
        
            
                
            
        

    

My Gargoyle Bodyguard 

	Possessive Monsters Book 0.5

	By Maggie Mayhem

	Copyright © 2023 Maggie Mayhem

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or used in whole or in part, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the publisher’s prior written permission.

	This is a work of fiction, and the characters and incidents found within are products of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to persons, living or deceased, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

	 

	


Chapter 1

	Emily

	I sat at the bar of the dimly lit dive with smoke-stained walls and red velvet booths, nursing my gin and tonic. My thoughts were a jumbled mess of disbelief, betrayal, and hurt. But mostly, I was just pissed.                                                                                      

	I couldn’t believe Mark broke up with me not two weeks after I’d left for a job contract in the city. Over. The. Fucking. Phone.

	He’d done it in the middle of the workday too. I’d had to paste on a happy face until 5 p.m. rolled around. Then I’d gone straight home and dove for the pint of Ben and Jerry’s, the only thing I had in my freezer. It hadn’t helped much. My blood still boiled with his betrayal.

	Two weeks. That was all it took for him to give up on us. He’d claimed the distance was too difficult for him, as if I’d moved across the ocean. We were only a few hours apart, and I’d planned on driving home every weekend.

	It was the thought of driving home to visit my family and bumping into the asshat that had me scouring the streets of my neighborhood, desperate to find a bar within walking distance of my shabby apartment.

	I was ready to drink away the memory of the douche canoe back home. I just wasn’t ready for the big city prices, which was why I was sitting here with my third and last drink, a gin and tonic, because it glowed under black lights.

	The kicker? This place didn’t even have black lights. All that glowiness wasted.

	I didn’t want to go back home and stare at my unopened moving boxes. Somewhere in one of those boxes was a teddy bear Mark had given me. I was liable to start a bonfire in my tiny studio if I found it.

	I hadn’t noticed when I’d first walked in, too focused on getting my ass to the bar, but this bar wasn’t like any I’d ever been in. All the patrons gave off otherworldly vibes. Vibes I didn’t quite catch until now. There were more men than women, and most of them towered over me. I caught the glow of yellow eyes from all around.

	I was surrounded by monsters. I squinted at the faded words on the glass: The Howling Wolf. Werewolves, then. 

	Despite being only a few hours’ drive from Darlington, my small town was mostly human. I didn’t know many monsters. Coming to Darlington had been a big culture shock. 

	I glanced around, curious to see what monsters did at the bar on Friday nights, and was a bit disappointed to find out they did exactly what regular folks did. They drank, talked too loudly, played darts, and flirted with the few women in the place. I hadn’t realized this place was a sausage fest, either, until now. 

	The skin on my arms tingled a warning, and I looked up at the door moments before he walked in—a tall, muscular man with steely gray eyes. He wasn’t the type of man I usually went for, but I couldn’t look away. He was sculpted like a bodybuilder jacked up on steroids, and he was tall, too. So tall he had to duck to get through the door.

	Even then, I sensed he was much bigger than he looked; probably from a glamor. There were some monsters who still hid their true faces from the world. The Wall might have fallen four years ago, exposing the magical creatures among us, but not everyone was ready to accept demons and minotaurs as their neighbors. 

	Our eyes met, and for the longest second, we stared at each other like total idiots. 

	Oh yeah, definitely not human. Not with eyes like that. Illusion couldn’t hide everything. Not a werewolf, though, because they didn’t need a glamor spell.

	I wondered how much of his masculine perfection was an illusion and how much was real. The muscles on him put Mr. Universe to shame. My first thought was that I’d finally found Mr. Right, but then I remembered that my boyfriend just broke up with me, so it was probably just a rebound calling. 

	I was also a bit tipsy. Maybe he wasn’t as perfect as he appeared. I wondered what he’d look like in the morning. 

	I shook my head, breaking our eye contact. I was not going home with him, or anyone else, for that matter. I was here to celebrate my newly minted singleness. Alone. And I’d leave alone. 

	Mr. Perfect Body, Steely Eyes turned and made a beeline straight for me, and I swallowed hard, trying to remind myself that one-night stands weren’t my thing. Before he could make it across the room, a greasy guy with way too much Axe body spray sidled up and plopped his ass down in the stool next to me.

	“Hello sweetheart,” he said with a salacious grin. “How ’bout we kick this joint and head over to somewhere more fun?”

	I leaned away from him. “Umm, no thank you. I’m not interested.” I tried to be polite, but what I really wanted to do was tell him to get lost. 

	“Aww, don’t be like that. It’ll be fun.” He got up and grabbed my arm, pulling me up off my stool.

