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      Dearest Reader,

      This author is delighted to welcome you to the Monsters Ball, where the ruined and unredeemable of a fantastical regency London find their match—and a deliciously sinful time—among the monsters.

      There are four balls that take place this Season, running from April through July. This particular tale is set during the second ball, and delves into the scandals and romances of the May Ball. Wanton for the Wolven King features a wolven who will do whatever it takes to reclaim his wife, even if the lady in question vows to destroy him.

      Do not despair, dear reader, if you find that the lady and the beast vow to drive you mad before they shed their clothes. Before Wesley and Phillipa scandalize themselves in the pleasure garden, the wolven must first convince Phillipa not to kill him. She’s a bit headstrong, and this task proves more challenging than he anticipated. Soon, you will be rewarded and delighted by what Wesley likes to do with his snout.

      Inside this tale you’ll find: the glitz and glamour of a regency ball, all the mysterious and fantastic monsters your heart desires, magic and mayhem, a wolven who’s gone feral without the love of his lady, a lady who’s willing to kill for those who’ve helped her heart heal, knotting, public fucking in broad daylight, two souls mourning the grief of lost marriage, a family that does not approve of Phillipa’s choices, abduction, an evil priest, a strong female friendship, and attempted murder…more than once. Please choose wisely and keep a cup of tea close at hand.

      Enter if you will, and enjoy all the Ball has to offer.

      Kristen
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      Dearest Reader,

      Another Season has come to a close in the ton, with many successful matches. I’m sure you’re looking forward to all the upcoming weddings as much as I am.

      Before that begins, we have another Season to celebrate.   It’s time for the bête monde of the highest stature to claim their mates. The Monsters Ball is about to begin.

      Her Majesty will hand pick the most eligible society ladies that failed their Seasons. However, this year’s Monsters Ball might offer quite a twist.

      Miss Phillipa Willoughby—or is that the Duchess of Chelmsford? —is rumored to be receiving an invite to The Monsters Ball. Her title is in question due to the duke’s disappearance on their wedding night, and the rumors are that the wedding was not consummated.

      We have no word if the duke is dead or alive. We wish him the best, because until we learn of his whereabouts, Phillipa’s future hangs in the balance.

      Mrs. Willoughby tried valiantly to get her middle daughter to participate in this most recent Season, gently encouraging her to move on from her beloved duke and find a new husband. Rumors have it that Mrs. Willoughby finds The Monsters Ball nothing short of scandalous and will do anything to keep her daughter from attending, so I will be watching with great interest to see how she reacts if Miss Willoughby indeed receives an invite.

      My biggest question is will Miss Willoughby—or the Duchess of Chelmsford—defy the Queen when the invite arrives?  Or will she anger her mother by attending?

      Until next time, sip slowly, my friends.

      Lady Grey
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      Phillipa

      “We have received a letter from the Queen.”

      Phillipa could hardly be bothered to look up from her botany book when her sister Bernadette rushed into the sitting room of Woodhaven Manor and made the announcement. She was fresh from a successful Season and was enthusiastically planning, in her words, “the wedding of the year”.

      Everything had been of the utmost excitement to her. It had become exhausting. But even Phillipa had to admit, a letter from Her Majesty herself was quite impressive.

      Her mother gasped. “What would be the reason for such an important letter?”

      Mother was almost as excited as Bernadette about her impending nuptials. As a widow, it was very important that all three of her daughters married well.

      If the Queen was involved, that was even better.

      Bernadette pouted. “I’m not sure yet. Margaret wouldn’t give it to me. She said it should be read in the presence of everyone in the house.”

      Phillipa looked up from her book and grinned. She wasn’t surprised to find Bernadette’s cheeks were flushed from the cool, damp air on this rainy day, and she had on her favorite yellow dress, just back from her visits. She’d been insufferable since being promised to the Count of Cornwall. Everyone in the house had taken to giving in to her every whim, and Phillipa was proud of Margaret for making her wait to hear the news with the rest of the family. As the family nursemaid, she had always been more of a disciplinary figure in their lives than their mother. Mother had been very involved in the Church, even more so since her husband had passed away, and sometimes, Phillipa felt like she took more after Margaret than her actual mother.

      Regardless of the excitement over the letter, the possibility of it being for Phillipa was nonexistent. She’d ignored all her letter writing since her wedding, which she’d politely asked everyone at Woodhaven Manor to kindly stop talking about. A pile of congratulatory cards from the cursed event sat untouched on her desk, since Lord Andrew Wesley, the Duke of Chelmsford, disappeared on their wedding night.

