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"This is a time of many gains and many losses for us," my father says.

He stands in a circle of monster males, young and old, and human females, breaking down the latest changes negotiated in our peace treaty with the human leaders. Well, the changes for our quadrant, anyway. What was once one country above has split into four quadrants mere weeks ago. Making the very first change to come as a loss for all monsters. We would have to search for mates within our own village now, the area that correlates with the quadrant. And if we couldn't find a mate at home, we'd have to travel to another quadrant, and remain living in that village to claim a mate there.

"The first quadrant, as the humans have chosen to call their sections of land, to have a female drafted according to our new treaty will be ours. The autumn draft, they're naming it."

A gain. For me, anyway. My mate, my Nicole, will be drafted in just a few days.

"And we have our new rules for the mates sent down," my father continues, looking squarely at me.

Another loss. Each village decided to institute rules for the mates coming down to us. The issue is that, while other quadrants had made strides to reduce fears of us among the humans, it seems that the leaders here had made efforts to scare the females more. The mates being sent down heard more and more ludicrous rumors. Their fear seemed to grow more with each female sent down. It had gotten so bad that we had begun to keep the mates in the caverns at first, to let them acclimate and learn their mate before she had to also learn a whole new home and way of life.

Our rules, as unfair as I felt they were, especially since they would be applying to me first, were that monsters, Grounders, as we called ourselves, had thirty days to convince our mates to stay with us. But that wasn't exactly the unfair part. Just more of an...inconvenience. Because I know I will do whatever it takes to get Nicole to stay with me. The unfair part is that I cannot do whatever it takes. I cannot say whatever it takes. I can't tell Nicole that she's my mate. I can't tell her that I can read her mind. I can't even tell her that there's a world beyond the cavern I'm almost done preparing for us. I have to convince her to stay without her knowing I'm trying to convince her of anything. I'm incapable of lying, and yet our new laws prevent me from telling the full truth.

"The laws put in place will ensure the mates that are drafted have more of their own free will being taken into account in the situation and are given time to accept their surroundings before being introduced to the whole village. The human leaders will not give them any choice in the matter, but we are not like them."

Yes, choice. Another law added to the treaty, and the reason there is a thirty-day time limit in place. If mates do not agree to stay by the thirtieth day, they can choose to go back to their homes. I don’t trust the humans to follow through with that, though. My father tells me I have no reason to feel that way, but something in my gut tells me not to trust their leaders. But I don’t plan on ever having to find out if they can be trusted with my mate. Because I don’t plan on her leaving.

“Oh, fix that scowl on your face,” my mother says.

I look to where she suddenly appears at my side. She smiles at me before nudging me with her shoulder.

“No male who has his mate coming in a few days should look so grim,” she continues.

“All these new laws are making it nearly impossible for me to think that I can get my mate to stay.”

“Your father fought for you to be the one to get his mate this year,” she reminds me. “Because he knew that you would be up to the task. And that you would be an example for the other males to follow in claiming their mates in the many years to come.”

“I know Father has put a lot of faith in me, but if I can hardly tell her anything, how am I supposed to convince her that her place is by my side?”

“Well, saying things just like that is a good start. I’ve been down here thirty years, but in all that time, things have only gotten worse for women above ground. Making sure she knows she’s your equal, something I’m almost sure no human man has told her, is a good place to begin to show her how different things can be down here. Even if you cannot tell her how different.”

I shake my head. “I can never understand why the human males treat their females so poorly.”

“Because the good men didn’t stand up to the bad ones. And when the bad ones gained control, any remaining good men were taught to be bad as well.”

Cheers erupt, signaling that my father is done speaking, and that I missed the rest of what he said. I look towards the center of the circle to find my father walking towards us, his eyes solely on my mother. But people block his way, needing their leader’s attention for just a little while longer.

“Did you finish getting everything ready for her arrival?” my mother asks.

I nod, looking back at her. “I only need to set up a few places for fires to be lit in the cavern for her.”

She chuckles. “As a woman who was kept in almost perpetual darkness for the first few days I was down here, I can tell you how much she’ll appreciate it.”

“Hey, hey,” my father cuts in. “I was trying to make sure I didn’t scare you.”

She turns to him with a smile, and that light in her eyes that is just for my father shines. “And what about your handsome face would have scared me away, Zek?”

She wraps her arms around his neck and his go around her waist.

“I always did tell you that your eyesight was bad, Jasmine,” he jokes.

