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  I would dedicate this first book to my mom, but she would

 never say the word cock out loud, so I'm not sure she 

would have appreciated  having a spicy monster romance 

dedicated to her. I love you and miss you anyway. 

This book is not for you.








  
  Notes


This book contains material that is not suitable for readers under eighteen. The sex scenes are explicit and very much open door. You've been warned! 
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  Lauren
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Istand beside my rented Fiat, using one hand to shade my eyes from the sun as I stare up at Kinloch Manor. It’s an amazingly well-preserved medieval three-level tower. The whole structure, tower and attached manor house, could fit inside the courtyard of Edinburgh Castle. I’ll be working here for the next few weeks on a special restoration project. It’s the first solo venture for my new business, and happy anticipation wars with anxiety inside me. That the job brings me deep into the Scottish Highlands adds an extra dimension of pleasure to this journey. 
My hungry gaze takes in the granite guardians of Gothic Revival architecture adorning the façade. I take my time examining the rough exterior of the stone manor, ignoring the beauty of the neatly landscaped grounds.
Most people don’t know or care about the subtle difference between grotesques and gargoyles. Kinloch Manor has an intriguing variety of grotesques, and although they make little architectural or historical sense here, I find them delightful. I can’t wait to get my hands on them.
“Ms. Townsend, welcome.”
Startled, the squeak that slips out of me resembles a noise like a rubber dog toy being squeezed by a Rottweiler. I spin around to find an older, well-dressed man standing to my left. His craggy face is etched with deep lines around his muddy brown eyes and no lie, the man wears a kilt. I try not to stare at his knobby knees and hope a stiff breeze won’t give me a reason to learn what a Scotsman really wears underneath the garb.
“Lauren, please. Nice—”
“I’m Lord McCardle.” He eyes my extended hand and his lips twist at one corner. “If you’ll follow me, Ms. Townsend, I’ll escort you to your room in the upper tower.”
“Upper tower? I thought I was staying in the gatehouse.”
“A change of plans.” 
He sets off for the manor, and my wheeled bag thumping over the cobblestones echoes my annoyance at the change in plans. 
“Ms. Townsend?”
Lord McCardle’s crushed gravel voice calls to me from the top step and I blink, breaking the spell that had mesmerized and locked me into place with one foot poised on the bottom step of the front porch.
“Is something wrong?”
My cheeks flame in response to getting caught staring up at the figure high over the south entrance. 
“It’s fine, I just...I had the strangest feeling of being watched.” My lips clamp shut and I shake my head in bemusement, joining him inside the foyer.
“You’ll be on the upper floor.”
Dammit.
An enormous tapestry hanging on the wall across from the staircase captures my gaze. The hair on the back of my neck stands up. For the second time since I arrived, I freeze in place, losing touch with my surroundings. 
A fierce snake, its fat coils wrapped around a group of three swordsmen, squeezes the life from them judging by their expressions. The enormous head looms over a second group of frightened people, some fleeing, others cringing or kneeling. The snake’s solitary eye gleams red.
“The family crest,” McCardle says, startling me yet again. 
He gestures to a smaller scene woven in the tapestry. Another snake wraps around the thick branch of a tree, tongue extended to scent the air. Its fangs are bared and it lunges toward a faceless form, ready to swallow the small figure whole. 
“Ahhh,” I say, and curse silently at my inability to form a lucid response. “I’ve never seen a crest quite like that.” My voice is a mouse’s squeak. I still can’t take my eyes off the snake in the crest. 
“The tapestry is centuries old,” he says, mistaking my awe for something other than sick fascination.
“Do you even have snakes in Scotland? It seems an unusual choice for a—”
“Perhaps we could discuss this later,” he says, cutting me off. Again.
Rude. 
I shrug it off and continue up the stone staircase with him.
I’m in good physical shape at thirty, but I struggle to catch my breath after hauling the suitcase up three (and a half!) flights of stairs. If I had known about the change ahead of time, I would have packed lighter. 
“The work crews will arrive first thing in the morning to set up the scaffolding and movable platforms under your supervision.”
“And the bosun’s chair?”
“And the harness, yes.” The corner of McCardle’s mouth twitches. 
No doubt Lord McCardle finds the idea of a woman hanging off the side of his precious manor highly distasteful. I hide a smirk behind a polite cough.
McCardle leads me down a long dimly lit hallway, passing through multiple sets of doors. 
“Your room is in the highest turret, near the roof access stairwell. The doors we passed through will be locked, so you’ll need to enter and exit the manor via the staircase outside your room.”
Trailing behind him, I roll my eyes.  
“Here we are.” He opens a door at the end of the hallway and gestures for me to enter. The entryway offers no light and my steps falter. He flicks a light switch on the wall and I step into the room.
The small room is barely more than a closet, but tidy. Sunlight streams through two small windows and dust motes dance in the beams. The electric sconces on the wall provide a dim, yellow glow. Between the windows a small writing desk and chair wait for an occupant. A milk glass lamp sits on a rickety nightstand. It rests next to a twin bed. Those two pieces alone take up one side of the room. 
Five bucks says the mattress is lumpy. My inner voice blows a raspberry.
“The WC is at the end of the hallway.”
How many luxury bedrooms are there below us, and here I am shoved into an attic space, and now the toilet isn’t even ensuite. And that bed...
I long for the promised gatehouse. 
I need this job.
“You may of course make use of the kitchen, which is to the left at the bottom of the staircase. The exit to the outdoors will be to your right.” He shrugs. “Cook goes to town once a week. If you need anything, let her know. We are minimally staffed, but fresh linens will be provided, just no housekeeping service.” He gestures to the nightstand. “There are lanterns and candles in the event the power goes out. It happens sometimes during storms.”
“Is there a Wi-Fi password?”
“Wi-Fi?” One regal eyebrow lifts. “I thought you understood we’re quite isolated here. You can, of course, use the café in the village, where they have a somewhat stable connection.”
“Mobile service?”
The eyebrow lifts again, and he doesn’t need to answer. 
“Uh, yeah, thanks.” My left eyelid twitches. I need this job. I need this job. I repeat this internal mantra until I can smile my appreciation at the man.
The stairs to the rooftop access where I’ll be staging the majority of my work are no more than five quick steps outside the bedroom door. 
“Would you like to inspect the roof now?” 
“Ah. Um, I’ll have a look after I unpack. If you don’t mind.”
McCardle seems eager enough to part company without a rooftop tour.
“I’ll leave you to it.” He nods and shuts the door, leaving me standing alone in the middle of the room, a princess locked in a tower with no way out.

