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"Let us begin with this year's draft." The woman on the TV screen announces.

It's easy for her to smile. Her name isn't about to possibly be selected to be fed to a monster. I try to remind myself that the odds of my own name being called are slim to none, but I know, just like every other year since I turned eighteen, the knot in my stomach won't fade until the draft is over and another woman's name has been called.

My sisters both tighten their hands in mine. I sit between them on the couch, trying to offer them reassurance that I don't feel myself. We're all up for the draft this year. Me being twenty-four, Keri twenty-one, and my youngest sister, Leah having just turned eighteen three weeks ago. Every other woman between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five has had her name entered in the draft as well, but I'm sure, just like me, my sisters feel like their name will be called any second.

The anxiety is unbearable. Worse than the fear of hearing my name called, is the dread that I'll hear one of my sisters' names called instead. I don't know what I would do if it were. I wouldn't be able to save them any more than they'd be able to save me.

"We'll begin with the birthday."

The woman pushes a button and the screen beside her starts to change, going to different letters and digits before finally beginning to stay on one. The month comes first.

"February."

The day next.

"Twentieth."

My eyes widen as absolute terror fills me. That's my birthday. If it says the year I was born, my chances of being chosen have just increased more than I can afford for them to.

"Two thousand one hundred and ninety-eight."

A shuddering breath leaves me as I see Leah's free hand shoot to her mouth, trying and failing to muffle her cry.

"It's okay Grace." Keri croaks. "So many women have that birthday."

I nod because I don't know what else to do. I can't speak because it will show them how utterly afraid I am right now. The only relief is that neither of their birthdays have been called out. They're safe.

"Well, now that it's narrowed down, let's choose a name," the woman cheerfully says, as if my entire life and, well my death, doesn't hang in the balance with her next words.

Different names come across the screen, and I find myself leaning forward, mentally begging my name not to appear there. I don't know if it’s me tightening my hold on my sisters' hands, or if it's them gripping my hands more, but both of my hands hurt. I have a sinking feeling in my gut, something telling me to prepare myself for the worst possibility. I want to believe it's just because life has taught me to expect the worst, from people and situations, but it's more. An awful foreboding.

The final letters appear one by one, and that sinking feeling isn't just in my stomach anymore. It takes my heart right down with it as I read my name on the screen.

"No." I breathe.

"Grace Palmer." The woman excitedly declares. "Grace Palmer is this year's sacrifice. What an honor."

The people in the audience break into a cheer as a picture of me from my work ID flashes across the screen. An utterly heartbreaking sob bursts from Leah's lips and even Keri begins crying. She never cries. But then I can't hear anything over the ringing in my ears. My eyes are fixed on the screen, my name blinking in bright red lights as if I've won some great prize instead of a painful death at the hands of a monster. An honor, they'll tell me again and again, but it's not even an honorable death. And no one even knows if it's truly a death at all.

My body feels cold and yet numb. I'm sure I'm probably shaking, but I feel like I'm weighed down with the reality of what's about to happen to me. And the horror of not truly knowing what will happen at all. It's been the same before I was born, and every year of my life. A woman is randomly chosen, drafted as they call it, every year to be given to the monster who lives in the ground beneath us. To keep it at bay, to protect everyone else from the very same fate they sacrifice the women to. And this year, that woman...is me. I don’t even have twenty-four hours until I will be lowered into the ground, never to be seen or heard from again. Never to see my sisters again. Never to live again.

I jump when the doorbell rings out loudly throughout the living room. My eyes dart to the door across from us. How long have I been silently sitting here? My sisters cry louder and it snaps me out of my somber thoughts.

"Keri, Keri, listen to me," I turn and grab her shoulders. I have to swallow the lump forming in my throat at looking into her red, swollen eyes. "There's a letter under my bed with instructions for everything. The money's there too. It's almost enough to get out."

She shakes her head. "I don't...I can't..."

"You have to." I snap at her more harshly than I mean to. I repeat it softer. "You have to. You'll be all Leah has now. You have to protect yourself and her. You have to."

Because, even with death staring me in the face, that's not the scariest thought in my mind right now. It's that I have to leave my sisters here with my father. My ribs still ache from the beating he gave me a few days ago. Who will be there to protect Keri and Leah from him now? Who will distract him when he tries to get into their bedrooms when he comes home drunk? And he will come home drunk, drunker than usual, because the money that goes to the family of the woman sacrificed will go directly to him. Not to improve our worn-out furniture, or stock our refrigerator and cabinets. Only into his pockets, and then to whichever bartender he chooses for the night.

The thought of running only crosses my mind for a fleeting second. I can't. They would charge my entire family with treason and imprison us all. And if anywhere is worse than where we live, it's the overrun prisons where the inmates control almost everything and women fare the worst. I can't subject my sisters to that. At least with my father, I have the hope that the money I've saved can help them get by until they can add enough to it to get away from him.

"Please don't go." Leah pleads.

I wrap an arm around her, and bring her and Keri both in for a hug. The doorbell rings again, a man's voice demanding I open the door right now.

"You'll be okay." I assure them, wishing I believed myself. "You have each other. No one can break you two as long as you hold onto each other. You hear me?"

They both nod, their tears wetting my shirt. My own tears are begging to come, but I squeeze my eyes tight. I don't want to cry in front of them. Don't want to scare or worry them more than they already are. I want them to remember seeing me for the last time with a smile, even if it will be a shaky one. I can't control anything else right now, but I can control that.

"I love you both more than life itself," I say softly. "Being your sister has been the best thing in my life. I want you to remember that. Not this draft or any of the bad. Just all the good that we've had together as sisters.”

"Come out now!" The man demands, pounding on the door now.

I try to stand, but Leah's hands clutch my shirt, pulling me towards her.

"No. Please." She cries.

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry Leah. I have to go."