	Those drinks must have been stronger than I’d thought, because the sudden movement had the entire bar spinning, red velvet upholstery and all.  I stumbled, and my heel landed in an awkward position. The snap was so loud I heard it through all the noise of the rowdy bar.

	Fuck! These were the only pair of heels I’d brought over from home. 

	“Hands off!” I pulled my arm back and was about to give him a shove when Tall, Dark, and Handsome stepped between us.

	“Get your hands off my woman, Paul.” The voice was low and growly and went straight to my core.

	I turned and was greeted by the widest chest in the world. Mr. Perfect Body, Steely Eyes wore a tight t-shirt that highlighted the dips and curves of every muscle. I was drooling. 

	“Your woman, old man? Griff, you’ve been coming here every night for years and I ain’t never seen you with no woman.” The man’s face curled into a snarl. “She’ll run the moment she knows what you are.”

	What he was? I had to admit I had no idea what type of monster he was; I was crap at seeing through illusions. What would make me run? A spider shifter? I took in Griff’s massive form again. No way. Shifters had human forms. 

	I had no idea why Paul would call him old, either. Griff didn’t look a day over thirty. Could he be hiding his age with the illusion as well? I imagined him with graying hair and a few wrinkles. He’d be just as attractive, a total silver fox. 

	“This one’s mine, so get your grubby paws off her.” Griff punctuated his words with a low growl. 

	I understood he called me his only to get Paul to leave, but that didn’t stop me from feeling giddy from the words. 

	Griff grabbed Paul by the shoulders and lifted him up off the seat until his feet were dangling in the air.

	“Watch it. Don’t start a fight in my bar,” said the gruff-looking bartender, who’d stopped to watch the altercation. He turned to me, and his expression mellowed. “You okay there, girl? As long as you’re at my bar, you’re under my protection. Anyone bother you that you don’t like, holler, you hear?”

	“Umm, yes. Thanks.”

	He narrowed his eyes at the two men, his displeasure highlighting the scar slashing across one eye. “Paws off, both of you. No fighting. I’ll be charging both of you for everything you break.”

	“I have the money. I’ll take the risk,” Griff said nonchalantly before tossing Paul on the ground. He managed to miss everything but a single chair, which looked like it had lived a tough life already. Nothing broke. The chair survived to face another day. 

	“Hey, Paul. Let it go.” It was the bartender again. “Griff can pummel you, and I don’t want to clean up the mess.”

	Paul wasn’t a complete idiot, because he let it go, mumbling something about cold bitches as he walked away.

	Griff looked like he was about to go after him for referring to me as a bitch, so I reached out and put a hand on his brawny forearm. Electricity zinged through my fingers, and if my hand weren’t stuck to him like glue, I would have pulled away.

	“Thank you. My name is Emily.” I held out my other hand. 

	“Emily,” he growled, like he wanted to devour me whole, and I squeezed my legs together to stop my body’s reaction.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	Griff

	As soon as my gaze fell on her from the other side of the bar, I knew she was mine. I’d never felt a pull like this before. There was a spark of recognition even though I’d never seen her. I was filled with a sense of wonder, and I couldn’t stop staring at the little human before me. 

	She had to be human. I sensed nothing extra about her; no special magic or enchantment. What I saw was what I got, and my inner gargoyle loved everything. Her eyes traveling up and down my body had every nerve in me lighting up with awareness. She must approve of what she saw, too.

	I got that response often when I was in glamor, though, and it didn’t mean much. It was hard to ignore someone my size, especially since I worked hard for my muscles. My gargoyle nature meant that my muscles were naturally toned, but I still had to do the work for the mass. Skinny gargoyles resembled oversized goblins. I had nothing against goblins, but it wasn’t a particularly good look, so I made sure to eat enough and hit the home gym.

	Paul, our resident wolf shifter man-whore, had hit a nerve with his comment about her running when she found out what I was. They always did, which was why I’d never felt a need to chase the fairer sex. Until now. 

	I sat down next to the mesmerizing woman. I wanted to learn everything about her. It only took me a moment to notice the aura of sadness surrounding her. I hadn’t noticed it before, but it was clear now.

	“You are new here.” I was never good with small talk, but I’d do anything to hear more of her voice. “What brings you to The Howling Wolf?”

	Her face reddened a bit. “I was just looking for the closest place with a drink.” She motioned to the mostly finished gin and tonic in front of her. “I just moved into the neighborhood.”

	She did? This meant I’d be seeing her more often, especially since I lived just above the bar. She probably had no idea she’d stepped right into a shifter pub. There were a few human regulars, but they already knew what was up.