“I was looking with my heart.”

I give them an exasperated expression. “Must I always bear witness to your displays of, what you call, affection, and I call things a son should never see or hear?”

My father laughs. “You’ll be glad for our displays when your mate gets down here. I dare say we’ve given you quite the road map for exactly how to get her to stay.”

“As long as it’s within thirty days, right?”

I didn’t mean to sour the moment, but my father’s smile drops, and my mother looks at me with sympathy.

“A word, Warzo?” my father asks.

I nod, and he gives my mother a quick kiss before gesturing for me to walk ahead of him. We go into our cavern, and I sit at the table, preparing for what I know will be a long speech. He sits across from me, and I’m surprised when I see wariness take over his face.

“I know you feel we’ve done you an injustice with these new laws,” he begins, “but I’m trying to ensure that your mate, and future mates who come down, are content with their lives here. There have been mates who’ve come down in former years lamenting that they truly had no choice in the matter. Did they end up being happy with their lives down here? Of course, because of how much our mates mean to us, and the way we treat them, but nonetheless, their free will was taken from them, and they disliked that. As would you.”

“I do understand that, but as you said, they are content now. It is not our doing, but the humans that the mates are sent down here without an understanding of the life that awaits them. That they aren’t allowed to go above ground again, to visit their families. Why must we pay the price for their poor choices?”

“Imagine if it were you, Warzo. Imagine you were stolen from your home, sent above ground with no explanation as to why, and given to some human female to do with as she pleased. Could you come to love her, enjoy your life with her? Sure. But would you still feel the bitterness that comes from knowing you had no choice in it?”

He’s right, I know. Because the mere thought of someone doing that to me, stealing me, all but imprisoning me, makes me very angry.

“Is that how mother feels?” I ask, a strain in my voice because I never truly thought about it beyond how happy I see my mother is now. How happy I see the other mates are in the village.

“Your mother has been down here for many years, and still, she thinks of her family daily. She remembers every detail of the day those damn human guards showed up at her door and took her away from all that she knew. I can recall the utter fear she felt when she came down here.  And, although, we can’t do anything about the fear they feel, we can stop it all from being so...overwhelming. Instead of her coming to an entire village of Grounders, she comes down to you. She lives with you, getting to know you, without all the outside distractions. Without having to learn everything else that comes with her being down here now.

“And it makes you sure as well,” he continues. “She will not be choosing anything other than you. Not the comfort of having other human females in the village. Nor a new life when she was sure, thanks to those heartless human leaders, that her life was over. She’s choosing you, to love you, to stay with you. There is a certain...peace in that.”

“That’s if she stays,” I speak, admitting my true fear here.

“I have faith in you, son. I have raised you to be the best male you can be. And where I lacked, your mother more than excelled. Nicole is your mate. The reason you breathe. The only one who can ever make you feel complete in life. All you must do is make sure she knows it.”

I give him a deadpan look. “I can’t let her know it.”

He chuckles. “You know what I mean. Make that clear through your actions. And then, when she does say that she’ll stay, everyone will be ready to meet her.” He leans in. “Between you and me, I’m pretty sure your mother has the entire bonding ceremony already planned.”

Now, that makes me laugh. “I’m sure you’re right.”

“I know you’re nervous. Even more so than I was when your mother came down to me. But you will be fine. You were made for her, and her for you. You just have to remember that. And a few other things.”

I arch a brow. “Such as?”

“Females love to be dominated in the bedroom. Do not be foolish and try it outside of there.”

I put my hand to my stomach. “This is not a conversation to have with my father, when it makes me picture who you dominate.”

He bellows out a laugh. “But I’m right, so don’t forget it. We run this village, male leaders, but the females are the ones who make it work. Everything. In the village. In your cavern. In your life. Now, your mate will be afraid, but you’ll need to have patience. Reassure her, in whatever ways you can. Bathe her. Touch her. Kiss her. And—”

“I’m gonna stop you right there, Father,” I say as I rise from the table. “I get the gist of it. Thank you. I will try my best with the very limited,” I give him a pointed look. “means and time I have been given.”

He gives a haughty laugh. “If thirty days isn’t enough time, then I have to wonder about just how well I’ve taught you.”

I leave my parents’ cavern, the only cavern I have ever known, to go to what will be my new home. I began digging it out the night I came back here after hearing Nicole’s thoughts for the first time, when I knew I’d found my mate. Seeing the finished product months later makes me feel accomplished just as it deepens the yearning in me that I’ve felt since the moment I saw Nicole.