I pry her hands off of me, and when she shoots forward, Keri grabs her, holding her tightly as she sobs into Keri's chest. Keri's trying to be strong, her jaw clenched even though her lips quiver. I bend over and kiss Leah's hair.

"I love you." I tell her.

I move over to Keri as the man tells me I have ten seconds before the household comes under arrest. I kiss her forehead before moving so my mouth is at her ear.

"I love you." A shaky breath leaves me that I wish I could have held back. "Run if you have to."

It's a risky thing to tell her. Any woman who leaves her family home without the patriarch’s permission would face a harsh punishment if caught, but if it gets bad enough, I can't ask them to stay.

Keri nods just as the man reaches five in his countdown. I whip the door open and am met with his angry face.

"Well, you sure took your sweet time, didn't you?" He sneers.

"Sir, she's the sacrifice." The man behind him murmurs.

The older man seems to remember himself, straightening and pulling down on his uniform jacket to fix it. "Forgive me Miss Palmer. Please, right this way."

It almost makes me laugh, the respect shown to me just because I'm about to die for them, as if I have a choice. As if I sought this honor. I look towards the car idling at the curb, an all-black SUV, with tinted windows. I only know I'll actually be alive once I enter it from watching footage of previous sacrifices. I’ll be taken to the processing center. The last place I'll ever go to...above ground. Another man opens the back door of the car for me, and I take a single step forward. I tell myself not to look back, that it'll hurt my sisters as much as it will me. But it's the last time I'll ever see them. So, I take a deep breath and look over my shoulder.

Leah's cheeks are wet with tears and she's reaching for me. For the first time, I can't go to her. Keri rocks Leah back and forth, all the responsibility I've tried so desperately not to burden her with now firmly on her shoulders. She gives a nod that tells me they'll be okay. But her eyes are haunted and full of fear. I shouldn't have looked back. But I did, so I give the shaky smile I knew I would and swallow my cry to mouth I love you to them. Just before I’m about to turn back around, I see Keri take a deep breath, hardening herself, brows becoming severe, nostrils flaring. Good, she’s becoming angry.

Just as I have my control that has held me together for so long, Keri has her anger. It’s her shield. I know from the look on her face, that even with a shattered heart, she’ll protect herself and Leah. She’ll do whatever she needs to do in my absence. Leah...Leah we’ve protected so that she wouldn’t need a shield at all. So her tears continue. She’ll need a shield now and I hate knowing that as I look forward again and begin walking down the stairs. I get into the car and the door slams shut beside me.

Not yet. Not yet. I tell myself. No tears yet. I have to at least wait until we drive away, even though I know the tint is too dark for them to see me now. I take this brief moment to do one of the only things that brings me any type of comfort when everything around me is spiraling out of control. Make a list of all the things that are certain.

I'm about to be driven to the processing center.

I'll be fed, clothed, paraded in front of cameras, and expected to smile as if I'm not crumbling inside.

I'll be lowered into the ground at midnight, transferred down to the home of the monster.

I won’t live to see another day after this one.

Maybe I shouldn't have made that list after all.
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"Here we are Miss Palmer," the man who pounded on my door says.

I ignore his extended hand to get out of the car on my own and look up at the huge palace like building before me. To anyone else, it looks like some grand residence, where balls and things we now only learn about in history classes take place. But all it represents to me right now, is the last place I will ever see. A prison, even if it is beautiful.

The flash of a camera makes me aware of the group of reporters waiting just beyond the security fence, taking pictures of this year's sacrifice, asking how I feel, if I have any final words. Me and my sisters have looked at these pictures and videos splashed across the evening news the night of the sacrifice, feeling sorry for the poor woman with tears running down her face, sobbing to be saved or saying goodbye to her family or lover one last time. I will not be one of them. I said my goodbyes to the only two people who matter to me already. And I've done all the crying I'll do for now on the way over here. I jut my chin up and walk towards the doors.

An older woman opens the double doors as I approach them. I can see the pity in her eyes as I walk into the center.

"We'll start with what you would like to eat for lunch and dinner," she says as the doors close behind us.

Only she and I stand in the large foyer, her words echoing. Somehow I hadn't thought about this on the way here, what I would like my last meal to be. Last. The word keeps running through my mind. How everything I'm doing today will be my last time doing it. I swallow, but it does nothing to relieve the emotions clogging my throat. I tell myself at least this is one thing I can control.

"For lunch, I'll have Dungeness crab legs, potatoes, and corn. All in cajun sauce. For dinner, ribeye steak, french fries, and...and garlic bread."

"Very good, Miss Palmer. Lunch will be ready shortly. In the meantime, we'll start with the grooming."

She extends her hand to the left and I begin walking. We head down a long hallway, side by side, but when I hear a pair of heavy footsteps behind us, I look over my shoulder. A man, tall and muscular has appeared, and is following us. He gives me a tight smile, but it does nothing to make me dislike him any less. I’m sure he’s here in case I try to run. Where the hell would I go? Back to my house where I’m sure they’d be waiting to haul me and my sisters away to prison? Run and save myself knowing my sisters would pay for my selfishness? They make sure to show us what happens to those women who try and run from being sacrificed, and still, when I have come without a fight, they sent someone to guard me. Bastards.

“Please enter,” the woman says, motioning to the right.

I look inside to find a luxurious room with a slim bed covered in black sheets in the middle. There are massage oils, as well as a wax station set up on the sides of it. I’m thankful that when we enter the room, the man remains outside as the woman closes the door.

"Please disrobe."

I whip around to look at her with alarmed eyes.

"We have to massage you, wax you, bathe you, and wash your hair before the stylist dresses you. For now, we're just doing the massage and wax, but we need to be able to access your uh... private areas."

I’m most likely going to be eaten alive tonight, and here I am worrying about someone seeing me naked. How foolish it seems, but still my hands are back to shaking -I don't know if they ever stopped- as I take my clothes off.

"Jewelry too." She tells me.