	Drunken shifters meant accidental shifts, especially during brawls. We no longer had The Wall to hide all the little transgressions. And, technically, we didn’t need to hide our true forms anymore, now that the world knew about us. 

	“Where are you from?” I asked.

	“A small town a few hours away. I’m here in the big city for work.”

	Darlington wasn’t exactly New York or Los Angeles. In fact, just a few years ago, it was barely a blip on the map, despite having been founded over a century before. The Wall had kept this place secret because of the sheer number of magical creatures and monsters living here. The last few years had seen Darlington propelled to prominence on the world map.

	It was still strange to hear it called “the big city.”

	“The night is still young. I can show you around the city,” I suggested. “This little bar isn’t the best representation of what Darlington has to offer.” I hadn’t checked out any of the other places lately, choosing to stay at this little bar since I lived above the building. But for her, I’d venture out. 

	The Howling Wolf, and the rest of the building, belonged to Daryl, a retired EA—the once secret agency that policed the paranormal, magical, and monstrous—enforcer with a giant scar over one eye. He used to be a lone wolf, refusing to settle down with a pack. Technically, my name was on the deed as well, but I preferred to stay under the radar, so I let him have the place in name. 

	Many had been surprised when Daryl quit his job and opened up a bar right next to pack territory. Most wolf packs stayed in the rural areas, but the wolves of Darlington were a special bunch. Daryl still claimed he was a loner, but we all knew better. 

	“Really? I’d love to have a guide.” Her excitement was palpable through the air between us, but then her face fell. “But I broke my heel when Paul pulled me up. Can I take a rain check?” 

	She looked at me with her big brown eyes, and I couldn’t say no. I would never be able to say no to her for anything.

	“Of course. Can I see your shoe? Maybe I can fix it.” There wasn’t much some strong glue, and a vice couldn’t fix. 

	“Sure.”

	She lifted her dainty little foot up, and I took it and placed it on my lap. The heel had separated from the rest of the sole. While I was sure she could walk very carefully, it would not do for a night out. 

	“I can fix it for you if you want to come over.” I put my hands up defensively before she could refuse. “There’s no pressure. I live just upstairs above the bar. If you say no, I won’t be upset.

	I waited for her response, afraid that she would refuse. 

	“Griff is safe,” Daryl called. “If he had a history of kidnapping pretty women, I’d know about it. I’d never let it happen in my own building. Scout’s honor.”

	“Daryl used to be an enforcer for the EA,” I explained. 

	“Enforcers are like cops, right?” she asked. She must have been sheltered in her small town.

	“Naw,” Daryl said. “We’re better. We’re actually well-funded enough to be properly trained.”

	That had Emily grinning ear to ear, a great big genuine smile that chased away all the sadness I’d felt from her just minutes ago. She turned back to me. “Of course. I’ll text a friend so she knows where I am.”

	When she looked up from her phone again, I held out an arm for her. I realized as she started limping that she couldn’t put weight on one foot, so I scooped her up into my arms. 

	“Eeeek!” she squeaked as she threw her arms around my neck. 

	I grinned at her, and she giggled, her laughter lighting up the place. Then I nodded to Daryl and started out the side entrance, ducking through the doorway that was just a bit too short. The side entrance opened into the rest of the building, with a bunch of shops that had closed for the night. I carried her to the elevators.

	“You weren’t kidding when you side you live above the bar.”

	“Nope. I’ve lived here for years. Daryl and I have known each other for a long time.” I stepped into the elevator with her still in my arms. 

	I hadn’t just known Daryl for a long time. I owed him my life, which was why I stood guard at the top of this building instead of living with my brothers in their shared penthouse atop the city’s most prestigious luxury condo. 

	As the elevator rose to the roof, its horrible music playing, Emily cuddled in close and didn’t ask to be let down. A sense of contentment filled my being. 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	Emily

	I leaned my head against Griff’s chest as he stepped out onto the rooftop. I loved that he carried me like I weighed nothing at all. I felt like a delicate flower and not someone who’d just downed a whole tub of ice cream earlier today.

	When he’d said he lived above the bar, I’d thought he lived on the floor above. I hadn’t expected him to take me straight up to the roof. There, lo and behold, was a well-kept rooftop patio up here and a separate apartment.

	It was as if someone had magically transported a fairy tale cottage, complete with a container wildflower garden, onto the building’s roof. There were two rows of lights on either side of the path leading to the door. I had no idea such a beautiful gem could be hidden within the concrete blocks. 

	I expected Griff to let me down to open the door, but instead, he instructed me to reach into his pocket to find the keys. I did and found more than just his keys. I reached a little too far and found the hard ridge of his arousal. I yanked my hands out as my face turned red.

