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      Maddie is one of only one hundred humans remaining, living behind the high walls of the New Eden preserve in order to protect her from the monsters that rule the world. Though Maddie longs for love, all her attempts at trial marriages have failed—leaving her wondering if she’s lovable enough to find her happily ever after.

      Egorr the ogre wants a companion in life. When he applies for Maddie through the Human Companion program, they hit it off right away. Egorr is a gentle giant who adores Maddie’s good humor, and soon, they agree to a trial marriage.

      But Egorr is big in more ways than one. When their first attempt at intimacy doesn’t go as planned, the two must figure out how to navigate love, sex, and marriage together. Can Maddie truly open her heart when she’s afraid of being hurt again?
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      “All I’m asking for is a chair!” Tears are building behind my eyes, making them sting, as I try to get across once again what my basic needs are. “I just want a chair, Shisek. The table isn’t any good to me without a chair.”

      “Humans,” he says, flexing his long shadowy claws as he frowns. “First it was a bed. Then a couch. Now a chair?” He lets out that disapproving hiss I’ve come to despise.

      “Yes! Those are all things we need!” I’m trying so hard not to cry, not to give Shisek the gratification of letting him know how much he hurts me, but it’s biting at my cheeks with a painful intensity. “I can’t eat on the couch every day.”

      I don’t think I’ve been comfortable for even a moment since I moved in to do a trial marriage with Shisek. I knew he was a shadow demon, and shadow demons don’t need much in the way of furniture given how they can shift without a physical form through the world. His home is somewhere between dimensions, so it’s not easy to get furniture delivered, either.

      I knew all this, but I had hoped he would try harder to accommodate me, to make his house a home for me as the trial marriage rules stipulated. But the only thing he’d had ready for me when I moved in was a bed, as if that’s all a human needs to be happy.

      Now I’m starting to believe Shisek didn’t want me at all, and he’s just afraid of being lonely. He should be, given how grouchy and rude he’s been since I came here. Sometimes I think he applied for a human companion because even his own kind won’t tolerate him.

      Shisek’s glowing red eyes narrow. “I can’t afford to buy so many superfluous things,” he says, his form shifting as he moves across the shadowy room.

      “You should have thought of that before you applied for a human companion,” I growl back.

      This isn’t the first time we’ve fought over this subject—and many other subjects, too. Probably the most painful time was when I asked if we could have sex, and Shisek told me we had “some things to work out first.”

      I should have known that was the end, but I clung onto hope. I wanted this happily ever after so badly, and I wanted the freedom that Shisek gives me out in the world. He can shift into any size and shape he likes, and his great big fangs are enough to scare off any monsters who might want to hurt or eat me. It made him the perfect choice for a partner, or so I thought.

      Not that we’ve gone much of anywhere. Shisek is also a homebody, which means I haven’t even been to the grocery store. He simply orders what I want and picks it up on his way home from work. I’m trapped all day in this shadow house, unable to even step out the front door unless Shisek is with me to guide me back to the physical plane.

      “Yes,” Shisek finally answers. “I am coming to realize that applying for you was a mistake, Maddie.”

      The words are enough to send a shock of pure fury surging through my body. My tears break free at last, and they stream down my face as I shoot up from the couch.

      “Then take me back!” I want to just reach out and grab him, shake him by his collar, but he’s carefully dematerialized himself. “Take me home!”

      It turns out that was all I needed to say. That night, I pack my bags and Shisek silently leads me to the entrance to the shadow realm. There, his car is waiting for us, and he drives me back to New Eden without a word.

      “Good riddance,” I mutter as he pulls away, leaving me alone on the curb with my bags. But I can’t mask all my heartbreak with anger. When the car is gone, I sink down to my knees on the sidewalk and cry until one of the guards hears me. He helps me carry my things inside the high walls of the preserve, back to the place I thought I’d finally left for the last time.

      Now here I am, embarrassed by my failure and trapped in a prison once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the following days, I try not to let on how much it hurts that things fell apart with Shisek. I don’t want people to think I’m fragile, to know how much it aches to be sent home. I hug my parents, smiling, telling them how the breakup was mutual and amicable.

      But my best friend, Celeste, must sense that everything isn’t quite as I pretend, because she comes up with all sorts of activities for us to do together. She demands that I help her with the garden during the day, and in the evenings, she invites me over to cook and play cards. I’m usually the one who insists on our little friend group hanging out, but she’s taken up the mantle of urging us all to get together and do distracting activities.

      In the last few months, I’ve gotten a few new applications from monsters who are interested in me. I’ve ignored them, but tonight Celeste insisted that we sit down at the table together to shuffle through them, looking for the one who could be my perfect match.

      I have very low hopes.