My thumb twists the ring on my pointer finger around. My mother's ring, two hands holding a heart between them on the front. I should have left it with one of my sisters, but I didn't even realize I still had it on until just now. I know if I ask them to send it back to my family, they'll deny me, and I can't stand the thought of them just throwing it away. I can’t stand the thought of them taking everything from me. So, I slip it into my bun, reminding myself to make sure to take it out before they get to my hair later.

Then I'm naked and laying on the bed. I wish I could say the massage helps any, but I’m far too anxious for the kneading of my muscles to do any good. And if I’d, unbeknownst to me, found any relief, that all fades the moment she begins waxing me. The woman tries to be gentle, I can tell in the way she lets me know every time the pain is about to come, but it all hurts like hell. Won't I be in enough pain today without them adding to it? Oh, but they wouldn't dare present anything less than perfect to the monster, lest he reject me and come up and devour us all, instead of just me.

She's waxing my legs now, and even though each time makes me yelp in pain, my attention is now on the whispers coming from the next room.

"What do you think he does with them?" One woman asks.

"I don't think he eats them at all. I think he's got himself quite the harem down there."

"Pay them no mind." The woman murmurs to me.

How can I not? My mind is asking the very same question. What will the monster do to me when I get down there? It's hard to tell if everyone assuming he eats the sacrifices comes from anything factual or is just the rumor that people speak the most, and so have come to believe. But there are certainly other theories. That he eats them slowly, hence why he only needs one woman a year. That he has sex with them before discarding of them. That he makes the women his slave, for work. Others say he makes them his slave for sex. I would never admit to anyone how much the last thought turns me on. Especially not when I'm hours away from coming face to face with the monster, and finding out which rumor is true.

But the image of the monster flashes through my mind anyway, making my effort not to think about my arousal pretty damn hard. There aren't many pictures of the monster, and the ones we have are from when it first emerged one hundred years ago. Some people believe it’s a different monster now, that not even something unnatural could live for over a century, but we know hardly anything about them to know if that’s true, so the picture is all I have to go off of. Dark gray skin, horned, muscular, taller than any human man by at least a foot, loincloth covering what was clearly a very large-

"Ma'am?" The woman's voice jolts me out of my thoughts.

I lift up my head to look at her. She nods towards where my thighs are now rubbing together. Embarrassment rushes over me. How can I be fantasizing over an old picture and a rumor when the only sure thing is that no woman who goes down there is ever seen or heard from again?

"I just...I need to wax your privates now. If you could...spread your thighs."

My embarrassment quickly turns to humiliation when I do as she says, knowing she'll see I'm wet right now. I should be fearing for my life, but instead I'm lying here, thinking about monster cock. What is wrong with me? I turn my mind away from rumors to facts, if only to stop this arousal that’s rushing through me right now.

I close my eyes against the pain of the wax strip being ripped off and think of what’s certain about the monster. There are four of them, one in each quadrant of our country, or what used to be our only country. A person from each quadrant is sacrificed once a year, in a specific season. We’re autumn. There are twenty states in my quadrants, hundreds of thousands of women’s names entered each year, and somehow my name was chosen this time. Even though I’m here in the center, my future only a few more hours of life, it still seems unreal. And yet all too real.

I shake my head, trying not to think of my inevitable death in a few hours almost as much as I’m trying not to think about my attraction to something that wants to kill me. Back to the facts. Autumn, winter, and spring quadrants all sacrifice women. But summer sacrifices men. I almost laugh at the thought of a man lying on a bed like I am right now, getting waxed and pampered. I feel the men deserve it far more than the women though. It’s their fault all of this is happening anyway.

They’d dug deep into the ground in the four corners of our country, an experiment to get to the Earth’s core. But they’d found monsters instead. Monsters that then rose up and slaughtered humans for destroying their homes. A bargain was struck, a sacrifice to each monster, once a year for peace. Funny though that we were the ones sacrificed and not them. None of the men who’d created this horrible problem were even given to the summer quadrant. Unfair, like always. Maybe having dirty thoughts is better than thinking about reality right now. It only adds anger to my grief.

After I'm done being waxed, I sit down to eat lunch. Some level of excitement builds when I see the crab legs waiting for me, but the moment I begin eating, I realize there will be no enjoyment from anything I eat today. It all tastes like ash in my mouth, fear making it hard to appreciate anything on my plate. And all the while, I can feel the man behind me, watching me for one wrong move.

I'm put in a room alone after I finish eating. It has a huge TV, that I’m told I can watch whatever I want on. Yay. A good movie before they toss me into the darkness. The stylist comes in with a rack of dresses, asking me which I prefer, but I tell her to choose. I'm quickly losing all interest in anything beyond what will happen once they lower me into the ground. I wonder if there's anything I can do or say to get the monster not to kill me. I almost scoff at myself. As if I would be the first woman to have come up with that idea.

They bring my dinner into the room, and although I don't want it, I tell myself I don't actually know what's going to happen once I'm below ground. For all I know, he'll keep me alive for a few days. Better I'm not starving the first night. But still, I can't taste a thing. This time it's even worse than ash because I know my father will be on his way home right now. He'll surely have heard I was drafted, and the money should have gone into his account the moment I got into the car. It's sad that the best I can hope for is that he goes to the bar and gets blackout drunk and never makes it home. Or at least hopefully not tonight when he'll be drunk and nasty, spewing hateful words and then using his fists when words aren't hurting us enough.

The moment I've eaten the last bite, the doors burst open, and the woman, now joined by two others, walks towards me.

"Up, up. We must get you in the bath." She instructs me.

I look at a clock as we pass it in the hallway. Nine thirty. Two and a half hours now. This day is passing me far too quickly.

The water is already steaming hot when I get into the bathroom, the smell of vanilla and jasmine in the air. There are flower petals floating in the water, the kind I could never afford. One of the other women takes off my robe. Before I even have time to cover myself, I'm being pushed towards the bathtub. I step in and sink down into the hot water, but there's no time to relax. Pretending I’m just trying to let my hair down, I reach up and take my ring out of it, clutching it in my hand. They immediately begin working on me, cleaning my hair and scrubbing my body until I'm red. When they begin to clean and cut my nails, I have to carefully switch my ring from hand to hand so they don’t see it.

