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            A Note on Piracy

          

        

      

    

    
      Piracy is a serious concern for small indie authors like me, who have poured many hours into our books. Piracy prevents us from being able to support ourselves and continue to write more.

      If you know someone who might enjoy this book, but cannot obtain a copy legally, please reach out to me at lyonne@lyonneriley.com.

      If you are reading a pirated copy of the book right now, please also get in touch with me. I want to work with you to get my book into readers’ hands legally.

      Thank you for understanding.
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      Celeste is one of only a hundred remaining humans on Earth, living on a secured preserve away from the many dangerous monsters out in the world. But some monsters desperately want human companions—and they’ll abide by all the strict rules and requirements to get one. Celeste has applications piling up from those who want to court her, but she’s afraid of taking the leap... until Theo.

      Theo the minotaur is shy, gentle, and kind, and wants nothing more than a human wife to spoil. When Celeste agrees to move in and start a trial marriage, he’ll do anything in his power to keep her happy and safe in a world where a human might make a great meal for another monster.

      The only problem? Theo is huge in more than one way—and he knows Celeste isn’t ready for him yet. It will take trust and time to prepare her as they start to build their new life together, and it might just lead to falling in love.

      Content Warnings

      
        	Graphic depictions of sex

        	Use of sex toys

        	Stretching and stuffing

        	Light gore and assault

        	Discussion of parental death and abandonment
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      There are only a hundred of us left, probably fewer now since the last time I counted. We’ve lost two of the more elderly humans, while many of our number have married off, leaving the rest of us behind.

      The best we can hope for on the New Eden preserve is to find a partner and move away, hopefully for good.

      Luckily for those who remain, we’re a desirable commodity. Monsters send in applications months in advance just to get a chance to meet a human, and even then, our approval isn’t guaranteed. My friend Maddie went home with two other monsters for a trial marriage—first an incubus, then a shadow demon—just to test out what their homes were like and what kind of life they would give her. Each time she came back disappointed, until she found Egorr, the big ogre with a heart of gold.

      I can’t imagine what the sex is like. He’s probably eight feet tall and could lift a car without trying. But whenever I get on a Zoom call with Maddie, she seems happy. Egorr’s usually in the background, cooking something for them. He dotes on her hand and foot. That’s the promise they make: that we’ll have our needs met, and they’ll worship us if we give them the chance.

      Like Maddie, I don’t know what I want yet. Unlike Maddie, I’m not bold enough to meet a monster, not to mention go home with one and try out married life. Then we’ll be alone together, and who knows what could happen to me? A monster could flip out on a dime and decide I’m their next meal.

      And what if I don’t want to stay? What if I have to say “no” and return to the preserve? I can’t imagine breaking someone’s heart like that—and I don’t know if I could stand the disappointment myself.

      Besides, living out in the world is risky for a human like me. I’m small and helpless, really, in a river full of piranhas. As much as I long to see the outside world, to experience all the things we can’t get at New Eden, it’s dangerous to venture out, even with a monster at your side.

      So I turn away almost every application I get. On the rare occasion that I have accepted a visit request, we don’t mesh at all. Once I sat down with a centaur, but all she wanted to talk about was where she got her nails and hooves done, and her favorite hair conditioner.

      I wonder if I’m not cut out for it. Maybe I’m not supposed to get married at all, and I’ll just get old and die on the preserve like Julianne did.

      It’s hard not to feel lonely with both Julianne and Maddie gone now. I tend to the garden we all share, and occasionally someone will join me to pull out weeds, and we’ll have a conversation about the weather or the bugs being especially bad this year. Rob is my only close friend on the preserve. It’s a cool, quiet day when he shows up after lunch to help me with some transplanting that I’ve been putting off.

      “You’ve been quiet lately,” he says as we pull the seedlings out of their nests in the starter box.

      “Nah,” I say. “You’re just used to Maddie blabbing all the time.”

      Rob chuckles. “Maybe. She kind of forced you to crawl out of your cave, didn’t she?”

      I take offense to that. Sure, I’m not the most approachable person, but it’s not like I’m a sullen bridge troll.

      He’s right, though—I do miss her. It feels even less like home without Maddie flitting around and chattering all the time.

      “It’s less of a cave and more of a den,” I say, digging out a little hole for one of the seedlings. “Really, though, I’m fine. Just life as usual here.”

      Rob doesn’t speak as he continues patting the soil around the base of a plant. Then he turns to me with a serious look on his face.

      “Don’t you want more than that, Celeste?” Rob asks. “More than just ‘life as usual’ in the walled garden?”