      “What about this guy?” she asks, sliding over an application. The picture attached to it features a centaur, big and beefy in the shoulders and chest, with a handsome face and a gorgeous, dapple grey coat on his lower half. He’s beautiful, I have to admit, and is probably hung like a... well, like a horse.

      “How does that work?” I ask, cocking my head at the photograph. “Does he mount me?” I try to imagine this, and I wonder if it would even fit.

      Celeste furrows her brow. “I don’t know. It does seem like it might be complicated.”

      I push the application away and drop my head down on the table. It’s not really about the sex—though that is very important to me. It’s the idea of offering my heart again that haunts me, hoping that some centaur won’t stomp on it the way Shisek did.

      I was so thrilled the day I packed up my things, absolutely sure that this was my chance to find my happily ever after. And maybe the problem is that I was too eager, too blinded by my rose-colored glasses to see the truth about Shisek. Because truly, I hate it here in New Eden. There aren’t many humans left in the world, and those that are? We’re trapped behind these high walls to keep us safe from monsters that roam the world outside. It’s a boring existence. There’s so much out there in the world to do and see, and I could never see it unless I left.

      So I was willing to overlook the red flags if it meant freedom.

      Celeste pats my back. “What’s really wrong?” she asks. “There’s something bothering you.”

      It’s hard to hide from my best friend, who knows me better than even my own mother. My parents haven’t asked more than a couple of questions since I came back, but Celeste seems to have sussed out what I’m hiding.

      The tears come to my eyes before I can stop them.

      “What if no one wants me?” I ask, wiping my face. “What if I never get chosen by someone who I want to choose, too?” I push all the applications away, scattering them across the ground.

      Maybe I’m too much. Maybe I’m too energetic, or demanding, or needy. Maybe Shisek was my best chance at love and I blew it by asking for that chair.

      Celeste gasps. “Maddie!” She scoots her chair closer and wraps me up in a hug. “All of these monsters want you. They wouldn’t have applied for you otherwise.”

      “But I don’t want any of them!” My tears are flowing faster now. “I can’t end up with another Shisek. It would break me, Celeste.”

      Sometimes when it’s dark, I think no one will ever love me the way I want to be loved. I want freedom as much as I want companionship. I want to experience something as average and normal as grocery shopping. I want to make love, and have meals together, and cuddle up on the couch for a silly TV show with my companion in life.

      Celeste wipes my cheek with her thumb. “You won’t end up with another Shisek. You know what warning signs to look for now, and you know what you want. You just have to be a little patient until the right one comes along.”

      “I guess so,” I say, sniffling. “But I’m tired of waiting.”

      She nods. “I know. You want to be swept off your feet. And you deserve that.”

      When I’ve cooled off a little, I notice there’s just one application left on the table after my tantrum.

      NAME: EGORR

      There’s no last name—just “Egorr.”

      SPECIES: OGRE

      I’ve never had an ogre apply for me before. His photo is... unusual. He’s almost too big for the camera to capture, with a huge green body, and a big round head. He has no hair, and massive tusks protrude from his lower jaw, nearly curling up to his brows.

      At first, I think he’s the opposite of handsome with that squashed-looking nose and small eyes. But something in his smile, which looks awkward and a little forced, speaks to me. It’s like he’s holding in what he really is and putting on the face he thinks I would want.

      I’m curious what’s behind that smile.

      An ogre would certainly keep me safe out in the world, being eight feet tall and bigger than most other monsters we might encounter, save for giants. Immediately I think of how big his cock must be, and my eyes go wide.

      “Maddie?” Celeste asks, her gaze following mine to the application. She quirks an eyebrow. “An ogre?”

      I trace his smile in the photograph before realizing I should probably read the rest of the application.

      OCCUPATION: SOFTWARE DEVELOPER

      An ogre who programs computers? Huh. I don’t know why I expected him to be a lumberjack, or maybe a pro weightlifter. I read further on.

      “My life is pretty quiet,” his personal statement reads. “I want to share it with someone who I can come home to every day. I have a lot of love to give, and I just haven’t been able to find the person I want to give it to.”

      My heart twists in my chest. I know just what he means. I have so much devotion inside me, so much desire and longing, and nowhere for it to go. I want someone who has just as much to offer me in return. I want to love and feel loved completely.

      “What do you think?” asks Celeste. “Can you give it another try with someone else?”

      The more I look at the picture, the more I can imagine Egorr being handsome. With just that tiny glimpse of what he is inside, I could see myself being attracted to him, huge tusks and all.

      Maybe Celeste is right, and I can’t judge Egorr based on Shisek. This ogre is a whole separate, different person, and there’s a chance he could be just what I’m looking for.

      I check through the rest of the application, which contains all the notes from the resident director during the vetting process. She’s written down things like, “Very considerate,” “a little forgetful,” and “already has plans for decorating Maddie’s bedroom.”