"Put your head back." A woman tells me.

I do and warm water cascades through my hair. They’re finished with my nails, so I reach down and touch my legs. My skin has never been so soft, so smooth. When I get out of the bath, the stylist comes in, the dress she picked ready for me to put on. No panties, no bra. That scares me more than it should. It excites me much more than I want it to. Maybe they just want less clothes for the monster to have to eat through. The thought makes me shiver.

I step into the black dress that comes all the way to the floor with slits coming up both thighs. They always dress the sacrifice as if she’s preparing for a date and not her final moments. It’s sick. I’m directed to a chair, and my wet hair is blow-dried and then put into a ponytail of curls that sits at the top of my head. While the other women are preparing to pamper me, as they call it, more like preparing me to be feasted on, I act like I’m adjusting my ample cleavage from this dress having a deep V neckline, and hide my ring between my dress and my breast.

Lotions are rubbed into my arms, legs, and neck, perfume sprayed behind my ears and on my wrists. If they do all of this to make sure he doesn't reject me, then what would happen if I undid all of it? Ripped this dress to shreds and smeared some disgusting smell into my skin? If he rejected me, then what? But then the thought of them doing the draft again and picking one of my sisters this time hits me, and I swallow, accepting my fate.

As they finish preparing me, putting on lipstick and makeup, I find myself wondering how it is in other quadrants. We’re only allowed to live in and communicate within the quadrant we’re born inside of. We only know other quadrants even have monsters as well from before laws were created to make each quadrant its own country, cut off from the other three. I wonder if they have a draft as well, what their rumors are surrounding what the monster does to the sacrifices, if anyone has ever survived meeting a monster. I look down, telling myself I have to stop there’s a way out of this when I know there isn’t.

"There we are." The older woman coos. "Beautiful."

I look up, eyes locking on my reflection in the mirror, barely recognizing the woman staring back at me. Hair done, beautiful dress fitting me like a second skin, panic in her eyes.

"Come now. Final goodbyes."

I scowl at the part I'm looking forward to about as much as I am meeting the monster. The fact that they expect me to smile and wave knowing I'm about to be given to a monster on a silver platter is ridiculous, but here I am now, on the balcony of the processing center, looking down at reporters snapping pictures of me and people admiring my makeover, and my final moments. The president comes onto the balcony, smiling at me as he motions for the crowd to quiet down.

"We are here to thank Grace Palmer for honoring us, for protecting you." He speaks into a microphone. "Her sacrifice ensures we have another year of safety from the terrors below. We are eternally in her debt."

Pretty hard to settle a debt when the other person's dead.

"Grace. Grace." He begins to chant and the crowd joins in.

It's all so fake. They do the same thing every year, chanting a new name, acting like the woman on the balcony is ever there by choice. Disgusting. I don't smile and I don't wave. And when asked for my last words, I only shake my head, which earns me the president's lip curling in anger. What else can he do to me?

Then I'm taken back inside and led down one hallway after another by the older woman. When we reach an open shaft, she stops short after pressing the button for a gate to open. I step inside, but she doesn't, and I suddenly realize. They led me here without telling me where I was going in case I panicked. Well, I'm panicking now. I try to rush forward, but the metal gate shoots across the entrance of the shaft.

"This is it?" I ask, more like cry.

The woman nods. "Thank you for your sacrifice."

"I don't even have on shoes."

It's such an odd thought to have right at this moment, but it's what ends up coming out of my mouth. Why didn't they give me shoes? A nice dress with no shoes seems stupid. There are no doors to this shaft, only the gate that stays in place as the shaft begins to descend. I go to the back of the shaft, shaking my head in disbelief as the light begins to fade, as the image of the woman becomes smaller and smaller. My fingers press to the metal behind me, cold to the touch, but seeming like the only solid thing right now. Then the woman’s gone, and so is the light. But the shaft is still moving down. How far down does the monster live?

Darkness consumes everything around me and an absolute, overwhelming dread sets in. Dread of what's to come. Fear of coming face to face with the monster. Sadness at the loss of my sisters. Rage at being sacrificed for sins that aren't my own. They all mix inside of me as I descend. I reach into my dress, seeking the only thing that can make me feel slightly less alone right now. I put my mother’s ring on my finger and ball my hand into a fist, holding it close to my heart as the darkness somehow becomes...darker.

Then the shaft stops. It feels like too soft a landing for what’s to come. Let the shaft jerk, crash, collide with the ground to match the harshness of reality. I hear the gate withdraw, but I don’t move a muscle. I stand against the back of the shaft, my own breaths sounding far too loud to my ears. My hand is trembling against my chest, almost as quickly as my heart is racing.

Am I expected to walk into the darkness? Will I feel him stepping into the shaft, coming to get his sacrifice? What do I do now?

“Come to me.”

My body goes utterly still. My shaking stops, my breath catches in my chest and refuses to release. I could swear it even feels like my heart stops beating at the sound of an unnaturally deep voice beckoning me to my death.

This is it. This is the end. My life is over, and I have barely even lived. I have lived in the dark and now I’ll die in it.

“Now.” The voice growls.

You have to go. You have to go. You have to go. I repeat to myself over and over, but my feet won’t move. My back won’t leave the cold metal behind me. I can’t move. Not when I know every step towards that voice brings me closer to a gruesome end.

“I will not summon you again.”

The warning in his voice is very clear. This is my last chance to come out of the shaft on my own. Will it be worse if he has to come to me? Will he kill me slower, make it more painful? Only that thought makes me take my back away from the cold metal. Maybe this can be over with quickly. Maybe he’ll just snap my neck or... No, I don’t want to go down that road. The unknowns are suffocating me, but I close my eyes, pushing them aside. I can’t afford to feel powerless right now. Even if that’s exactly what I am.