      We each have our own small home, a space to call ours. I’ve decorated mine with a few houseplants, a reproduction painting or two in chintzy black frames, even a vase. “We have more than we could ever want here,” I say. “What do any monsters have that I don’t already?”

      Rob shrugs. “Companionship. Sex. All the things that people have been sharing with each other since the dawn of time.”

      I considered marrying Rob once upon a time. Wouldn’t it be ideal to extend the human species? But I find that I don’t care about the “species.” When we’re gone, we’re gone. Besides, I like Rob as a friend and that’s about it.

      His voice drops a little. “Don’t forget that you’d have safety, too. And freedom. You could leave without being afraid.”

      The big world outside. New Eden can seem like its own small, tame universe with the convenience store and the parks and the fake little river that divides it in half. It’s easy to forget there’s more out in the wider world.

      Maddie gets to go out to dinner with Egorr. They see movies, walk along the boardwalk, and visit museums—all sorts of things I can’t really go do as a lone human, fragile and small, in a world where a stray basilisk might try to swallow me whole.

      “I’m not going to marry someone just so I have a bodyguard,” I say, jamming my spade into the dirt. “That’s not fair.”

      No, when I marry someone, I want it to be for the right reasons. I want it to be for life. Maybe that’s too romantic of me, too unrealistic, but I just can’t see myself walking down the aisle with someone because I want to go to the movies safely.

      “Then marry someone for love.” Rob stands up and dusts off his knees. “You can’t meet them unless you try, though.”

      He’s right, of course. But there’s a lot of risk that comes with trying.

      “Just look at a few of the applications, okay?” Rob arches an eyebrow at me. “Maybe you’ll find something surprising.”

      I narrow my eyes. “What about you? All this sage advice from someone who’s still here.”

      Rob shrugs. “I’m dating Rassa. We didn’t click immediately, but there’s time.” Right, the orc woman with a braid down to her butt and a stack of muscles that could pop my head like a blueberry.

      I’m surprised. He doesn’t really talk about her. “I didn’t realize you were still together,” I say. “I thought you’d have done a trial marriage by now.”

      He sits back on his heels. “Taking it slow.”

      Maybe he’s right. Maybe I should at least try. You don’t know what could walk in the door until you open it.

      “Fine.” I finish planting the last seedling, thinking of the stack of applications waiting for me at home. I feel a twinge of anxiety at the idea of meeting any of the monsters who have applied for me, but I could get lucky, like Maddie did with Egorr. “I’ll give it a try.”
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        * * *

      

      That night I sit down at my little breakfast table to sort through the last batch of applications I got.

      Ghoul. Not quite tangible enough for anything fun in bed to happen, and I know if I’m after a life partner, that will definitely be part of the equation.

      Next.

      Imp. Too mischievous. More likely to ruin the laundry than do it.

      Next.

      Merman? Hmm. It would be tricky with one of us land-bound and the other ocean-bound, but maybe it could work. Except he says on his application that he likes watching sports, specifically water polo, and that’s a huge no-no for me.

      Next.

      There’s a fairy looking for someone to share her tree home, and a reanimated corpse searching for a partner who doesn’t mind the smell. I am, of course, neither of those. Heights aren’t my strength.

      One of the applications makes me pause. He’s a minotaur who works in construction, which I know entails long hours and lots of manual labor. It’s his answers to the interview questions that draw my attention.

      “I want someone to spoil,” the application reads. “Someone to go to the movies with me, to go out to dinner with me, to help me make my house a home. She needs to like dogs because I have two of them. I’m a good cook as long as meat isn’t involved, and I’m clean. I know how to do my own laundry and I actually like grocery shopping.”

      I wonder if he’s just giving answers he thinks will attract me, or if he’s being honest about himself. It sounds like he enjoys venturing out and living life—just what I would want to do if I could go and explore the world. Plus, I’ve always loved dogs, even though we don’t have many of them on the compound.

      I want someone to spoil. The moment I read the words, I think I want to be that someone. What if I had a monster I could love and depend on? A companion who would give me a safe home, who could hold me with a soft pair of arms?

      Fine. I’m going to take Rob’s advice and ask to meet him. Maybe if we click—and this minotaur is telling the truth about himself—I could have that life, too.

      I turn in the application at the front desk. “I’d like to make an appointment with Theo,” I tell the relationship coordinator. She seems surprised to see me.

      “I’ll contact him right away,” she says, pleased. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to hear from you.”