	I must have had the same effect on him as he did on me, but I didn’t want to come across as too forward. I didn’t want him to think I was like that with everyone. I wasn’t. 

	We were here to fix my shoe. I didn’t want him to think this was just a one-night stand or something like that. I didn’t want to get under someone to get over someone. I wanted this to be more. It felt important, and this wasn’t just my disappointment in my ex talking. 

	“Keys?” he asked, straight-faced, as if I didn’t just fondle his junk.

	Oh yes, I still needed to open the door. I reached into his pocket again, this time finding the key ring warmed by his body, and fished it out. I unlocked the door, and he walked in, carrying me. He kicked the door closed behind him and leaned down so I could lock it. 

	He plopped me down onto the most comfortable couch ever, knelt in front of me, and removed my shoes. For a moment, I felt very much like Cinderella meeting her Prince Charming, except my shoes were a wreck, and he was taking them off, not putting them on.

	Now all I could think about was him taking more of my clothes off. I was glad he couldn’t read my mind. I’d never felt like this about someone before, and I didn’t just mean wanting to jump in bed. I’d never been one to believe in love at first sight. Damn; if I didn’t know any better, I’d think he’d put a spell on me.

	“Let me get the glue and get this thing set up.” He opened a drawer, dug around a bit, and took out a tube of glue. He read the back. “It sets in a few hours, and you can’t put weight on it for at least forty-eight. Oops.” He scratched his head. “I didn’t think about that. You said you lived around here. I don’t mind carrying you home or—”

	Carry me? All the way home? I didn’t live far, but my apartment was a good three blocks away.

	“Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do that!” I protested. “That’s a long way to carry me.”

	“I don’t mind, really. You’re light as a feather.”

	He was kidding, right? He looked honest. He was pretty huge; maybe to him, I was as light as a feather. 

	“Or you can stay here.” He looked so hopeful it was almost cute. “Do you have anywhere to be tomorrow morning?”

	Did I want to stay? Yeah, I did. I totally did. Tomorrow was a Saturday, and luckily, I didn’t have work. “No, I’m free all day.”

	“Perfect. You can stay here with me.” He looked a bit unsure after the words left his mouth, but I changed that quickly.

	“Sure! I’d love to,” I said, before I could change my mind.

	The unsure look faded and was replaced with a dazzling, panty-wetting smile. “Does that mean I have you all night and tomorrow too?”

	I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to be just another notch on his bedpost, but I didn’t want to leave, either. I also didn’t know how to express my concern without seeming like a stage-five clinger. 

	“I’m not usually this forward. I mean, I don’t go home with strangers.” I looked at my hands, feeling awkward.

	He tilted my chin to face him. “I don’t either. I saw you and just knew you were the one. Don’t you feel it? “

	I did. And it was strange. An inexplicable longing. I nodded.

	“Tonight, we will just sleep and cuddle. Get to know each other. Will that make you feel better?” He settled on the couch and pulled me into his arms.

	I tried to hide the disappointment that he didn’t want me right away, as I did him. It must have shown on my face anyway because he immediately held me tighter.

	“It’s not because I don’t want you, because I do. I want you so much I feel I could die. But you’ve had a few drinks, and I don’t want you to regret anything. I don’t want you to doubt anything between us.” 

	That was very noble and sweet of him. It sounded almost too good to be true. Paul’s words about me leaving once I found out what he was circled in my head. I still had no idea, but I wasn’t sure if it was rude to ask, so I didn’t.

	What would make the average woman run? A naga? I wasn’t scared of snakes. A lizardman? I liked lizards. Would a kraken be up on land? How did I feel about tentacles? 

	“If you still want me when you wake up tomorrow, then you’re all mine. Agreed?” He looked up from my heel, which he had cleaned and glued.

	“Agreed!”

	The sexy grin he rewarded me with was enough to turn my knees to jelly. He stared into my eyes as he inched closer. He was going to kiss me!

	Big hands cupped my face possessively and pulled me the rest of the way to him before his lips plundered mine. He explored every inch of my mouth, his tongue dancing with mine and sending sparks of electricity through my body. Every touch had me feeling sensations I couldn’t describe.

	I melted into him as his hand slid from my face to tangle in my hair. Tingles shot down my spine and between my legs from his touch. I’d never been so turned on in my life; not from just a kiss. I surrendered to being completely enveloped in a blissful haze that was Griff. When he finally pulled away to let me breathe, I was floating in mid-air in his arms. 

	His phone was buzzing, so he fished it from his pocket to read the message.