      Now she preferred to spend her days working in her garden, reading botany books, and waiting for news of the duke’s return.

      “It must be about my upcoming wedding.” Bernadette reached for the letter and gasped. “What if the Queen plans to attend my wedding? We must start planning accordingly.”

      Margaret tucked the letter close to her body. “It is addressed to Phillipa.”

      Bernadette and Mother gasped.

      Phillipa couldn’t have heard Margaret right. Her heart pounded in her chest as she put the book down carefully, making sure none of the leaves or dried flowers she used as placeholders fell out, and rose from the worn velvet chair that had become her favorite since she’d returned home. It was right by the window and overlooked the garden, the only place that offered her any peace in the bustling home.

      Phillipa didn’t miss the way her mother winced. She could practically read her mind. Why would the Queen send Phillipa, of all people, a letter?

      “It must be a mistake,” Bernadette said. “I can’t imagine that Her Majesty would confuse me with Phillipa.”

      “It’s for the duchess.” Margaret beamed at her as she held the letter out. She was the only person, besides Phillipa, who believed that Wesley could still be alive. She’d comforted her on those first awful days when she’d returned to Woodhaven, staying with her in her room, and received all the updates, which never delivered the news Philippa had hoped for. And when Mother had insisted that Phillipa go to London with her and her sister for this year’s Season, or get sent to the Royal Hospital, it was Margaret who stood up for her, staying behind so Phillipa would not have to attend a second Season amidst scandal and mystery.

      It’s time to move on, Mother had said when Phillipa refused to go. If he was alive, he would come for you.

      Oh, how that had stung. But Phillipa couldn’t shake the feeling that it was much more complicated than that. If he was able to come for her, he most certainly would.

      Her mother wanted to see her married, and taken care of. She understood that. But the hostility she faced in the midst of her mourning broke her heart. She needed time. She was not ready to give up on her husband yet.

      Margaret had put her job on the line many times standing up for Phillipa. For that, she would do anything for this woman.

      “What if it’s about Wesley?” Phillipa’s hands shook as she held the letter. “Perhaps he’s been found.”

      Her mind raced with the possibilities. Where could he have been? Was he well? Maybe she was being brought to him. She could imagine running into his arms and never letting him go.

      “Phillipa,” Mother sighed. “Wesley is not coming back.”

      Tears pricked Phillipa’s eyes. Ever since she’d returned to Woodhaven without her husband, she’d done nothing but disappoint her mother. She thought the books were foolish, the garden was beneath her—filthy work for servants, she said.

      Phillipa felt like she no longer belonged in her family home.

      The letter was crisply folded, the finest parchment. The weight of it, with its impressive royal seal, confirmed it was indeed a message from Her Majesty. Phillipa’s fingers shook as she slid the letter opener under the fold, holding her breath as she passed under the seal, hoping to keep it intact.

      The Queen wanted to speak to her. The Duchess of Chelmsford.

      So many emotions flowed through her veins. If Wesley had been found, this would not be the way they told her. He’d been pulled away on their wedding night before they had a chance to share a bed. To consummate their marriage. It was a technicality her mother and sister used to insist that she wasn’t really married. That she should have participated in the latest Season.

      “What does it say?” Margaret clasped her hands together.

      “Dear Miss Phillipa Willoughby—” The Queen did not refer to her as the Duchess of Chelmsford. That wasn’t a good sign. Her voice trailed off, her heart sinking into her stomach as she read the rest.

      She blinked rapidly, hoping it would change the words on the parchment. Make them mean something else.

      “What does the Queen say?” Mother asked as she approached. “Is it news about Wesley?” It was the softest her voice had sounded in months.

      Phillipa shook her head; oh, how she wished she could say yes. Even if it was bad news. Closure would have been better than this message from Her Majesty.

      Bernadette snatched the letter from her.

      Her sister’s eyes widened as she read the letter, and she cleared her throat before reading. “Dear Miss Phillipa Willoughby, on account of your preference for plants and stones over people, your unconsummated marriage, and your complete withdrawal from society, Her Majesty has deemed your Season a failure.”

      “What Season? I’m married,” Phillipa cried. “I already have a husband.”