I’d been hunting a deer in the forest, quietly getting closer and closer, waiting for the moment I could finally take the shot with my arrow. Just as I raised my bow, I took another step. The sound of a branch breaking seemed to echo throughout the forest, certainly loud enough to send the deer running. I gave chase, going beyond the limits of where monsters were supposed to pass in the forest, but I was not going home without this deer that I’d been stalking for at least an hour. And the night was young. I had plenty of time to ensure I brought back a meal for my village. I ran much slower than I needed to, just enjoying the chase and being in the forest. But then, something stopped me short completely.

Thoughts, in my head, that were not my own.

Look at this beautiful creature.

I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t even think, and why would I when I wanted to hear her thoughts so much more than my own, anyway?

My mate. I was hearing the thoughts of my mate. My mate was nearby.

I mustn’t scare it away.

I could see the deer in her mind, the same one I’d been hunting, but all thoughts of pursuing it, of bringing it home to my people, meant nothing to me when weighed against the female the deer was near to. I ran, using my full speed that time, to get closer to her. I was well beyond where monsters were permitted to go, but I didn’t care. Not when her scent began to reach me. Not when I was coming upon the very same hedge bushes next to where I could see she was sitting.

I had to pause to take a deep breath, not daring to fully believe that the moment I had been waiting for my whole life was actually happening. I had almost convinced myself that I’d fallen in the forest, and it was all a dream. But then another of her thoughts filled my mind.

This deer looks as lost and lonely as me.

It was real. And all I needed to do was take a few more steps to see her.

I crept closer, staying low since I was head and shoulders taller than the bushes. She was creeping, too, trying to get close enough to the deer to touch it without scaring it away. She was so desperate for the connection with it, with anything, that the aching in her chest was painful for me to feel within her.

Just as I reached near where she was standing from the stone bench she was sitting on, the deer darted away. She laughed, light and soft, and the sound wrapped around my heart in a way that I never knew a sound could.

Maybe he has somewhere to be. She sighed out loud. Unlike me.

Such sadness and longing filled her that it sat like a rock in my belly. Was she a prisoner here? Had someone hurt her? My thoughts spiraled for a second, thinking of a way to get her away from there, right then, draft be damned.

What I wouldn’t give to be free. She chuckled in her own mind. Maybe I can negotiate with my father, get him to let me have just a day to myself. She scoffed out loud. He’d probably make it into some deal. Let me have my day and tell me I had to marry someone in exchange. A day of freedom for a lifetime of captivity.

Jealousy like I never knew consumed me. Married? My mate? Never. The only one who would ever have her was me. She was mine.

I took another step, and I was finally able to see her. It felt like every single thing inside me, every part of me, seized when I set eyes upon her. Her dark brown hair fell down her back. Eyes that were, even with sadness filling them, so beautiful. I was too far to see their color and I hated the distance between us for that reason alone. The shape of her eyes tilted up a little at the inner corners in a way I’d never seen. It made them look like they were smiling.

There was no smile on her lips, but they still had my eyes staying on them for far too long. They were full and painted a dark red color that sent filthy thoughts rushing through my mind. I wondered then, if she had been able to hear my thoughts, to see the image I had of her lips wrapped around my cock, their color leaving streaks down it as she moved her mouth back, would she have been appalled, or aroused?

Everything was perfect. Her button nose. Her slender neck, stretching to one side with her head tilting the way it was. The way her eyebrows furrowed when I took another step closer and the sound of fallen leaves beneath my feet drew her gaze my way. And then, I saw her eyes. A light gray, searching through the darkness surrounding the garden she sat in.

A part of me wanted her to find my violet eyes looking back at her from where I stood just fifty feet away. I wanted a reason for her to see, for her thoughts to give away what she thought of me. I wanted a reason to steal her away instead of having to wait until she was drafted. Because, then I had no idea that my father would ask for me to be the first one given a mate according to the new laws both humans and monsters made for the draft. I had seen males wait years for their mates. I knew I could not do the same. Especially not when she was so close to me. I could have run to her, captured her hand in mine, and been gone before anyone in the mansion beyond the garden was aware.

“Hello?” she called out. “Is anyone there?”

She was fearful, but also curious. I liked that. Although, I’m sure she never suspected there was a monster so close to her. She turned fully towards me so she could look through the bushes. I should have ducked down, hid, but I was too mesmerized looking at her to do anything at all.