      Guilt turns my stomach. I’m probably not going to like him, and then I’ll be wasting his time. For someone who works construction, that lost time could be a big deal. But the coordinator has taken the application behind the desk already, and it’s too late to go back now.
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      The meeting with Theo is scheduled for Tuesday, so I have three days to stew over the choice I’ve made. I research everything about minotaurs in the meantime: how they average seven-and-a-half feet tall, not including the horns. How they came from Greece originally, but now a small population live in most countries around the world. How they typically have mild manners but can sometimes boast a hot temper. I’m not sure what to expect from Theo, and I hope he’s not the kind that has a temper.

      Rob tries to quell my anxiety. “You haven’t even met him yet,” he says over lunch in the cafeteria. “Don’t judge him before you get to know him.”

      Of course he’s right. I can’t write Theo off when I only have a few sentences to go on.

      My brain is churning through other questions, too. What if I do like him? What happens then? Go on a few dates, then uproot my life like Maddie did and move in with him to test the waters? I think about the pictures I saw online of minotaurs—massive creatures with the head of an ox, and fur rolling down their bodies to huge haunches and a short, slender tail.

      What if we want to have sex? How does that even work?

      There’s not a lot online with humans so few and far between, and I have no answers as Tuesday finally rolls around. Theo is meeting me at ten in the morning. He must be taking time off of work to come in. I hope I don’t disappoint him.

      My heart beats fast and fluttery as I wait in one of the lounges for Theo to arrive. At exactly ten, the opposite door opens, and a wide, towering figure steps inside.

      Oh, he’s tall. I knew to expect that, but now that I’m faced with his truly gargantuan shape, it takes me by surprise. He has to tilt his head to fit his curved horns through the doorway. He wears a tight-fitting white t-shirt over his huge chest, clearly outlining each of his rounded pectorals and thick, sturdy belly. I can tell there’s solid muscle under there, even if it’s not as defined, and I know right away he’s telling the truth about what he does for work. This isn’t a body built in a gym, but by hard labor. He’s got on a pair of casual jeans, which look tailored to fit around his anatomy. He has a tail with a puff of fur at the tip, and big, thick thighs with high hocks and dusty hooves. He doesn’t wear shoes, but I didn’t expect him to. They’re sort of built-in.

      His face is what most takes me by surprise. He has a broad snout with a black nose, and wide-set, dark eyes that immediately make him look kind and mellow. His pelt is coal black and shining, with just a stripe of white running up the bridge of his muzzle and over his eyebrows. There’s another big patch of white down his throat and chest that fans out in a rather tantalizing manner under his shirt.

      Stiffly he enters the room, and doesn’t look at me until he’s firmly sitting down on the couch kitty-corner from mine. His sheer weight squashes the cushions, and I can see the couch bottoming out underneath him.

      When he finally does raise his eyes to mine, they are shy, and have shockingly long eyelashes.

      “Hey,” I say, not sure how else to greet him. “I’m Celeste.”

      He grunts and nods. “Theo,” he says in answer. Then he sticks out a hand toward me, rather robotically, and it’s big and calloused with super short fingernails. When I take it, my hand vanishes into his palm.

      “Nice to meet you, Theo.”

      His eyes dart away from mine as he swallows and says, “It’s good to meet you as well.”

      After this we both fall quiet, and I’m not sure what to say to fill the awkward void. Well, this is going great already. When I can’t stand the silence anymore, I say, “So, tell me about yourself, Theo.”

      Surprised to hear me speak, his gaze darts up to mine. His eyes are farther apart than I’m accustomed to, separated by the flat ridge of his muzzle.

      “Well...” His voice is deep, but somehow still quiet enough that I have to strain to hear him. “I’m Theo. But I guess you know that already. I, um, work in construction, and I have two dogs.” He scratches the back of his head.

      Right. All things he already put on his application.

      “Do you have any hobbies, Theo?” I ask. This seems like a good, safe place to start. Aside from my daily chores working on the community garden, I have a lot of free time on my hands, so I’ve picked up drawing and painting. I think that Theo might be nice to paint.

      “Oh. Um.” He trails off. “I work a lot, so I don’t have tons of time, but I really like to watch movies. Then I write a review for every movie I see.”

      So he’s that guy. I wonder if I’ve read any of them. I always check the reviews before picking something out on Netflix.

      “If you work a lot,” I say carefully, “would you have time for me?”

      Theo’s eyes widen, and a muscle in his neck flexes. “Yes, of course,” he says in a rush. “I would make time. I mean, I work a lot because, uh, I don’t have much to do otherwise. Except for the movies thing. And I visit my grand-dam in the nursing home on the weekends.”

      This catches my interest. “Are you close with her?”

      He nods. “After my folks died, she pretty
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