      [image: ]Excitement makes falling asleep difficult that night, but after a restless hour, the sandman finds me.
In my dream, I’m standing on the rooftop terrace, enjoying the nighttime view. The crescent moon shines, and the stars twinkle overhead. Even though I can’t see the nearby pond that I know is out there, the distant frog chorus gives away its location. Torches blaze at the four corners of the seating area, casting eerie shadows.
I sit on the stone bench and take a deep breath, even though I’m aware on some level that you can’t smell in dreams. Nonetheless, my nose detects a hint of jasmine in the air. 
A shadow flickers in the corner of my eye, and I stiffen in alarm. A cool presence settles at my left elbow, and I discover I’m unable to turn my head. 
“An uninvited human enters my domain.” The accented voice is deep and smooth, like the surface of polished marble.
I shiver and tell myself it’s the cool night air. A chill I shouldn’t be able to feel in a dream.
“A dream.” The voice sounds skeptical. “Believe as you will if it is easier.” 
Even without seeing him, I’m aware of what manner of creature has settled beside me. I recall the pictures in my contract packet. 
He’s the largest of the manor’s grotesques, a lion-like creature with stubby wings sprouting from his back—wings that would never support flight—and a tail wrapped around his right flank. 
The pictures showed a short mane, a halo of human hair surrounding a face more man-like than bestial. The front paws are less leonine, giving an impression of oversized human hands. 
His second most striking feature, the one I spent so much time studying in the photos, is how his head lifts to the skies, face locked into an open-mouthed roar of defiance. 
The most striking thing about him is the artist’s decision to carve him with a rampant erection. 
On second thought, maybe the look frozen into stone isn’t a roar of defiance at all. Maybe...it’s ecstasy.
“Once you know why I’m here, you might be a little more welcoming,” I say, lifting a hand to grope for his hard shoulder. My hands are callused from working with stone, and unlike other men, he doesn’t complain about the roughness when my touch settles on him. “I’m here to restore you to your former glory, after all. You and the others.” Fingertips trace tiny fissures and pits, scars inflicted by time and weather. 
“My former glory?” Venomous pride drips from his words. 
His growling disdain brings a smile to my face and I’m glad now that I’m not looking at him. “Well, you are looking a little weather-beaten, my stony friend.” God, this is such a weird dream. 
I shift my eyes to the left, an attempt to gauge his reaction. There’s only deep shadow. The stone warms beneath my hand, and the heat spreads up my arms, taking away my chill. 
“You don’t sound very Scottish.” I expected my dream to have a more authentic flair, really.
He stiffens and growls. “I am not Scottish, wench!” 
I muffle laughter at his outraged tone, and pat his shoulder to placate him. The tense muscle relaxes. 
“Tell me more of your purpose,” he says. 
Never one to pass up a chance to discuss stonework, I detail my plans for the restoration of the six grotesques that decorate the manor. Altogether there are seven, but the lone figure on the north side has been damaged beyond repair. McCardle proposed that if he’s pleased with the restoration work, he’ll contract me to carve the replacement figure. For now, I’m to remove the remnants of the old piece and prepare the area to receive the new one. 
The last part of that masterpiece left after being struck by lightning and worn away by the elements is a woman’s vulva, and oddly enough, her feet. They are poised as if she had lain on her back and drawn her legs against her body, feet to the ground, exposing the very center of her being for all to see. It’s not surprising. Entire cathedrals in some countries are covered with phallus-wielding chimeras and wanton gargoyle women. 
The stony shoulder feels more flesh than granite where I’ve rested my hand.
“Ah, poor Selene,” he says, and the sorrow in his voice brings tears to my eyes. “While she was only ever a passing fancy, she did not deserve what became of us. Perhaps now, with the destruction of her prison, her soul flies free.” He sighs. “And so it may be that she is the lucky one, after all.” 
He stretches, and his muscles bunch under my hand. I catch a glimpse of his near-human paws flexing. 
His lips touch my ear and I flinch in shock.
“You may call me Adriel.” His tongue laps my earlobe, rasping and dry. This time, my tremor can’t be blamed on the cool spring night. “And return to me with the rise of the moon on the morrow.”
The stone tongue flicks behind my jaw, tracing the tender spot below my ear. My lungs burn from holding my breath. Trapped in his hybrid form, I wait to see if Adriel will act as lion or man. Will he thrust his tongue down my throat or tear it out with his teeth instead? My fingers tighten their grip on his short mane. 
He fades away. The torches blink out, extinguished as one, and I’m left with a sliver of the moon and distant stars for light. 
With the departure of Adriel, the night surrounding me grows empty, and that emptiness claws its way into my belly. My dream slips away into the ether and deep sleep claims me.






