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            Dear Reader…

          

        

      

    

    
      You are about to read something that would make polite society absolutely feral.

      Yes—this is that kind of story.

      The kind whispered about behind fans. The kind denied in daylight and devoured at midnight. The kind where a perfectly respectable young lady makes one questionable decision… and then several more.

      Now—before you protest⁠—

      Hear me out.

      What if Mr. Darcy wasn’t entirely human?

      What if his smile showed just a hint too much tooth… or tusk?

      What if the polite society of Regency England included characters who definitely belong in the pages of your favourite Romantasy series?

      In this series, reputations will be ruined. Desires will not be denied. And monstrous lovers—orc, beast, or otherwise—will prove far more persuasive than any boring, well-bred suitor has any right to be.

      So go on.

      Pretend you’re only curious.

      We both know better.
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            Miss Elizabeth Bennet

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew I should not have been traveling… But I had been away from Longbourn for far too long, and I was desperate to be home.

      But as I stared out the carriage window at the darkened sky it was becoming more difficult to calm my quaking nerves. 

      “Surely, they will stop at the next inn,” one of the women who shared the carriage with me said. The woman’s husband patted her knee and nodded sagely. Across from me, another woman with delicately pointed ears snored lightly, unbothered by the rain that pounded down on the carriage roof. 

      It had been raining for four days, and though my aunt and uncle had begged me to stay in London until the bad weather passed, I did not feel right trespassing upon their kindness any longer than I already had. 

      The carriage slowed to a stop, and the elvish woman across from me awoke with a start. “Are we arrived?” she gasped. 

      “No… no, not yet,” I replied. I did not know where we were, but I could hear a muted rushing noise that I could not identify. 

      The carriage moved as the driver jumped down from his seat, and the whinny of one of the horses echoed in the air. The door was wrenched open and the driver stood in the pouring rain. His expression was a mask of worry. 

      “What is it?” The gentleman asked with some irritation. 

      “The river,” the driver replied. “It has overborne its banks and we shall not be able to cross!” 

      It was the roar of the river that I had heard. I swallowed nervously. 

      “Nonsense,” the man said angrily. “Drive on, sir! We have paid for this passage and you will continue even if you have to lead those horses through the water yourself!” 

      The driver looked angry for a moment, but then dipped his head. “Begging your pardon, Sir. I will see to the horses.”

      “Surely, there is an inn just beyond the river?” the gentleman’s wife asked. 

      “Indeed, ma’am,” the driver replied. 

      “Well, now, get us to the inn, my good fellow,” her husband said gruffly. “I’ll see that you get a mug of ale for your trouble.” 

      The driver nodded briefly and then closed the carriage door. 

      “Are you certain—” the gentleman’s wife began, but he silenced her with a glance. 

      “The driver is being overcautious, Dearest,” he said sharply. “The inn is not far away. If we did not go on, he would have had to take us back and he would surely charge us more coin to do such a thing.” 

      I peered out of the carriage window, but the sun had set behind the dark trees and I could see nothing but the driving rain. 

      The carriage lurched forward and the elven woman across from me let out a small moan of fear. I braced myself against the side of the carriage as the roar of the river grew louder.

      The driver was doing as he had been commanded. We were crossing the river. 

      The woman next to me bowed her head and closed her eyes and I could hear her whispered prayers to an unfamiliar deity.

      The carriage swayed as the water rushed against the wheels and I held my breath as it began to shake violently. The woman across from me gasped loudly.

      “The water,” the woman said with a shaking voice and I looked down to see dark water flowing under the carriage door and over the tops of my shoes. 

      I lifted my feet off the carriage floor with a small cry of fear. The force of the water rocked the carriage again and the woman beside me let out a thin scream. 

      “Ladies, please!” the gentleman snapped. He pushed open the carriage door angrily. “I say, what is happening!” 

      “The water is too deep!” the driver called back.

      The sound of the rushing water almost drowned out the driver’s reply and I bit my lip to keep from crying out with fear as more water flooded into the carriage. 

      “Nonsense, you will take us on at once!” the gentleman cried. 

      “I cannot, Sir. You must come out of the carriage—we must cross the water on foot!” 

      The other women in the carriage looked as terrified as I felt. 

      “Someone must take the women!” the gentleman shouted and then looked at us with something that could have been fear in his eyes. “Send to the inn for strong men to carry them!” 

