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      After hours of traveling through the Brackenfell Swamp, I should be near my destination. If the map I held in my hands was accurate, anyway. I’d spent everything I owned—including my home—to hire the correct mapmakers and explorers to put together the location of the lost artifact.

      If they were right, if this map led me to where I needed to be, then it was priceless.

      I pulled one leg from the swamp muck with a squelch, then leaned forward and stepped down, sinking back down into the ooze. My legs had become increasingly tired as the muck had grown deeper.

      I wasn’t going to stop though.

      Reaching into the bag slung across my shoulders, I touched the faded journal inside, checking again that I hadn’t lost it among the slender trees and still fronds that thrived in the humid heat of the bog.

      This journal had taken the long way to reach to me, and I would be devastated if I lost it before being able to read it. Years ago, a man had tracked down my parents to turn over this journal to them, along with the eleven others in the set. His father had known my grandmother, and she had bequeathed the journals to him with a dying wish to have her writings delivered to her daughter, my mother.

      The man’s father had passed without fulfilling her request, but his son had picked up in his stead and eventually, more than a decade later, tracked down my parents. They had been overjoyed to be reunited with something so important to my grandmother.

      There was only one problem—my grandmother had spoken multiple languages, but her native language, and the one she had written the diaries in, had been lost. My mother never learned my grandmother’s native tongue as they spoke to each other in a more common language. My father had been born in another country and never spoke anything but the common tongue.

      Which meant I didn’t speak the first language of my grandmother, either. No one seemed to understand it, and so no one could translate the journals.

      After several more excruciating paces, I stopped, both legs plunged into the muck, and panted to catch my breath. My entire body felt as if it was on fire from the exertion, but I wasn’t going to stop, not until I reached the spot where the Lingua Stone was supposed to reside.

      When the Monsters had spilled over from their realm into the human world after a catastrophic event, they brought with them relics and artifacts from their previous home. These artifacts, along with the Monsters themselves, provided something to the human world that we had never encountered before—real, true magic.

      Humans still didn’t wield magic, but they could use the artifacts. And that was exactly what I intended to do. If the Lingua Stone was as powerful as said to be, then it should be able to translate my grandmother’s journal. Hopefully, I would have a chance to read all of them, but if not, this one was the most important.

      I slapped a buzzing bug off my arm and started forward again.

      Judging by the blank pages in the last two-thirds of the journal, this diary had been the last one my grandmother had written. Since she passed shortly after the Mystical Eruption, I could only presume she had documented that unimaginable event.

      The one that remained a mystery today, thirty years later.

      Something had taken out the Monster world, leaving it uninhabitable, and in the process tore the Veil that had separated them from the humans. In the mad rush to escape the destruction of their realm, they had poured into the human world. Their realm had never recovered, and instead of returning home, they had become refugees in our land…

      Except it wasn’t really our land anymore, either. The same event had catapulted a wave of magic over the entire planet, and the world had terraformed before everyone’s eyes. Seas had altered, land masses had shifted. Magical forests sprung up, and ethereal creatures had taken over the animal kingdom. Where humans had lived before was crushed under the might of this transformation.

      When the change had finished, both humans and Monsters had found themselves in a new world. Ever since then, the Monsters had been vying for their place. Some warred, some loved. Some hated, some fucked.

      Some did all the above.

      My parents had been just married with the Mystical Eruption happened, and they hadn’t been near my grandmother. They never saw her again before she passed. All they had of her were the journals once they had been returned. I had never met the woman, but I’d heard stories about her from my parents.

      And now, I held her own thoughts in my hands. I just didn’t know how to read them.

      Many people alive today had lived through the destruction, but no one admitted to knowing anything about what had caused the Mystical Eruption. Some had to wonder if those who knew didn’t want to speak for fear of repercussion.

      My grandmother had no stake in this game. She was no longer among us. Perhaps her journal, one of the only records that survived the devastation, would provide a clue.

      Besides, I wanted to know her through her own words. I had no living family left.

      As much as I would have liked to leave the precious journal behind in safety, I didn’t know much about the Lingua Stone. In the event I couldn’t remove it from the swamp, I could at least translate her journal here. The others would have to remain a mystery.

      I did, however, intend to do my best to bring the stone back with me and decipher the entire set.

      Up ahead, the trees curved outward from each other around the perimeter of a small clearing. A wooden stand had been placed in the middle.