      My heart swells just the smallest amount. An ogre certainly has furniture already, so that’s a plus. And I have a fantastic memory, so we should complement each other well.

      “All right,” I say with a sigh. “I’ll ask him to meet.”

      “Good.” Celeste’s smile is radiant and encouraging. “I think you’re brave to try again.”

      I swat away her compliment. “Now I just have to figure out what to wear!”
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      I’m a bundle of nerves after informing the resident director that I’d like to meet Egorr, but I try to play it cool. I spend two whole days mulling over what to wear for our meeting, and even get my mother’s input, though she has atrocious taste—but it’s not like Celeste’s is much better. I’m on my own when it comes to picking something out.

      Eventually I decide on a modest blue blouse with a matching polka-dot skirt, and my favorite blue flats. Hopefully Egorr doesn’t think I’m too overdone.

      I can’t think like that. If I don’t want a repeat of Shisek, I have to be my real self. I have to ask for what I want and need, and let my potential partner decide if he’s interested or not. Egorr sounds like a nice guy, but if how I dress is going to be a deal-breaker, I’d rather know now.

      Before our meeting, I find out what I can about ogres. They tend to be solitary, or so the internet says, and they build their homes in mountains and hills. Once married, they stay with their partner for life. They typically eat a lot to sustain their big bodies but only need a meal once or twice a day. I wonder how that would work when I need three squares daily.

      After reading the whole article, I’m more worried about our differences than ever. Would I fit into his life? Would he need to buy extra furniture to accommodate my much smaller size? Would he want to travel, to do things and explore the world, if he’s cooped up in his den alone all the time?

      Celeste comes over that morning to bring me breakfast and give me a pep talk, which is funny to me coming from someone who won’t even look at her own applications. She busies about, dropping encouraging words as I put on some light makeup. I want to disguise the bags under my eyes, but not hide who I am. I’m grateful to have her there, and before I head to the meeting, she gives me a big hug.

      “Something will work out for you,” she says. “I know it in my heart.”

      It’s cheesy, but I hope she’s right. I want to find my forever person.
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        * * *

      

      I try to gather up all my confidence before I step into the meeting room. I’m pretty and smart, and I know what I want. I’m not willing to accept half measures any longer. No more Shiseks.

      I don’t know if I believe all of it in my heart, but I’m going to pretend I do.

      Steeling myself, I head inside.

      When I open the door and peer through, I find Egorr’s already inside and talking with the resident director. He’s gigantic. Like, really, really big. His clothes are huge, too, and seem to be barely holding in his big chest and belly. His tusks are even longer in real life than they looked in his picture, but his head is just as empty of hair.

      Samantha spots me and says brightly, “Hi, Maddie!”

      Egorr turns around, and when he sees me, his mouth falls open.

      “Oh,” is all that comes out. Samantha gestures for me to come in, so I do, letting the door fall closed behind me. Egorr hasn’t stopped staring, and I wonder if I have something on my face.

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” the resident director says, giving me a broad smile. Then she lets herself out, and Egorr and I are by ourselves.

      I decide to jump right into it. “Hi!” I say cheerily, holding out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Egorr.”

      The ogre blinks a few times, like he’s just realized where we are and what we’re doing.

      “Hello,” he says, and his voice is incredibly deep, like a didgeridoo. “Thank you for meeting me, Maddie.”

      He shakes my hand, and his utterly dwarfs mine, his palm swallowing up my fingers. Then he releases me, and Egorr gestures politely to one of the couches. When I sit down, he finds his own seat on the couch opposite of me, so I feel like I’m going to a counseling session.

      “I should be the one thanking you for meeting me,” I say with a nervous laugh. “Thanks for, um, applying. And then coming all the way out here.”

      Though Egorr’s smile had looked a little forced in his application photo, this time when he smiles, the radiance of it takes me by surprise. His bulky lower lip pulls up on the sides, his tusks rising high on his face. He has such a big, wide mouth, and his eyes crinkle so adorably that it sets me at ease right away.

      “I was really happy to get the call,” he says, that booming voice sending a little shock down my spine. “I’ve been hoping for a while I’d hear from you.”

      “Really?” Now I feel terrible about how long I took to respond. I was just so weighed down with Shisek that I’d put it off, not even thinking about the monsters on the other side of the applications who might be waiting to hear from me.

      “Of course.” Egorr’s smile softens. “When I heard nothing, I got worried I might never get picked.”

      “Oh, sorry.” I drop my eyes to the floor. “I should have accepted or declined sooner. I just...” I shake off the flood of sadness that washes over me. “I’ve been busy, that’s all!”