      The gentleman laid a hand upon his wife’s shoulder. “I shall return very soon,” he said.

      “Nicholas!” the woman gasped. “You cannot leave me⁠—”

      But the gentleman had already left the carriage and disappeared into the dark. I could hear the men splashing in the water, and the carriage rocked as the whinnying horses were unhitched from the traces. 

      “They have left us here to drown!” the other woman cried. “We will be swept away by the river and lost forever!” 

      “Hush,” I said. It would solve nothing to be hysterical, though I could feel the edge of that fear creep up my shoulders. “They will send men from the inn to help us across.”

      But as I said it, I knew I did not want to wait. I trusted that someone would come, but I was not certain that the carriage would survive the onslaught of the river. Already the water was ankle deep inside the carriage, and I could not stop shivering from the cold. 

      “What if they do not come!” the frightened woman across from me sobbed. 

      “Then I will help myself,” I muttered. 

      “You cannot leave!” The woman next to me grabbed my arm to hold me back, but I shook off her hand, took a deep breath and looked out the carriage door.

      The carriage had come to a stop near the middle of the river—the light of lanterns on the opposite shore sent pools of light over the rushing water, and the shouts of the men who were coming to our aid echoed. The dark water swirled around the carriage and lapped up and over my shoes.

      The water was moving fast, and I sucked in a surprised breath to see it so swift and angry. 

      “Courage,” I whispered and then set my feet into the water. I found the steps with some difficulty and then kept a firm grip on the edge of the door as I stepped down. 

      “You should not go!” the women cried. “Wait for the gentlemen!” 

      “Hush,” I said, more to myself than to the frantic women still inside the carriage. I would not wait to be rescued. It was not my nature. I dared to rescue myself. 

      The water was bone-chillingly cold, and tugged strongly at my legs, but I forced myself to release my hold on the carriage door and ignored the cries of the women I left behind.

      The opposite shore was not far, and I was certain I would be able to reach it without much trouble. 

      “Come now,” I muttered. “Walk. One foot in front of the other…” 

      I moved slowly, fighting the water with every step.

      It was cold, so cold, and the current was strong.

      But I was so close. 

      My teeth chattered as I walked slowly past the carriage and used the side of the vehicle to help steady myself as I fought against the water’s steady pull. 

      “Wait there!” a deep voice shouted. “You will be swept away!” 

      But I gritted my teeth and continued walking. I forced my way through the water, but as I made my way forward, my foot slipped on the smooth stones of the riverbed.

      I stumbled, but did not fall.

      The water rushed by, and I could taste fear on my tongue.

      With a streak of panic, I realized it had been a mistake to leave the carriage… 

      The roar of the river was loud in my ears, and drowned out everything else around me. The rain pelted down, and I was soaked to the skin and shuddering with the cold. 

      My foot slipped again, and I reached out to grab something… anything… but my hand closed on nothing but empty air and the force of the river swept me off my feet. 

      I cried out in surprised terror as I plunged into the river.

      It was cold and unyielding, and I struggled to gain my footing once more. I could hear shouts over the sound of the water, but when I opened my mouth to call for help it filled with water instead. I spluttered and thrashed in the water, and then a hard hand closed around my wrist and hauled me to the surface. 

      I gasped and coughed as I was thrown over the saddle of a horse. The rider, my rescuer, leapt up behind me and urged the animal forward. 

      I was vaguely aware of other men surging through the water carrying lanterns and torches to light the way. 

      The horse charged through the water, and we reached the shore in short order— I was pulled from the saddle and set on unsteady feet on the road in front of the inn. The building blazed with light and the shouts of men and women filled the air.

      My rescuer wheeled his horse around before I was able to catch a glimpse of his face or offer my thanks and a rough woolen blanket was thrown over my shoulders.

      I was brought into the inn and set in front of the blazing fire, but I did not know if the cold I felt would ever leave me. 
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      Though it was crowded with patrons who were waylaid by the flood, I was given a room at the inn.

      I waited, shivering, in front of the fire to be sure that the other women were brought in safely before I finally climbed the stairs to the chamber I had been granted. 

      The men would collect our trunks from the top of the carriage, and the driver had promised to have my valise delivered to my chamber. 

      I pulled the blanket tight around my shoulders as I entered the room, and was grateful for the small fire that burned in the stone hearth. I knelt by it and added more wood before I laid the blanket over the back of a small chair and began to strip off my soaking garments. 

      I untied the ribbons that held
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