Finally releasing the pent-up breath, I open my eyes and force my feet to move, one after another until I can feel I’m stepping on the place where the shaft ends and something else begins. Then, staring into the darkness in front of me... I step out of the shaft.
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The moment my foot touches the ground, toes digging into what feels like soft, warm dirt, a dull light comes to life on both sides of my head. I'm in some sort of tunnel it seems. I take another step and another light turns on, but the one behind me dies again. Slow, careful steps take me further and further down the tunnel, and I look around me with each one, even though every few feet shows me the same thing. Dark dirt under me, black stone walls that look smooth to the touch. The light comes from a small torch looking light nailed into the walls. The same thing happens again and again, the light beside me casting so I can see just a few feet in front of me, and the light behind me throwing the space at my back into darkness once again.

Then my steps falter, because I can feel that he's near. A dread like I have never felt consumes me and I almost cry out. I have to bring my hand to my mouth to stop it from erupting past my lips. I will not cry and cower in front of him. I refuse to. But that resolve seems to weaken more and more with each second I stand here. Because overcoming the dread is the feeling of his presence. It's domineering, demanding, overwhelming. It's enveloping me, wrapping around me, telling me I have no choice but to come towards him. There is nothing else for me to do. My fear rushes over me anew. My fate is near. My end is near. A monster is mere feet away, and I'm terrified to take another step.

"Closer." He commands me.

I shiver as his gravelly voice races over my skin. It's like a caress, but a demanding one. Telling me to dare to take another step, to see him, be near him, to see what awaits me. I can feel his eyes on me, even though I wonder what he can see since I'm blind without the lights aiding my vision. But maybe it's different for him. It has to be, because his stare is boring into me, the heat of it making me feel like I can feel everywhere his eyes go to. My breasts, my hips, those slits on my thighs, up to my eyes. I'm afraid to even blink. I feel like a scared animal trapped in a snare, waiting for, well the monster to come get me. To devour me whole.

There's an impatience there as well. Tired of waiting for me, frustrated with my slow steps towards him and whatever he's planning to do with me. So, with legs that feel extremely unsteady, I take my next step. I gasp as the new light turns on.

He's there, close enough that one more step will bring me right in front of him. I can see his knees, spread wide, large feet on the ground, his dark gray skin, looking almost black in the dim lighting. His calves are strong, muscular, and the part of his thighs I can barely make out look just the same. Does he have on the same loincloth I saw in the picture? Is he naked? God, why am I even thinking about that right now? Why do I feel my body awakening when the only thing it should be doing is preparing for pain and the end?

"Kneel." He tells me.

Will he chop off my head, snap my neck, crush my skull? The urge to cry is almost unbearable right now. I twist my mother's ring around on my finger, telling myself to face this with as much dignity as I can. I didn't get a choice in anything else, can’t control anything else, but I can die without shaming myself. I take another step forward and every single thought in my mind stops at the sight before me. The fear recedes, dread flees, sadness gone. Because the only thing filling me now is desire, lust, and excitement.

With the new light on, I can see the monster's cock. Large, thick, ridged, and jotting seemingly out of the darkness since I can't see much more than his thighs, cock, and lower abdomen. I'm dropping to my knees between his thighs before I've even fully realized what I'm doing, my knees digging into the dirt. And then his cock is right in my face, the tip glistening, darker than the rest of him.

"If you suck me good, I'll fill you with my cock." The voice says, a little bit breathy now.

So it is true. He fucks the women before killing them. Ravishes. That's the word people have used. He ravishes them. Is that what he'll do with me after I suck his cock? I don't think he'll fit in my mouth or my pussy, but I want him to. Heat rushes to my pussy at the thought, and he groans above me.

Eyes wide, I look up at him, but can't see his face in the darkness. But this close, I can see his eyes glittering yellow as they look down at me. He can see in the dark, which means he's been watching me from the moment the shaft gate opened. I imagine myself how he must be seeing me right now, lips painted red, slightly open with me trying to take steady breaths. My breasts heaving from me failing to calm myself down. But it's not fear making it hard to breathe now, it's the thought of him stretching me, filling me. The thought of him coming inside of me. The thought of him giving me pleasure, even if I have no idea what will come after it.

Hands trembling, I hesitantly bring them to his strong thighs, giving him enough time to tell me if I'm not allowed to touch him. But he remains silent, so I place them on him, feeling his skin smooth under my touch, muscles twitching.

I lean forward and I could swear I hear his breath hitch as my mouth hovers over his cock. Peeking my tongue out, I lick the wet tip. I don't know what I expected it to taste like, but my eyes widen as sweetness bursts over my tongue. I circle my tongue around the tip and he arches forward, a gruff grunt leaving him. He said if I sucked him good, he'd fill me, fuck me. I want him to, so badly, especially now that my clit is throbbing with desire. I damn sure don't want to die a virgin. That seems like such a shame. Maybe if I had known I was going to be drafted, I would have had sex with someone just to get it out of the way.

An angry growl makes me tear my mouth off of him and fall backwards. Did I do something wrong? I'm too afraid to speak and ask.

"Get me in your mouth." He snaps out, his deep voice echoing around me.

I get back to my knees, figuring maybe he doesn't like me teasing him with my tongue then. Placing my hands on his thighs again, I lean forward and take him in my mouth. He slips past my lips and my tongue licks along the first set of ridges. It feels so good on my tongue, the ridges then the smoothness until it hits ridges again. My lips stretch around him, having to widen even more over the ridges. I move my tongue from side to side on him, taking him deeper and deeper. When he's in my mouth as far as he can go, he arches up even more. A surprised gasp tries to leave my mouth at how deep he feels, but his cock muffles it.