	“It’s the kitchen downstairs,” he explained. “They want to know if we want anything before he closes for the night. You hungry? It’s on me.”

	“Actually, I just want something to drink. Something non-alcoholic.” I knew better than to go to bed without some extra water. Hungover me wasn’t pretty.

	He got up and walked over to the kitchen as he called in his food order. Covering the microphone, he whispered, “Juice, tea, or water?”

	“Water’s fine, thanks.” 

	He returned with my water in one hand and a laptop in another.

	“Instead of showing you around this town’s nightlife, I thought we could start with all the great places to visit during the day. Get all the tourist places out of the way, so you have something to call home about.”

	The idea of calling home brought up Mark and having to face him the next time I headed back to my small town. There was really no avoiding anyone there. But then, I imagined showing up with Griff instead and seeing the look on his face. 

	Griff put a flag marker on the map. “This area is where all the artsy, fartsy stuff is. The museum, art gallery, a bunch of little boutiques.” Then he dragged two more markers to spots on the map. “And here’s the big aquarium and biosphere. And this one is the conservatory. We can also just take a walk around downtown for all the general sightseeing.”

	His phone buzzed again, then he left briefly to pick up his order, but not before pulling a fluffy blanket from a chest behind the couch and tucking it around me. He gave the top of my head a kiss before stepping outside. 

	He returned just minutes later with a box full of greasy pub food. Of course, someone his size would need a bunch of calories.  

	We spent the rest of the evening planning out tomorrow but ended up planning the entire weekend instead. I stole several fries to help soak up the alcohol and even took a bit of his burger. Nestled up against his massive body, I felt the safest I’d ever felt and was filled with a sense of belonging. 

	When I started yawning and nodding off on his shoulder, he put aside the laptop, lifted me up off the couch into his arms, and carried me to the bedroom. The king-size bed was clearly meant only for one very big Griff, but we both managed to fit squished in. And despite being in a strange city, with strange city noises all around us, I managed to fall asleep the moment he tucked me into his arms. 

	 

	


Chapter 4

	Griff

	The next morning, we found Emily’s apartment building completely blocked off. The smell of sulfur burned my nose. 

	“Sorry, but you can’t go in there,” said an EA Enforcer standing outside the cordoned-off area. He didn’t look like a monster, and he wasn’t wearing an illusion, but he scented faintly of magic.

	“But I live here.” Emily twisted her hands together. “Can’t I at least pick up a few things?”

	We’d decided to stop off by her place so she could change into something more comfortable for our day exploring the city. As much as I loved seeing her shapely calves in those heels, they weren’t quite ready to be put through their paces. 

	“I’m sorry. It’s too dangerous with the leak to let you in. If you need your laptop for work, I can send a colleague in to pick it up for you. It might take a day or two to clear out. If you leave us your name and number, we’ll give you a call when the leak is fixed.”

	“It’s not a leak,” I grumbled. At least not the type of leak he was hinting at. Whatever happened here involved magic, and a lot of it, too.

	The enforcer narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re not the Redrock we usually work with.”

	“No, that would be one of my brothers.”

	“A leak is the story, and I’m sticking to it,” the enforcer said drolly.

	The EA had always been extremely secretive, so much so that the word had been in their original name—Secret Enforcement Agency. However, they hadn’t been able to keep all their secrets after The Wall fell. 

	“But we’d never saddle civilians with the cost. Any hotel bills or purchased goods that result from this will be reimbursed in full. Just save the receipts.”

	“I guess I can wear these clothes another day,” Emily said, turning to me. She sniffed herself. “Or not. It smells like The Howling Wolf.” 

	The enforcer made a disgusted noise. “At least bring the lady somewhere better.”

	I ignored him. “A quick change of plans, then. We go shopping first, and then we hit up the Conservatory.”

	“At least I’ll get reimbursed. I can’t wait to get out of these shoes.”

	I guided her back to my Ford Raptor. I didn’t get to use my pickup here in the city often, but I refused to give it up for a city car. After breaking free of the wizard who had once spelled us into our stone forms to guard his castle, my brothers and I had amassed quite a fortune. I didn’t spend it on much. Other than everyday living, my vehicle was the one splurge I’d allowed myself. 

	Emily sat in the passenger seat as I called my brother Grayson. 

	“Hey, Gray, I need some info about an apartment building near my place. It’s currently blocked off by the EA. You have any idea what’s going on?”

	“Oh, that one. Some witch on the third floor had a bit of a magical mishap and accidentally opened up a portal for a bunch of ghouls. The witch didn’t survive, but they managed to get everyone else out before the ghouls broke out of the apartment. They got a team hunting them down now.”

	“A witch?” Emily gasped. 

