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      I stare at the wall.  A poster of Robbie Williams, faded and curled in the corners stares right back at me.  I've been sitting on my bed in my childhood room for the past two months, an open suitcase spilling out my meager belongings on the floor and watching the dust motes dance in the light.

      My mum has stopped trying to get me to leave the room.  Now she just leaves a tray outside the door which I pick at, then put back.

      I hate this so much, I hate what he made me.  Darius, the supposed love of my life.  The man I was planning to marry.

      The man I caught in our bed with our next-door neighbor.  I could hardly blame her, after all, she was young and impressionable.  Darius was a smooth-talking older (to her) man, with an impressive job as a lawyer and a BMW.

      He was also a massive prick.

      Shame he didn’t actually have one to write home about.  The phrase ‘is it in yet?’ was coined just for him.

      Of course, I couldn’t see any of this until his cheating was exposed to me in such a brazen fashion.  He didn’t even apologize as I stormed out of the door.

      When I came back the dick bag had changed the locks and put my suitcase on the doorstep.

      I blamed myself entirely as I dragged my sorry arse back up from London to the small corner of North West England I called home until the bright lights of the big smoke called me.

      All the signs that Darius was bad news were there.  The few friends I had made in London tried to warn me.  He persuaded me to give up my job as a nurse and stay home.  Once I did, he seemed to spend very little time there, often staying out all night and blaming work.

      Now I’m back home, looking at my peeling posters, feeling like I’ve been shattered into a hundred pieces and hating myself for what I’ve become.

      I flop back on the bed.  Outside in the garden with the view over to the ruins of the castle, birds sing.  They’re too damn happy.  I shove my head under the pillow to drown it all out.  If I’m lucky I’ll sleep and for a few brief hours, I won’t know what a mess I’ve made of my life.
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      This is not ideal.  I'd only crawled under the bed in this empty bedroom to heal my wounds after the run-in with the fire demon.

      As a shadow griffon, I often assisted the gargoyles in the fight against the creatures from the Lowerworld, but as I didn't have their leathery skin and huge wings, I mostly assisted with passing messages, making sure their roosts were well-supplied and collecting the tithes due to them.

      I wasn't normally a fighter, even though my wings, furry lion body, and tail along with my horns might suggest.  I could fight, only I knew my talents lay elsewhere.  So when I was ambushed, I was lucky to get away with a few injuries which would heal of their own accord, providing I had somewhere quiet and warm to hide out.

      Fire demons can track their prey, and the only way to cast them off the scent is to cover it with that of a human.  This is why, after I exited the Lowerworld through the castle portal, this house was perfect.  Stinking of humans, but with a single empty room.

      At least it was empty when I slipped under the bed.  When I emerged from a deep healing sleep, there was a human female in occupation.

      And she has not left the room since.  Not whilst I've been conscious anyway.  Although I've been slipping in and out while I heal, the time has got away from me.

      I need to get back to my fellow warriors.  I need to tell them about the fire demons.  But until this female leaves, I’m stuck under this bed.

      Why she is not leaving, I don’t quite understand.  She doesn’t seem to have any of the usual human bustle about her.  Humans are always rushing.  This one isn’t.  She just sits on the bed making snuffling noises.

      At night I’ve risked peeping out.  Most of the time she’s awake, but one time she was asleep.

      She is very pretty, with long golden hair that curls around her face, spreading over the pillow like the tendrils of a Kraken, full lips which remind me of a banshee, all perfect and plump, ready to sing.  Then she moved and I dove back under to my hiding place, my wounds screaming at me.

      I need to get out of here, my injuries are not improving anymore and I need the healing power of the Pikity witch and I need to warn my friends.

      The demons are coming and they have more power than ever before.
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      Something makes me jump awake.  A noise perhaps.  In the darkness outside my window, an owl releases a long low hoot.  I fling myself over onto my back in frustration at being awake and my phone tumbles off my nightstand onto the floor.

      With a string of curses, I dangle my arm off the bed, trying to reach it.

      I can’t.

      Further curses have me sliding off the edge, reaching down for the glowing screen.  As I pick it up, it illuminates the area under my bed.  I don’t know why I look, but I do.

      And a pair of eyes, flashing like a mirror, look back at me.

      My heart goes into overdrive, pounding against my chest as if it’s trying to batter its way out.  I can’t move.