I rise my head and slide down on him again and again. I've never done this with anyone before, so I pay attention to the ways he reacts. How he groans when I hollow my cheeks and suck him harder. How his thighs jump under my hands when I come up and circle my tongue around the tip before sliding down on him again. But what he likes the most, what makes a hiss leave his mouth as he arches up more is when I take him as deep as I can and the tip of his cock hits the back of my throat. So, I stay there, taking as much of him as I can, moving my tongue on him as he gives shallow thrusts into my mouth, hitting my throat again and again.

Then his hand is in my hair, grip tight, pushing me down more. My fingers clutch his thighs as I begin to panic, thoughts of him suffocating me to death with his cock filling my mind. For all I know, that's how he's killed the women before me.

"Swallow." He grunts out.

I can't. My throat doesn't seem to be working, not with the tip of him deep in it.

"Swallow now Grace."

For some reason, him saying my name makes me pause, makes me feel the slightest bit of safety, even if only for a moment. Do you bother to learn the name of a woman you just plan to kill in a few minutes? I squeeze my eyes shut, just now realizing tears are falling from them, and dig my nails into his thighs to focus myself. And I swallow around him.

"Yes." He groans out, finally lifting my head up enough for me to take a breath.

But then he's pushing me right back down. I swallow around him again without him saying a word. He begins giving harsh thrusts into my mouth, pushing my head down to meet him every time. His thighs widen and he pulls me closer to him until my breasts are against him, rubbing against the base of his cock with each hard breath that leaves me. I shiver at the feeling of the ridges on the tops of my breasts. He groans, hand tightening in my hair, shoving my head down as he slams into my mouth. I swallow once and his cum begins to fill my mouth.

Just like his precum, it's sweet, but even more so. Like candy on my tongue. Just when I feel some of it will spill out, he pulls back some, letting me swallow. His cum slides down my throat and then he's leaving my mouth, and raising up. I have to move back as his legs straighten and he finishes standing. I look up, only able to see his thighs and down now. My own thighs are slick with my wetness from me not having any panties on to soak up how much I want him. My hard nipples are rubbing against the soft material of my dress, and there's a tight ball of tension sitting low in my stomach, begging me for more. He said he'd fill me. I'm scared he meant it and hoping with everything inside of me that he does it.

"Come."

He grabs my upper arm and begins pulling me forward, around whatever he was sitting in. Panic flares in me as I stumble behind him, my feet tripping in the dirt. When I try to plant them to the ground, he yanks me to him so hard, I collide with him. I feel his chest heaving against my own, but the lights are not turning on anymore now, and with the last light turning off from us moving further into the tunnel, we're in complete darkness. I see nothing when I look up at him with alarmed eyes except the yellow of his eyes bearing down on me. It's the darkness and his gaze on me that's quickly making me realize how utterly foolish I've been. Between his thighs, sucking his cock believing it might somehow save me, or at the very least let me get some pleasure before the inevitable pain comes. He's gotten what he wanted from me, used me for what he needed, and now he'll kill me just like all the others.

"Please, don't do this." I beg.

He blows out a hard breath and begins dragging me forward again.

"Please." I cry out. "Please don't kill me. Please. I can stay here and..."

What am I doing? Promising a monster I'll suck his cock if he lets me live? So much for dignity, huh? I do have enough left not to even finish my sentence. But I do find myself desperate now, looking for anything else to say to save myself from whatever he’s dragging me to. And he does keep dragging, pulling forward even though I strain against his grip. It's like I'm not resisting at all. His large feet make a thud with each step as he continues on. How long can this tunnel be? What else is here?

Maybe I should just accept my fate. I've known this was coming all day and night. I've known there was truly only one way this would end. Maybe, for once, I can stop fighting and just give in. Maybe, for once, I can just not be in control. 

I gasp when we suddenly come to a stop and his other hand grabs my forearm, tightening on me until I go rigid in his grip, terrified as I stare up into yellow eyes.

"Please," I whisper. "Don't eat me."

I only know his face is moving towards mine because the glowing yellow orbs come closer and closer until I have to swallow to keep from screaming.

"That's exactly what I intend to do."
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​Chapter 4
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I'm tossed backwards, feet leaving the ground as I fall. My hands flail in the air, but I'm met with softness a moment later. Utter confusion fills me when I sink my hands in the cushion below me. Is this...a bed? Then I feel the bed dip and my head whips around right as a hand comes to my leg.

"No. Get off of me." I scream as the hand yanks me down.

I kick and strike out at the darkness as my dress is ripped to shreds by what feels like claws. Why didn't I feel claws when he was grabbing my arms then? But I don't know what else they could be, cutting through my dress, but only grazing my skin. They're smooth against my skin as one hand trails up my thigh. It almost makes me freeze, my mind desperately trying to understand what is going on. Is he going to eat me or eat me? I can't stop fighting when I have no idea which. So I kick out where I'm pretty sure he has to be to have his hand on me. My foot connects with hard muscles and a grunt leaves his mouth. But he doesn't move an inch and his hand only tightens on my thigh, claws digging in. I hiss at the pain of it, but my body also arches, wanting more. Of his hands on me, of the small bit of pain he just gave me. Of his cock.

I feel breath on my stomach, bare now from my dress being torn. I freeze at the feel of it, an all-consuming fear rushing over me. I ball the material of my dress in my hands, preparing to be eaten alive, but the breath goes lower, lower, lower. I don't even breathe for fear that I'll bring my stomach into contact with his mouth and break whatever spell is holding him back from devouring me whole right now. Then his breath is hovering over my bare pussy, his other hand coming up to my other thigh, both his hands spreading them.

My pants have my chest heaving, but it begins franticly rising and falling now with equal parts terror and anticipation. What's he doing? What is he going to do? I twist the dress material as his breath gets closer, closer, but I freeze when I hear him inhale, long and deep. I don't know if he’s savoring his meal or smelling my wetness. Even I can smell it from here, the tartness of it. Surely he can too.