Her burgundy dress fit like every single thread was sewn together just for her. Hell, with how expensive her house and garden looked, it may have been. The dress came all the way down until it covered most of her black heels. Black jewels hung in a cascade from her shoulders, moving on her upper arms as she extended her neck to look for what caused the noise. More black jewels were stitched into the bodice to then trail down the skirt. Her breasts were so tightly bound in the dress, and all I wanted to do was free them, hold them, kiss them. And when she turned around at the sound of a door opening, I got to see her ass. Full, round, and perfect for me to cup.

He found me.

Just that one thought, her even thinking of some male coming towards her, seeking her out, had a growl ripping from my throat before I could control it. She whipped back around, eyes alarmed, searching through the darkness once more. The male came closer, in a suit that looked just as expensive as her dress. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was one of the males her father apparently wanted her to marry. What I knew for sure, though, was that if he tried to touch her, I would rip him apart.

“There you are,” he said as he reached her. “Father is looking all over for you.”

“Well, at least he sent my brother to find me instead of one of those drooling stalkers inside.”

He threw his head back with laughter, never knowing her claiming him as her brother probably just saved his life. At the very least, it saved his face from being clawed apart.

“They’re not all bad, Nicole. And you don’t have to be so mean when you turn them down.”

“I’m not being mean. I’m being direct.”

Memories went through her mind; of the words she’d said to make it very clear that they didn’t stand a chance with her. To not even look her way again. To act as if they never even knew a woman named Nicole existed. I smiled, liking learning she had quite a fiery side to her.

“You might actually scare away a good one.”

“There are no good ones.” She grumbled. “None of them are what I want for myself.”

“And what do you want?” he asked. “Maybe if you told father that, he’d search for someone you’d actually have some interest in.”

“I want...” Someone who makes me feel alive, she thought, but to her brother, she replied, “Something different. A life where I don’t feel like I’m something someone owns. I want someone who will hold me, but also let me be free.”

“I wish you could have that,” her brother murmured. “But freedom for a woman here is just not a reality.”

“Oh, you’ll treat your wife the way these other men do?”

“Of course not, but...” He smirked. “Other men are not me, so, sorry, you won’t luck out by finding my equal.”

She pushed him and chuckled while shaking her head. I envisioned a thousand things right then, to do to make her laugh like that again.

“What are you doing out here, anyway?” he questioned.

“I just came out here to get away from all the mindless conversation, and I saw a deer. He ran when I tried to touch it, though.”

“Uh, yeah. I would imagine most animals would run. It’s called instincts.”

“And then I thought I heard something in the forest.”

“You should be careful. There are wild animals out there,” he warned her. “It might even be...” Then, pretending he was advancing on her, with crooked fingers and a ghastly open mouth. “A monster.”

I prepared, dreaded, feeling the possible fear fill her at the mere mention of my kind, but instead I felt something else entirely rush through her. Interest. My brows shot up as I watched her give her brother a fake chuckle and push him away.

“Let's go back,” she said. “Before Father decides to come out here himself.”

He gasped in mock shock. “Father, do something that doesn’t earn him money? I can’t even fathom the thought.”

“Well, he’s spending a whole lot of money on your wedding.”

Her brother scoffed. “Yeah, which will end up making him money in the long run. My engagement is nothing but part of a business negotiation, my wedding being the proverbial signature on the dotted line. He wants her father as a business partner, and cares very little for the fact that it’ll mean me gaining someone I have no affection for as my wife.”

Or that he’s taking the only person who cares about me away.

I realized then where her sadness and loneliness came from. Well, from the sounds of it, her father was the root, but her brother’s upcoming departure seemed like the more painful part.

“Maybe you’ll grow to love her,” she murmured.

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

Even I was unconvinced by his words.

“Well, negotiate with her. You know what father says.” Then, in a voice that had a deeper tone and matched the voice in her mind far too well, she added, “Everything is a negotiation. There’s always a deal to be made.”

Her brother chuckled. “Ah, yes. I can see it now. I ask her to just give me peace, and she’ll ask for all my money in exchange.”

“Don’t be so cynical, Matthew.”

“I’m trying not to be. Anyway, it’s not for another few months. I’ll still be around to annoy you for a little while longer.”

“For now, I just need you to keep all the men at this party away.”

Another growl left me at those words and both of their eyes came
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