      The eyes blink.

      I should be frightened.  But there’s something in the blink.  Something…vulnerable?

      Has a cat gotten into my room somehow?

      "Hello kitty,"  I say trying to sound kind but my voice cracks hoarsely from lack of speech and too much crying.

      Something shifts under my bed.  Something…massive.

      “I’m not a kitty.”  The deepest darkest male voice I’ve ever heard rolls out from under my bed.

      I fling myself up and back onto the bed, clutching my phone to my chest.

      “If you just get out and leave me alone,” I stumble out, every part of me shaking, “I won’t call the police.”

      There’s a scuffling and slithering underneath me.  Whatever I saw, it was a huge…man.  How long has he been under there?  Fear grips me.

      A shadow moves in the corner of my room, the part where the light from the gibbous moon blazing in through my open curtains doesn’t reach.

      This is not a man.

      “What are you?”  The whisper leaves my lips before I can stop myself.

      What limps into the moonlight is the last thing I was expecting.

      Over six foot tall, taller with the black horns which twist from his head, feathery wings rustle behind him.  The dark skin on his naked muscular torso glitters, and his brilliant blue eyes are like sapphires on black velvet.  A tail whips gently back and forth.

      He is a beautiful monster.

      A beautiful, ripped monster, who clutches at his stomach and stumbles forward with a groan.
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      I don’t want to frighten the pretty female.  I had hoped if I hid in the shadows long enough, she might think she was dreaming and go back to sleep.

      I am used to being alone, to providing assistance to my fellow creatures, and then returning to the shadows.  I have no need for company.  No need to feel happiness.  I only have my job, protecting the Upper and Lower worlds from the demons of the Underworld.  I should not be thinking of anything else.  I should never think of my own happiness.

      But she doesn’t.  Her eyes, a stunning green stare into the darkness.  When she asks for me, I have no option but to reveal my true form.

      Only this is the most I’ve done since I crept under the bed and a spike of pain rips through me from the demon injury and I let out a groan of pain, my legs buckling under me.

      “Oh!” The female is off the bed and has her arm around me in the blink of an eye, helping me sit on the end of the bed.  “Are you hurt?”

      “It’s nothing, a little scratch.”

      “Do you…want anything to eat, or drink?  Can I get you anything?”  She runs her hand over my arm, those green eyes studying my face.

      “Are you not scared of me?”  I double up a little to make my stomach hurt less.

      “A little, but you’re hurt and it doesn’t matter.”  She waves a slightly shaking hand.  “I’m Phillipa.  My friends call me Flick.”

      "Atlas,"  I respond.  "My friends call me Atlas,"  I add as it seems to be important to her.  "I haven't eaten for a few days.  I don't when I'm healing."  I shake my head at my own stupidity of being caught, not just by the demons but by Flick.  "I'll just leave. I'm breaking all the rules by letting you see me at all."

      I go to stand, but my legs are not prepared to hold my weight.  I thought I was more healed, but I’m clearly not.

      “You’re not in any fit state to go anywhere.”  The female puts her hand on my shoulder and pushes me back down.  The warm appendage remains there, while the other explores my horns in a way that makes my cock stir.

      I can't possibly be reacting to a human-like this!

      “I can’t stay, I don’t want to get into trouble with the monster council any more than I already am.”  I garble out, trying not to twist on the bed to hide my growing arousal the more she touches me.

      “The monster council?” Her eyes are wide.

      "They don't take kindly to monster-human interaction.  The less the humans know about us and the work we do the better."

      “Monsters work?”  She gasps.  “What do they…you…do?”

      Gods dammit, my foggy brain, filled with pain is not helping.  I shouldn’t even be talking to this sweet female, let alone telling her about the monster council.

      “There’s a war between the Lowerworld and the Upperworld.  If humans knew, they’d probably just make it worse.”  I wince as the pain gets worse.

      “Is this why you’re injured?  In the war?”

      My head is really spinning now.  I thought I was healing, but it seems my time spent under the bed has not helped at all.  The fire demon must have had strong magic.

      I look down at my thigh.  Thick green slime oozes from the slash wound.  Its claws were poisoned.

      “Atlas?”  Flick has her hand on my cheek.  “What can I do?  How can I help?”

      Her face fades in and out of darkness.  “I need…”

      The darkness claims me.
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