A loud, shocked gasp escapes me when his tongue licks through my lips. A ghost of a touch, light, soft, but enough to have my body arching off of the bed. I barely hold back from asking for more. He moves forward, his shoulders pushing my thighs even further apart. The muscles scream in pain, but I don't care about that pain when he's licking through my lips again, harder, faster, this time up and up until he's at my clit. He circles it and my thighs try to clench closed at the pleasure rushing through me. He grunts against me and his hands dig into my thighs. I get his message well enough. I better not dare to close my thighs.

"Okay." I find myself moaning out.

He gives a satisfied hum and begins licking me again. I hesitantly circle my hips, wondering if that's okay, but when I do it, pressing my pussy to his mouth, he licks my clit harder, so I do it again. Circling my hips, arching my back forward and back, riding his face in a way I never thought I'd feel free enough to with anyone. Maybe the possibility of death makes me feel like I should get as much pleasure as I can, take and receive as much as I can from him. Or maybe it's just because it feels so good that staying still seems impossible.

I tuck my lips into my mouth, trying not to make sounds, not wanting to give him those too, not if this is all just some sick game to him, a way to fulfill his needs before he ends me. But when he sucks my clit into his mouth, a high-pitched, strangled sound that I don't even recognize as my own tumbles over my lips, my hands releasing my dress to fly between my thighs. I gasp when they come into contact with something hard, twisted, and pointed.

He stops sucking on my clit, stops moving altogether. Oh God, what have I done? I begin to release what I assume are his horns, but a hand grips my wrist, stopping my hand's retreat. Confused, I wrap my fingers around his horn again and he lets go of my wrist. He...likes it? Me touching him? Touching his horns? He goes back to sucking on my clit, harder now, the sound of it filling the darkness around us, and my back arches for more as my hands explore. I move my hands all the way to the base of whatever I'm holding. It's smoother and thicker at the bottom and there's hair between them, soft against the sides of my pinkies. I move my hands up and up, feeling along them as they get harder, thinner until I'm back where I was, feeling where they begin to twist at the ends, becoming spirals that are hard and brittle. Definitely horns. I stroke my thumbs across the tips and feel him shudder between my thighs, his groan vibrating against my pussy.

Does that turn him on? I do it again and get the same sound from him. The vibration feels like heaven against my swollen clit. I arch my hips forward, seeking more. And so we go on, me stroking my hands up and down his horns as he makes deep, guttural sounds that seem to rush through my entire body, driving me to the edge that I desperately want to fall over. Then his mouth lets me go with an audible pop and he's lowering, sliding his tongue through my lips again until he's at my opening. He licks circles around it, teasing me, but I've got no time for his games. I don't really know how much time I have left period, so I will come on his tongue before that time is up.

I pull on his horns, urging him forward and a grunt leaves him. Before I can even wonder if I've gone too far, his tongue thrusts into me. My mouth drops open but no sound escapes it. It's trapped in my throat as my back arches to the point of pain, then finally a shuddering breath leaves me. My body bucks as he slides his tongue in and out of me, his grip on my thighs pulling my body into him each time he thrusts into me. His groans mix with my moans and the sound of my wetness.

One hand leaves my thigh and I shiver as it travels up my body. Confusion fills me for a second at me not feeling any claws yet again, but as his hand moves over my stomach, twitching with the sensation of his nose rubbing against my clit and his tongue driving into me, the confusion fades to make room for desire for what he'll do next. His hand goes to my breast, roughly gripping it, fingers kneading it as his tongue slides out of me and goes back to my clit. I am so close. So close. In the darkness, I could swear I see flashes of light each time he lays the flat of his tongue to my clit and licks up. My body follows his tongue, hips arching up so I don't lose it for a moment.

"Please." I beg in a shaky whisper.

Scared if I speak too loudly, he'll stop. Scared that if he stops, I will stop being able to just reach for the orgasm I feel hurtling towards me. Scared he'll change his mind and truly eat me instead. But I beg because the tension is becoming unbearable. My thighs are quivering in his hands. My hands are so tight on his horns, moving his head up and down, that my fingers ache. But that ache is nothing compared to the needy one between my thighs. The bundle of nerves there are snapped tight, pleading for one more hard lick, for a reason to break, to let me fall apart,

As if he's reading my mind, knows how close I am to grabbing the orgasm that's been teasing me since the moment I saw his cock, he gives me exactly what I need, tongue laying flat and licking up, flicking the second before it leaves me. I come, a choked moan escaping me as I begin to writhe under him, but then he sucks my clit into his mouth again and a scream tears from my throat.

"Don't stop." I plead. "Please, please, please." I sigh like it's a prayer. "Please don't stop."

He doesn't stop. His tongue licks me like he's in a frenzy, feasting on me to the point that for a moment his fervor makes fear spike in me. Maybe this is how he truly begins to eat me. But God, I'm going to enjoy this if it's my last moment. I ride his face, hips bucking, back arching, pulling on his horns with no regard.

Only when my back settles into the bed again, does he give me one final lick that makes me flinch at how sensitive my clit is now. If I go now, I'd be a happy woman, my limbs limp from how it feels like that orgasm took all my energy from me, light-headed even though I'm laying down, those flashes of light I saw before now full-blown stars I'm sure are only a hallucination in the dark.

Then he's moving up my body and, with great effort, I look down, forgetting for a moment that I won't be able to see anything. But there are his eyes, focused on me again, and in his gaze, I see a feral desire, wild lust. For me.

"You want me," he says.

It's not a question, but I answer anyway.

"Yes." I breathe.

"You want my cock in you. Deep inside of you."

"Yes." I repeat.

I feel his thighs between mine, widening my own, and then the bed dips beside my head. I turn to look, hating the darkness for hiding everything from me. It happens again on the other side, and as I turn my head in the other direction, I feel him lowering himself. I realize it's his hands on the sides of me, balancing himself so he can hover over me. Then I look ahead again and find his eyes right in front of me. I inhale a sharp breath at his closeness. He's so near, I can smell myself on his lips.