	“Who’s that?” Grayson asked. 

	I’d considered hiding Emily from my nosy brothers but realized it was impossible, especially if I planned on having her around forever. 

	“That’s Emily. She lives in the building.”

	“Hey, Emily. I’m sorry you met the least handsome of the Redrock brothers first. But about your apartment, I’d get away from there as soon as possible. Especially if your apartment was anywhere near the witch’s. Several of the ghouls got out.”

	“You said she was on the third floor. I’m on the third floor.”

	I tightened my hand on Emily’s thigh. “We should leave now and get away from the building.”

	“If you need a warded place, you can always bring her to Redrock. Nice meeting you, Emily.” Then Grayson hung up.

	“What’s happening?” Emily asked, a hint of fear in her voice. 

	I hated that she felt this way.

	“Ghouls aren’t very smart; they’ll be attracted to anything that reminds them of the area where they were first brought into the world. If you’re on the same floor, they might have broken into your home. If they did, they’ll be attracted to you simply due to familiarity.”

	“Even if they’d never seen me before?”

	“It’s not the sight of you. It’s a mix of your scent and aura. Even if you’re miles away, they will mindlessly drift toward you.”

	“That’s really creepy.”

	“Ghouls usually are. But don’t worry, I will protect you. I can handle a few ghouls. Now let’s get you to the mall.”

	“Nice! I get my very own bodyguard.”

	She grinned at me, and I grinned right back.

	 

	


Chapter 5

	Emily

	No ghouls showed up at the mall.

	I didn’t particularly love shopping—it was always a struggle to find things that fit—but if the EA insisted on buying me new sneakers and a change of clothes, then so be it. 

	I hadn’t dealt with the Enforcement Agency before. From what I understood, they now worked hand-in-hand with the human police in many of the major cities. My little town just didn’t have enough paranormal occurrences to merit an office. We had a family of bear shifters in town and a few witches, and that was about it.

	I’d been wanting to visit the huge greenhouse since I’d first found out I would be working in Darlington for the foreseeable future. I wasn’t one to get excited about art galleries, but I loved anything natural. So, today’s itinerary was the greenhouse, then lunch, followed by a visit to the giant aquarium and biosphere.

	Not wanting to spend so much of our time at the mall when we had a day of sightseeing ahead of us, I made it quick. In my new pair of sneakers and clothes that didn’t smell like cigarettes and regret, I headed with Griff down to the conservatory. 

	Griff held my hand as we walked through the greenhouse, opening the doors between the exhibits for me. We walked together, our hands entwined, taking in the sights and smells of the lush green plants surrounding us. The air was thick with moisture, and the sound of trickling water filled the space. 

	I was enchanted by the sights and smells but also acutely aware of Griff next to me the whole time. We stopped to sit by a large pond filled with colorful koi. 

	“You said you’re in the city for work. What do you do?” he asked, as he pulled me close to lean on his shoulder.

	“I just started working procurement for a small specialty grocery here in the city. I only started last week, so I’m still pretty new, but I like it. It feels like I get to shop the world market on someone else’s dime.” I tried to ignore the heat of his leg as it pressed against mine. 

	Now that we were so close, I was reminded again that he wore a glamor of some kind. Visually, he looked big, but he felt absolutely massive. My hand rested lightly on his thigh, and I swore, if I closed my eyes and ignored my brain’s logic, his legs felt as if they were thicker than my waist.  How was that possible?

	“How do you like it so far?” he asked, interrupting my thoughts.  “Do you plan on staying?”

	“It’s okay. It pays a lot more than anything back home.” That was why I’d taken the job in the first place. “And I’m close enough to drive back to visit every weekend if I want to.” So much for that. “How about you? What do you do?”

	He thought about it for a moment, then said. “I guard The Howling Wolf and the entire building.” 

	I frowned. “Did I pull you from work yesterday?”

	“No, it’s not like that. Daryl and I have an understanding. Technically, I own part of the building, but no one knows about it.”

	I wondered how a simple guard made enough to afford to own the unique cottage-like apartment on top of a building, and with private access to the rooftop garden. I’d had to scrounge to get first and last put down on my tiny, teeny bachelor apartment a few blocks down. Yet another mystery. 

	We sat and talked, him telling me about the places he and Daryl had lived and me telling him about my family back home. I avoided saying anything about Mark. I didn’t want him to think he was some kind of rebound or anything.

	This felt so much more important than that, and the more time I spent with Griff, the more my brain screamed that he was the one. But I didn’t trust myself. It was too early. It didn’t make sense. It was too good to be true.

	So I kept quiet and just enjoyed our date.