      “Your marriage is incomplete in the Crown’s eyes,” Mother said. “It’s been a year, Phillipa. He’s not coming back. If his family wants to retain the fantasy that he’s still alive, they are welcome to do so. But the longer you agree with them, the more complicated things will become for you. I again urge you to consider an annulment.”

      Phillipa shuddered. If she refused the annulment again, it would most definitely be followed by a threat to admit her to the Royal Hospital.

      She wasn’t crazy. Just heartbroken and hopeful.

      “That’s not all,” Bernadette continued. “It says, ‘Considering your utter defiance for all proposals, you are hereby ordered to attend The Monsters Ball.’”

      Phillipa and her mother gasped in unison. It was the first time they had agreed on anything in far too long. It was on the tip of Phillipa’s tongue to protest, to remind them of poor Wesley one more time, but she knew it would not help.

      “You cannot go to that ball,” Mother rose from her seat. She began pacing the parlor. “You’ll be ruined. Ruined!”

      “The Queen has ordered Phillipa to attend.” Bernadette gave her sister a smug smile. “She cannot defy Her Majesty.”

      Her younger sister was enjoying this far too much. She’d always been in a one-sided competition with Phillipa. Not sharing a Season with Bernadette had been a relief.

      She needed answers about what happened to Wesley. Her own family had been no help, only encouraging her to move on. His family had not provided much information, either.

      They simply had told her that they hadn’t heard from him since he’d disappeared that night.

      But no one had confirmed he was dead. There had been no services to mourn him. No answers to Phillipa’s questions. Only that they were very concerned, and they would let her know if there was any word. For a few days, she’d stayed in the house they were meant to share for the rest of their lives, but without Wesley, the house was overwhelming, and she was not prepared to receive the visitors who wanted to offer their condolences on his disappearance.

      Again, she would send a letter to his family, requesting an update. This time she would stress the urgency of the matter. But for the first time since Wesley’s disappearance, she had a sense of purpose.

      Phillipa tipped her chin up. “If Her Majesty wants me at the Monsters Ball, then I will be in attendance.”

      “You can’t—” Mother cried.

      “Phillipa!” Margaret pleaded. “Think about what you’re saying.”

      She slipped the letter carefully into her pocket, ignoring the protests. She needed air. She needed peace from the only place that had granted it to her since Wesley’s disappearance.

      Her garden.

      Once she reached her outdoor haven, she sank to her knees, relishing the cool feeling as the damp earth seeped into her dress. Margaret would lovingly scold her when she came back to the house dirty, but Mother and Bernadette wouldn’t be so kind about her soiled dress or the dirt that would inevitably lodge itself under her fingernails. Emotion rushed through her, but she wouldn’t cry. Weakness was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

      Acanthus and Delphiniums bloomed around her, but even their beauty couldn’t hide her concern. Her brow furrowed as she studied the rock formation that had been carefully laid at the edge of the path. Common smooth stones, topaz, and tourmaline had become their own language, and a message delivery system even more powerful than the letter in her pocket from the Queen herself. 

      Fae lived in the woods that bordered the garden. Fae who had become dear friends of hers. They’d sat with her while she’d cried under the trees they called home, and taught her everything she knew about gardening and the beautiful stones they used as currency and medicine.

      And they’d been under attack by a ruthless wolven that had declared himself king of the forest. Phillipa felt so helpless every time she heard the news of another attack and had daydreamed many times of confronting this wolven, to make him pay for his heartlessness.

      Now, she would be ready if the opportunity arose.

      The formation warned that a wolven had been seen in the area.

      Phillipa steeled herself, scanning the garden to make sure she was alone. As far as she knew, the wolven had never come this close to the garden. Most of the attacks had taken place deep in the forest, a place that the fae urged her not to go. It wasn’t safe for anyone.

      This news made the invite even more crucial. She picked up two of the prettiest stones—one clear and one mauve, and rubbed them together. Most mere mortals wouldn’t hear the sound, but the last thing she hoped to attract was a mortal.

      She needed magic.

      A breeze blew through the garden, and the hidden door in the bark of the tree at the end of the path opened. A faerie fluttered out, and as much as Phillipa was relieved to see her friend, her confidante and her guide in this new world, something was wrong. Very, very wrong.

      Ainslee landed in Phillipa’s open palm. The fairy was as tall as the human’s forearm and as light as a whisper, with energy that never stayed still. Her wings, sparkling pink and iridescent under the best of circumstances were drab and brown, drooping, and camouflaged to the color of the bark of her home. Her skin was the color of bathwater instead of the pearlescent that it usually was on a bright, sunny day.