      Excitement filled me as I charged forward, my steps plopping the mud, splashing my arms and chest. Finally, I stepped up on drier land, and my body sagged with relief. I hurried as fast as my sore legs would take me to the wooden stand.

      On top of the stand rested a metal box. I picked up the box, but a short chain tied it to the stand. Scowling, I tugged at the chain, but it was no use. I turned the box around, looking for a latch, but the chain held the lid closed. A lock the size of my head with a perfectly round opening dangled from the chain, securing it, and the lid, in place.

      I growled, pulling and yanking at the chain, but I couldn’t find a way into the box. The Lingua Stone had to be inside. Not only was this the location marked on the map, but what else could be hiding in such an usual spot in the swamp?

      The mud at the edge of the land sloshed and rippled outwards. I halted, staring up at the trees that quivered in the subtle quake.

      A dark shadow appeared from the foliage, and the dim light cast across his features. He stood taller than me, green skin wrapped in lengths of vines that pulsed as if they were the veins that carried his blood. Large, oval shaped leaves formed around his shoulders and pelvis. Two small horns jutted from his head.

      I yelped and stumbled backwards, releasing the box. It swung from the chain against the side of the stand.

      The Monster lumbered forward. With his thumb and finger, he placed the box back in its spot.

      He turned his head to me. “Do you need something, little human?”

      My mouth worked, but no sounds came out. When a noise did emerge, it wasn’t a word but a drawn-out moan of fear.

      “I assume you want the Lingua Stone,” he said.

      I nodded, still mewling like an idiot. He didn’t seem to notice.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s possible.”

      His words broke me from my stupor. My shoulders sagged, and I grabbed the journal from my bag.

      “I really need it,” I said. “My grandmother left behind these journals, but they are in a language I can’t read. I’ve gone through so much to get this stone. Please, can you help me?”

      “Sorry, I can’t,” he said, starting to turn away. Then he halted, his back to me.

      Was he going to harm me for trying to steal the Lingua Stone?

      He faced me again, and then reached inside the folds of his leaves and produced a large key, much more fitting for his enormous hands than my relatively small ones.  The key had a thick, smooth shaft with no bitting.

      I gasped. “That’s the key for the box!”

      He nodded, a strange expression on his face. “I will let you use the Lingua Stone, under one condition.”

      The swamp Monster wanted to barter? I had so little left to give—I’d used up everything I owned to reach this artifact. What could he possibly want that I could provide?

      “Spend three days, and three nights, with me,” he said slowly, “and I will unlock the box for you.”

      I blinked, staring up at him until my neck hurt. “You mean…”

      “Yes. Spend three days and nights with me.”

      Was he flushing as he made his request? What would embolden him to ask for something like that if he wasn’t comfortable doing so?

      Already, this Monster intrigued me almost as much as the Lingua Stone.

      Almost.

      My knee-jerk reaction was to tell him off, but I’d met many women who had spent time with Monsters. In the Ministry kingdoms, it wasn’t just heard of—it was expected. A ruthless Monster called the Shadow Wraith had swept into the world along with the less dangerous Monsters. The Ministry deigned human women, the prime target of the Shadow Wraith, should partner with Monsters for protection.

      As all the rumors went, Monsters were next-level lovers and could do things beyond the means of humans. An hour ago, I wouldn’t have even thought of fucking a swamp Monster, but now I seemed to be in a win-win situation: fuck a Monster, and get the artifact I wanted.

      What was I out, besides three days of intense sex and then a week of recuperation?

      “Deal,” I said.

      The swamp Monster reared back, as if he hadn’t expected that response, or at least not that quickly. The reputation of his species worked in his favor.

      What exactly was he hiding under those leaves and vines?

      “Under one condition,” I added on second thought. “I don’t want to just use the stone—I want to take it with me.”

      An unreadable expression flickered across his face. Then he nodded. “Deal.”

      With that, he scooped me up and threw me over his shoulder. I screamed in surprise, and then delight, as he carried me off into the swamps.

      I had no idea what I was in for, but I was about to find out.

    

  

OEBPS/images/image-3-nights-ear-covered-Custom-1200-70.jpg
AN ELANTHYSIA MogiS;TEL\.l\QMA:NCB:SHOKT STORY
R Y NG S






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


    


  