	We continued, still hand in hand, to the last section of the greenhouse. As we stepped through the double doors, everything changed as we left the humid jungle behind. The Deserts of America exhibit was another world. The warm, dry air was filled with the scents of wildflowers and cacti. I felt as if we’d been transported to the wild west. They even had tumbleweeds in the corner.

	I stared wild-eyed at the variety of cacti, succulents, and other desert plants that grew in this harsh yet beautiful environment. We didn’t have anything like this back home.

	“Ready for food?” Griff asked with a grin as we got to the end of the exhibit.

	Was I ever! I was ravenous. It was past lunchtime, since we’d spent some time at the mall before starting our day, and I was more than ready to eat. He took me to a place called The Starving Aardvark, which, to my disappointment, was not, in fact, owned by aardvark shifters. They did serve brunch all day, though. It was a gorgeous fall day, so we sat on the patio.

	“Oh man,” I said, looking through the menu. “Everything looks amazing.”

	“The chicken and waffles is their signature dish.” Griff filled my glass with lime water from the carafe. “Their eggs Benny is also really good.” 

	I looked through my options again. “I’m not sure I can choose. There’s French toast, too.”

	“Then don’t. We’ll order everything you want and share. I eat a lot. I’m sure I can finish it even if you order the whole menu.” He chuckled playfully. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”

	We didn’t actually order the entire menu, though it was tempting; we just ordered the three dishes. The eggs Benedict was my favorite; their Hollandaise was to die for. But the chicken and waffles were also really good. Griff was not kidding when he said he could eat everything. 

	As we ate, Griff looked at me with a mischievous glint in his eye. He reached his foot toward me under the table, and I felt a thrill radiating through my body at his touch. He picked up a piece of fruit from the plate and held it to my lips. I grinned and ate it from his fingers.

	 We were lost in our own little bubble, as if the world had gone black and white, and the only things in color were the two of us.  We fed each other and played footsies under the table, gentle touches that grew more playful and intimate as the meal went on.

	“You polished that off fast,” the waitress said, breaking the spell. She picked up the now cleared-off plates. “Anything else I can get you?”

	She touched Griff briefly on the shoulder and sent him a smile that made me want to get all up in her face, but I gritted my teeth and held back. This was the first date; it wasn’t like he was mine. And I was sure she was just trying to get a bigger tip.

	“Just the bill, please. Thank you.” Griff was polite but didn’t give her a second glance. He turned to me instead as the waitress left with our dishes. “Let me pay for this since I asked you out this weekend.”

	And he paid for the date too? Mark had insisted on splitting everything fifty-fifty since the very beginning. This was new to me, and it felt good to be cared for.

	I excused myself to use the ladies’ room, which had a shelf at eye level filled with aardvark paraphernalia. It was unique and gave me a laugh. Everything was fine until I stepped back out onto the patio.

	The moment I stepped through the door, I felt it: this sinking feeling in my gut. At first, the street was quiet, and I couldn’t understand my feeling of dread. Then the stillness was broken by two figures slowly shuffling toward me. At first, they looked like any other people on the street, but on second look, they were something deathly and macabre.

	They lifted their noses into the air and sniffed as if sensing my presence, then started shuffling faster. Their skin was a sickly, mottled pale and dark gray, and their humanoid forms struggled to stay upright.  As they shuffled closer, I made out more details. Their clothes hung loosely off of their gaunt frames, and their hands were gnarled and claw-like. 

	They lurched toward me and I panicked, backing into a table and knocking a sandwich board onto the ground. I hurried over to our table to grab my purse. Every instinct told me to run, but I knew my best bet was to stay close to Griff.

	“Stay inside the restaurant,” Griff warned, as he handed the waitress back the card machine and casually stuffed his wallet back into his pocket. “Everyone, inside. You too, Emily. I’ll take care of this.”

	As they approached, the smell of rot and sulfur filled my nostrils, making me gag. By now, the other patrons had noticed them, as well as several people on the street. They gasped and moved away, staying out of the ghastly creatures’ way.

	“We’re supposed to be warm and welcoming to everyone, even the ones that look like monsters,” cried a lady sitting a few tables down from ours. “We should treat everyone with respect.”

	“Not these, you don’t. Unless you want them to eat your face,” Griff said with a growl. “Now get inside.”

	“But—” 

	“Trust me, lady. These ghouls do not need your championing. Feel free to go say hi if you want to, but if you die, it’s not my fault.”

	The closest ghoul decided to use this opportunity to drop a chunk of its flesh on the ground. It splatted on the pavement and reeked so bad, it had the entire patio-full of restaurant goers out of their seats and cramming into the building, including the lady who’d spoken up.