      Phillipa gasped at her friend’s appearance. “Are you well, Ainslee? Did something happen to you?”

      “As well as I can be. There was another attack last night. Three fae did not survive. Two more are fighting for their lives,” she said.

      “No!” Phillipa exclaimed. “I’m so sorry. What can I do to help?”

      “You should go back to your home. It’s not safe for you to be here, Phillipa. The Wolven King is getting bolder. Fae are an easy target, and our magic cannot hold him off. We may flee. If we are not here, there’s no telling who he might attack next.”

      “No! You must stay,” Phillipa said quickly, and guilt rushed in when her friend’s appearance darkened to the color of mud. “This is your forest. This horrible wolven, who’s arrived and declared himself king, has no right to drive you away.”

      “I agree, but the Wolven King, unfortunately, thinks otherwise.” Ainslee’s wings fluttered and she did a perfunctory check of the flowers, which nevertheless rose to greet her, no matter how dire her appearance. “There are only so many more fae we can let him sacrifice.”

      “Why fae?” A giant wolven—at least by Ainslee’s possibly unreliable account—couldn’t possibly sustain himself with the tiny creatures. It would much more efficient if he attacked larger animals, even humans, unless he was lame. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Some of the elders theorize that he wants our magic. That he needs our powers for something he cannot achieve himself.” She shook her head with disgust.

      Phillipa had heard all the old tales of how fae magic could be borrowed to solve a host of human problems, but the wolven wasn’t interested in giving it back. He was stealing, and he had to be stopped. “I have a solution.”

      “Just give him our magic?” Ainslee scoffed, and folded her tiny arms over her chest. “That’s what the elders suggest. I, for one, refuse. This…beast…doesn’t deserve our power. It’s the first time in history that some of us are willing to defy our elders. This wolven will tear us apart if he doesn’t kill us all first.”

      “That will not happen.”

      “Then what is your solution?” Ainslee flew closer. “Poison? Perhaps a trap? Dark magic? Those are the things I proposed. But the more he strikes fear in the heart of the woodland fae, the weaker our magic becomes. We’re using so much energy simply to hide from him. Hiding! The shame. But those who’ve tried to stop him have paid with their lives. He’s drained them down to nothing. He’s too big, too strong for us to fight. Too feral.”

      “Phillipa!” Margaret’s voice rang out in the distance.

      Time was running out before she was summoned back to the house and asked to dress for dinner. Even if she’d ignored the Season, she wouldn’t be able to ignore the pomp and circumstance of Bernadette’s upcoming wedding. There would be a dinner tonight with the Count’s family and plans to be made.

      So many plans.

      Phillipa had no idea how she would get through it without seeing the ghost of her beloved everywhere.

      But now she had plans of her own.

      Often, she thought about what Wesley would want her to do. Home and family were of utmost importance to him. Would he want her to smile and nod through this painful dinner, or would he want her to help her new woodland friends, the ones who’d offered her comfort in his absence?

      He would want her to stop the Wolven King, even if it meant defying her mother. How dare this beast take over this beautiful forest and destroy at will?

      “Tell me about the Wolven King,” Phillipa said. She needed as many details as the fae could give her before Margaret intervened. “What does he look like? Why is he so angry?”

      Ainslee furrowed her little brow. “He’s huge and horrible and his teeth are bigger than a fae child. Those fangs are sharp and deadly and he’s an abomination to this forest. He wants our magic, and when he can’t get it, he destroys whatever he can get his hands on, in a big wolf tantrum.”

      “I know that. But what does he look like?”

      Ainslee tipped her head. “Why do you want to know?”

      Phillipa pulled the letter out of her pocket, carefully. The invite didn’t feel real to her yet, and neither did this plan.

      “Is that from the Queen?” Ainslee gasped, her gaze was fixed on the royal seal, still beautiful even though it was broken. “Did you get news about Wesley? Do you think that maybe he succumbed to the Wolven King?”

      Ainslee never had a chance to meet Wesley, but she loved listening to all the stories about their courtship, and ton society. The little fae was in love with love. To say she had an overactive imagination would be an understatement.

      “Phillipa!” Margaret was coming closer. She knew exactly where to find her.

      “It’s a summons to the Monsters Ball.”

      “Oh, what a great honor!” Ainslee clasped her hands together. Her color brightened as she hovered over the letter, reading Her Majesty’s demand.