      He nods. “I understand. I’m glad we get to meet now.” Egorr sits up straighter and adjusts the collar of his dress shirt. It’s clearly a little uncomfortable around his thick neck. “It’s not like I was doing much.”

      “So you work in computers,” I say, deciding to turn the conversation toward getting to know Egorr better. “Tell me about that?”

      He tenses up, like this subject makes him nervous. “Not a lot to say, I suppose. I go to the office, I write software code and hunt down bugs, then I come home.” That wide smile has fallen off his face. “It’s not very exciting.”

      “I think it’s exciting,” I say. I’ve never met someone who works on computers, and I’m not all that good at using them myself. “What kind of software?”

      He blinks. “Oh. Well.” Egorr clears his throat. “You know the CGI in movies and games?”

      I nod. “Like when something blows up?”

      “Exactly. I work on the software that other companies use to make computer-generated effects like that.”

      This actually is very exciting.

      “So your stuff has been in movies?”

      Egorr chortles. “I guess you could say that, in an indirect way. They use the tools I’ve helped develop.”

      “So…” I find I’ve been twirling my hair in my nervousness, and I drop my hand immediately. “What do you do for fun, Egorr?”

      The happiness falls from his face. “Oh, um. Not a ton. I play video games in the evenings, usually, to relax after work. But sometimes I work late, then just go home and go to bed.”

      I cock my head. “Is that part of the job? Do your coworkers work late, too?”

      Egorr shrugs. “No, they all have families they go home to, so they’re always eager to leave right at five o’clock.”

      I can hear the words he isn’t saying: But I’m not. He doesn’t have a family of his own, though if I gathered anything from his application, it’s that he wants one more than anything else.

      “If you had someone at home, would you still work late?” It’s an important question, because I don’t want to be left home alone all day long. I expect I’ll have to entertain myself most of the time, but it’s not worth it if we can’t see each other in the evenings.

      “Oh, of course not!” Egorr’s brows are high on his forehead. “I would ditch work as soon as possible if I had, um… someone at home.”

      I think he means me, and it makes my heart beat a little faster.

      But there is a sticking point. He wants a family. I can’t give him children, not as we’re different species. Is that something he wants?

      “Can I ask a blunt question?” I say. Not that I know how to ask in any other way.

      He cocks his head. “Sure.”

      “Why not a lady ogre?”

      Egorr’s eyes go even wider, and I don’t think that’s what he was expecting me to say. His mouth opens like he’s about to answer, but then he closes it again and looks away, his green cheeks turning a darker color.

      “What?” I lean forward. I know humans are incredibly desirable among monsters. We’re cute, we’re helpless, we’re small. Whatever it is about us, they want a taste. So I need to know why Egorr applied for me specifically—and I don’t want it to be because I’m small and cute and maybe a good hole for his cock.

      “Well,” Egorr says, swallowing hard, “I’m not, um... I’m not very interested. In other ogres.” He raises his eyes shyly to mine. “I hope this doesn’t sound strange, but I’ve never dated one. We aren’t very common, and I’ve always been attracted to, well...” He’s sweating now, and he wipes it away with the back of his hand. “Something else, I suppose? I was in a relationship with a bigfoot for a while. After her, I dated a nymph, but that didn’t go very far.”

      So he’s been with others like me? Nymphs are a little taller than humans, but similar in shape and size. They’re just lucky they have forest magic to protect them out in the world, or else they might be monster meat, too.

      “Oh.” So it’s not that he’s attracted to humans, specifically, he’s just really not into his own kind. “Okay. That makes sense.”

      “That was probably a lot of information you didn’t need to know,” Egorr says with a self-deprecating chuckle.

      “No!” I say it a little too loud. “I mean, no, it’s helpful for me. And I sort of understand.” Should I fess up? The fact I’ve also tried to date and failed? “Part of the reason I didn’t call sooner, Egorr... is I got out of a relationship that went wrong.”

      Egorr’s whole face falls. His big, bulky jaw is overtaken by his frown. “I’m so sorry.”

      I shrug, pretending to be much more aloof than I feel. “It’s okay. We weren’t a good fit. I think he was using me so he wouldn’t feel lonely.” I swallow hard to keep the pain and betrayal from showing on my face. “Just took me a while to get over it.”

      “But you were clearly still sad when it ended,” Egorr says, reaching across the space between the couches to put a big, comforting hand on my arm. It’s gigantic, each of his blunt fingernails twice as big as my own thumb.

      “Yeah,” I admit. “I guess I was sad. I thought it was for real between us, and it wasn’t. He made that pretty clear by the end.”

      He nods. “I felt that way about Asha. My last girlfriend.” He sighs. “But it was completely one-sided. We went on a few dates, and I fell hard for her, but she wasn’t interested, not really. She cheated on me only a few months into the relationship.”

      Instantly, I
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