My eyes widen when I feel his cock against my thigh, huge, hot, ridged, trailing up, closer to my wet opening. Then lips are on mine and I gasp in surprise, shock really. He's kissing me. The monster is kissing me. And his lips are soft and warm, his tongue licking along my lips tastes like me and just as sweet as his come did.

"Open."

I don't know if he means my mouth or my thighs, so I do both, opening my mouth and widening my thighs even more. His tongue slides against mine and I can't help the moan that travels from my mouth to his. His hand goes down my body and then he's positioning himself at my opening. I can feel he will not fit. Just the tip putting pressure against my opening hurts.

A different type of fear rushes through me then. This will hurt. There's no way he'll fit all of his cock inside of me. Barely half of him fit in my mouth, so how will my body adjust to his length and thickness? What will the ridges feel like?

He bites on my bottom lip and I yelp, my mind coming back to how his mouth feels on mine. His lips go to my neck, sucking and biting on the skin there until I'm forgetting about the feared pain and hiking my thighs up on his waist. He groans as this new angle makes the tip of him begin to enter me. I hiss at the stretch, but it's bearable. He pushes in more and my eyes squeeze shut at the pain that flares through me. The ridges stretch me even wider, and my hands fly to his body, landing on his biceps. More and more he enters me, cock sliding in, ridges causing me pain that makes my fingers and nails dig into his arms. I already feel so full, like I cannot take another inch, like all of me is being consumed by him. It scares me how much I like it. Even in pain, I want more of him, I want to feel his groin against me, telling me I've taken all of him.

He pushes in again, but doesn't stop this time. My body bucks forward and I cry out as he thrusts the rest of his cock into me. My hands move from his arms to his shoulders, holding onto them because the other option is pushing him away and I won't do that. Not when his body is flush against mine and I can feel him breathing just as fast as me. Feel his body trembling against mine. Feel his cock so deep inside of me that I can't tell where he ends and I begin. My pussy tightens around him and he hisses as my muscles contract along each and every ridge. My body is struggling to adjust to him, knowing he won't stay still for too much longer.

My opening is throbbing around the base of his cock, my thighs aching around his large body between them. Right now, it seems like all of me is in pain, no pleasure in sight. I close my eyes and a tear falls sideways from the right one, sliding down towards my hair, but it never makes it there. His tongue catches it, the tip of it curving up on my face, licking my tear away. I shiver violently, pussy spasming around him. He groans deep and long near my ear and I know his waiting is over.

"Hold on to me." He tells me a second before he pulls back.

My eyes fly wide open as every single ridge rubs against my nerves with him sliding out of me. Pain explodes inside of me, so I do as he said and wrap my arms around his neck, holding on to him as he begins fucking me. I cry out each time he enters me, but after a few strokes, along with the pain, there's beginning to be pleasure. It's small at first, hard to find in the mist of how my body is still trying to get used to having something so large so deep inside of me, but it's there, every time he pushes in now. A lick of pleasure, his ridges igniting my nerves as he enters me. A deep, slow stroke that has his cock hitting a spot in me that turns my cry into a moan. Then he slams into me and I gasp as he rubs against my clit and bliss begins to fill me.

His hands go to my ass, arching me up to take his every thrust as he speeds up. I feel like I can finally let go of my grip on him, so I slide my hands up his neck, into his long hair, curling my fingers in it. His grunts in my ear are a sound I have never heard before, gravelly, deep, seeming like they're at my ear and inside of me all at once. As if they're echoing in my mind, thrumming through me until they reach my pussy and make it tighten around his cock.

"Do it again." He pants.

I squeeze around him again and he groans, fucking me harder, faster. Hitching my thighs higher, I arch up even more, desperate for relief from the tension filling me. His chest is rubbing against my breasts, my hard nipples, his lips at my cheek, breaths ghosting across my skin, and his cock, pounding into me, taking me higher with each stroke, those ridges I feared driving me crazy each time they enter me. One after the other, they slide into me and make my pussy spasm around them every time.

"Come on my cock Grace."

There's a note of desperation in his voice now that makes me whimper. I want to do what he's saying, so fucking badly. Every part of me is begging for it. Then, I find myself doing what I think will get me there, taking control when I'm not sure I can, but I need to. I need to come. I need to feel myself fall apart under him. I need to hear his sounds when he feels me coming on him.

I turn my face so my mouth is on his, and I lick his lips. He gives a savage groan before taking my mouth. Any control I had when this kiss began is gone as he dominates it, tongue invading my mouth to clash with mine. He pulls back his hips until his cock is almost slipping out of me, then drives back in. I cry into his mouth and he does it again and again. The next time he slams into me, he grinds against my clit while sucking on my tongue.

"Al...most." I break my mouth away from his to pant out.

His hand lets go of my ass and is suddenly in my hair, yanking my head back, painfully arching my neck as he stays just as close to me, just as deep in me, but circles his hips, rubbing against my clit.

"I want to hear you scream out,” he says against my neck. "Feel your pussy grip me like it never wants my cock to leave you." Lips on the top of my breast now. "I want your wetness all over my cock. Give it to me."

Then he bites down on my breast and I cry out as my eyes close and yellow bursts behind my eyelids.

"Yes. Yes. Yes." I sigh again and again.

His tongue licks the spot he bit before his weight is leaving my chest and his grip is gone from my hair. His hands widen my thighs and then he's driving into me with a dizzying pace. I feel like I can barely breathe as he fucks with abandon, making my orgasm feel like it has no end. All I am beneath him is moans, broken cries, and pleas for more. And he gives it to me, hands leaving my thighs to cover my breasts as he continues slamming into me.

Then he's groaning and those yellow eyes disappear. I realize his eyes are closed. His hands tighten on me a moment before a deep, long grunt leaves him and he gives a vicious thrust into me. I arch up, circling my hips on him. His body jerks and a burst of air leaves his mouth. I could swear
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