      “It is?” Phillipa hadn’t been expecting that response, especially after her mother had made her feel shame over the invite.

      “Absolutely. These creatures are nobility, recognized by the Queen. I would love an invite…but why would you go? You’re married.”

      “Phillipa! Get out of the dirt, my lady. Your mother will have a fit when she sees that dress,” Margaret exclaimed once she reached the garden.

      “My sentiments exactly,” Phillipa spoke in a hushed tone, so only the fae could hear her. “It doesn’t matter that I’m married. I’m going to that ball, and I’ll help you take the woodlands back.”

      Ainslee’s mouth dropped. “How?”

      Phillipa rose from her knees, wiping dirt away from her dress, but the damage was already done by the damp earth that had soaked into the fabric. No matter, she was done putting on airs for anyone, and she would concentrate on protecting what was important to her. “I’m not going to the Ball to find a mate. I’ll be there to get the information I need to kill the Wolven King.”
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      Wesley

      Mud splashed against the den as the horses came to an unwilling stop. They were wise to whinny in protest, for whomever their driver was had put themself in great danger. But in this strange, monstrous form, killing was no longer something he had to endure for the glory of the Crown. Now, it was a game, and he relished its mastery.

      His den was rudimentary at best. Not fit for a wolven king. He didn’t plan to stay here long, only to watch over his beloved.

      Soon, he would shift back to human and claim her the way she deserved. He’d been too soft as a human. Too accepting of rules that didn’t benefit him. If—when—he got a second chance, he would fix all the mistakes he made.

      Phillipa would no longer be by herself in her garden, mourning a man that had barely let himself live. She’d be his Queen.

      How he could not wait to take her in his arms again. Dance with her. Oh, how she loved to dance. To hear her laugh, and not from a distance, hidden in the shadows while watching her in the garden. Seeing her silhouette in the window. He wished to go to her. To dry her tears and make sure she never felt alone again.

      But he couldn’t. Not like this.

      Brilliantly colored fabric flashed before his eyes as delicate boots sunk into the muddy path. It had rained the past few days, and he’d hunted. Not for food, but for magic.

      He rose from the spot where he’d been resting, contemplating his next move. He stretched, letting a rumble cut through the bright sunshine. But the woman was not deterred. Not afraid.

      Her scent was strong, jasmine and orange blossom. It reminded him of the ton. Clean, but not soft.

      Stalking toward the den’s opening, he found a grand older woman with dark skin and a purple dress that was far too fancy to be this deep in the woods. Her hat had flowers on it that matched the dress.

      Was she lost, or would she just wish she was once he finished with her?

      A grin spread across her face when he growled. She wasn’t the least bit intimidated, so he did it again. The smile widened. Her eyes softened.

      Did this woman have the audacity to think he was cute?

      He’d make her regret underestimating him. However, humans—who were the source of his rage and at the same time, what he so desperately longed to be—were tricky. If one went missing, others came looking for them. And they had a penchant for killing what they didn’t understand.

      In this form, he could sympathize with that.

      “Your Majesty, I was warned that your abode was humble. But I would’ve never believed quite how humble until I saw it with my own eyes.” She had the nerve to chuckle. “We must work on this. You deserve a castle worthy of a king.”

      Wesley cocked a brow. Her words were laced with a heavy helping of jest, but there was something motherly about her.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m the Countess of Stalbridge,” she responded without acknowledging Wesley’s shock that she could understand him. No one had been able to understand him since he’d shifted into this monstrous form. It was possible she’d simply anticipated his question.

      But he’d rather think that someone might finally understand him like this. Surprisingly, it gave him some comfort. He didn’t dare go as far as thinking she’d accept him. So his guard would stay up, and he would attack if needed.

      “None of your beastly friends have mentioned me before?” she asked.

      “Don’t have any friends.”

      “I’m not sure I believe that. This virus seems to be a common affliction amongst your kind, Lord Andrew Wesley, Duke of Chelmsford.” She tapped her gloved hand against her chin. “Lord William Roth, as you knew him in his human form, has become a frost flame demon. Quite an interesting sight to behold, if I do say so myself.”

      Wesley huffed, missing the camaraderie with his old friend. He would make sure the countess would never describe him as interesting. She’d describe him as a beast.

      “I can assure you he’s not holing up in an underground den.”

      “Waiting,” he snarled.

      “You can speak in complete sentences, Your
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