.

      Jhirek nods. “You would have reached her in time. I merely held the others away until you arrived. They were desperate. I do not believe they truly meant to harm her.”

      “I know.” Desperation drives so many of us. Would I have done likewise? I hope not.

      He turns to walk away. I grip his arm, halting him. “Yes, but you acted when you did not have to.”

      “And this other matter? When can we move?” Jhirek meets my eye and anger fills his gaze. “When will we go to Earth to deal with the male who abuses his offspring?”

      Footsteps move toward us. I release Jhirek, knowing who is coming and sensing this conversation will have to wait. “Soon. I will find you when it is time. Perhaps you will find your Ri’ashi while we are there?”

      “Perhaps,” Jhirek echoes, but he does not sound like he believes it.

      That too is a feeling I know all too well.

      I had left our Ri’ashi sleeping with Holzeni and Torshek after bathing and feeding her. I’d believed she would sleep for much longer. With our bonding complete, I hope she sensed I was not with her and missed me.

      It is a selfish thought to have, but it is not one I can silence.

      Marie appears at the doorway, wearing one of the gold dresses we had a Mostiri female make for her. Not only is she as beautiful and radiant as always, with her long brown hair sweeping over her shoulder, she is not alone. Torshek and Holzeni have accompanied her, though they stay back when she moves toward me.

      Her lush, sweet scent, one that marks her as mine, tempts me to forget about Jhirek, pick her up and take her back to bed. And stay there.

      She smiles at me as she approaches. “I thought you might need a reminder not to go through a dangerous portal.”

      Mine.

      Behind her, Torshek and Holzeni lean against a wall, their arms crossed, eyes lazy and sated as mine must be after our time in the bathing chamber. And then in our bed.

      I expect Marie to tuck herself against my side.

      She surprises me by approaching Jhirek, though she stands at a distance that makes it clear she is wary of him. “You helped me before, didn’t you? I didn’t thank you.”

      Jhirek shakes his head. “You have no reason to thank me.”

      His expression is calm. Behind his façade, he will be thinking exactly what I thought when I would see Arden with her nest.

      Longing.

      Pain.

      All because I have what he so desperately wishes he had.

      Marie is close, and I cannot stop myself from touching her any longer. I wrap my arm around her waist and draw her to my side. She glances up at me and flashes me a warm smile.

      It is so beautiful and so captivating that I forget Jhirek until his soft footfalls mark his departure.

      But not Marie. Not my Ri’ashi.

      She turns away from me and calls after Jhirek. “You will find your Ri’ashi.”

      Jhirek halts, keeping his back to her. “Perhaps.”

      The flatness in his voice makes it clear he does not believe it.

      “Earth is a big place,” Marie says softly. “My nest saved me from something I couldn’t see myself ever escaping. Arden’s nest found her and saved her. You will find yours.”

      There is not an ounce of doubt in her voice. I do not know where her belief comes from, but it compels me to believe her.

      “Or we will not find her at all,” Jhirek murmurs in a voice as hopeless as it is sad before he disappears through the door.

      I feel Marie’s sadness and I pick her up, holding her close as I try to chase it away.

      “He’s lost hope,” she whispers, winding her slender arms around me.

      I inhale the scent of her skin, tucking her closer when she is already as close as she can be. “He has waited for a long time. We all have.”

      She sighs. “Then I’ll hope for him.”

      We stand peering down at Khular for several minutes before she turns to me, brushing her fingers over my jaw. “I hoped for so long to escape my cage, have a life, happiness, and freedom. And do you know what happened?”

      “What, Ri’ashi?” Torshek asks as he and Holzeni move toward us.

      We stand together, a nest united. Fully bonded. An impossible dream come to life.

      If I have ever been this happy—this content—I have no memory of it.

      “You found me and gave me everything I’d ever wanted. Even the things I didn’t know I needed.” Her radiant smile touches us all, heightening my happiness. “Somewhere out there is a woman for Jhirek and his nest. He has given up hope, but I haven’t. And neither has she.”
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