  
  Adriel
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Sunrise locks me into position on the south wall, and my nighttime ramblings come to an end. I can still monitor that intriguing woman from here, even if I can’t interact until nightfall. 
Nights at Kinloch belong to me, though it’s been some time since I chose to wander. 
And what has brought her into our dark prison? Restoration, she says. Curiosity stirs in me for the first time in...well, who can keep track of time’s passage anymore. Not I. 
This modern era amazes me. A lone woman, here to revitalize our stony exteriors. And perhaps our stony hearts. 
And yet, who is responsible for bringing her here? She may be one of his, Cardle’s, sent here to tease me out of the shadows with her alluring laugh and tart tongue. 
Cardle, my eternal enemy. It’s been some time since he’s visited his estate. When present, he does his best to ignore me, as most of his family has tried to do for generations. Except for the ones I drove mad. Oops.
The staff prove too wary to approach. Cook, an old witch like her mother before her, engraved protection runes over many of the bedroom doors so that I cannot visit in the night. My magic, once a match for that of Cardle, has worn ever-so-slowly away, much like my granite prison. 
But now comes Lauren, arriving at the new moon and on a wave of interesting auguries. Just last week three stars fell from the heavens in a stunning display. The letter A appeared in a spider’s web in the corner of my stone ledge. I do not know what other message it had for me, as a bird came and made a meal of the spider. Unfortunate, that. Most believe a bird shitting on your head a good sign, but I know from a wealth of experience it’s nothing special. I’m sure I saw a rabbit hop backward not a week ago. Change rides the air, I sense it writhing in the currents. 
When she touched me, the world shook and I could almost believe myself a man again.






  
  Lauren
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Nothing wants to go right today. The workmen arrived late and didn’t get everything set up before it was time for them to make the long drive back to the city. It means booking another day for them to return and finish, so I left that task to McCardle. He’ll get a better response. I know how to pick my battles, and it’s best to keep arguments with people responsible for installing your safety lines to a minimum. 
Always know whose hands hold your safety lines. The thought intrudes and rattles around in my head. 
My last job, before I left to start my own business, was with a masonry restoration company owned by my ex-boyfriend. I was the lone woman on the work crew, and they let me know my presence was tolerated only because the owner wanted me there. My ex, the man who made me team lead and paid me less than the rookie employees he hired. The man who wouldn’t protect me from my co-workers' sly resentment.
Worse, the work was straightforward and involved no real artistry. No real heart. 
After my dream last night, my fingers itch to work on the lion (Adriel, my mind whispers). I stick to the original work plan and lower myself down the north facing wall using the small moveable platform. There’s time to start on the remains of poor Selene in the last hour or so of lingering daylight. 
“I don’t know if
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