	But the ghouls weren’t after them. They were after me. They focused their rotten orbs on me and continued forward. I got to the door to find it already locked, and the lady who had lectured about treating the ghouls with respect was already retreating to the back of the store.

	Great.

	Griff had jumped the low fence of the patio and was wailing away on one of the ghouls with a chair, carefully jumping out of the way of any splatters of goop and drippings of ichor. The second nasty jerked toward me. I grabbed the sign that had fallen and used it to shove the ghastly thing away, but it wasn’t enough. It threw its weight at me, and I tumbled into the glass door of the restaurant.

	It swiped its claw-like hand at my face as I struggled to keep the sandwich board between us. I got a good look at its festering eye sockets before Griff tore the ghoul off me.

	 

	


Chapter 6

	Griff

	I hated fighting ghouls. Their bones were half rotten and crunched too easily. It wasn’t a challenge at all, and now I was covered in disgusting goop and stank to high heavens.

	The florist across the street who’d witnessed the attack offered her hose, and I gladly accepted, washing off the gunk the best I could. I was dripping wet, and my shirt was forfeit, but I always kept a change of clothing in my truck. 

	Emily sat in my arms as we waited first for the cops and then for the EA to arrive, after they’d confirmed that it was, in fact, not just two crazy people. The look on Officer Hayes’s face as he stepped out of his police cruiser and was smacked in the noggin with rot and sulfur said it all.

	I’d run into Officer Hayes and his partner Cooley several times already. The police often sent them when they suspected anything paranormal. They’d seen some shit in their time and were used to dealing with the EA, and that, in itself, was highly valued. 

	It wasn’t the EA who arrived first, though, but Grayson.

	“I knew it was you the moment I got news of the incident.” He sent Emily a smile that had me wanting to punch him in the face, even though he was my brother. “Nice to meet you.”

	Emily shook his hand while I gritted my teeth. “Nice to meet you too. I see now why the enforcer recognized Griff as one of you. You look so similar.”

	“If you need a safer place to stay, you can come to Redrock Protective Services. Our offices are spelled against intrusion.”

	“She will stay with me,” I said, moving to hide her from view. “My place is also warded.”

	“Thanks for the offer,” Emily said. “But I feel plenty safe with Griff.” 

	I felt her hand on my forearm, and warmth filled my heart. 

	The EA arrived, and we gave our statements. Then we were on our way home, our day out on the town cut short. There were still unaccounted-for ghouls, and it was best if she holed up someplace safe. That someplace was my home, with me. 

	I wanted her in my arms for the rest of the day. I hated that she’d been in danger. 

	“Thank you for coming to my rescue, Griff,” she said, as we stepped into my Raptor.

	“I’m sorry our weekend exploring the town got cut short.”

	“That’s okay. It’s not your fault.” She tucked a stray strand of her hair that had escaped her ponytail behind her ear and sent me a smoldering look. “Besides, we still have the rest of the weekend together. I’m sure we can figure out other things to do.”

	I grinned at her over the center console. “I’m sure we can.”

	I’d wanted to bring her to a nearby ice cream shop for dessert, but having her laid out on my bed for me to feast upon sounded much more enticing. She was all the sweet treat I needed. 

	As we drove back to our neighborhood, Emily snuck her hand over to rest on my lap. I tried not to react because I wanted to taste her for the first time in the comfort of my bed and not on the hood of my truck in a dusty parking garage under The Howling Wolf. 

	We didn’t make it to my bed. It started with a kiss in the elevator, which ended with her wrapped around my body and me supporting her by the ass as I made my way to my front door. We made it as far as the kitchen before I had her clothes stripped off and thrown on the floor. 

	“Much better,” I rumbled. The stench of the ghouls and her fear clung to her clothes. I was glad to be rid of them.

	“After that close call, I just want to feel alive,” she said.

	“I will help you.” I lifted her up onto the counter, glad I kept the island cleared. “Hands on the edge of the counter,” I ordered. “And don’t move them.”

	“Oooh, bossy. I like it.” She giggled and gripped the edge of the counter.

	I ran my hands over her body, memorizing her dips and curves. I followed my hands with my lips, kissing her everywhere. She tossed her head back when I rolled a nipple between my lips. 

	Her hands moved from the counter, and I grabbed them, trapping her wrists in one big hand and holding them captive. I had an ulterior motive for my actions, however. I was careful not to accidentally give away the existence of my horns, which was why I’d ordered her to keep her hands on the counter to begin with.

	My illusion spell was crafted by a powerful witch and was more versatile than most, but even it wouldn’t be able to explain away her hands landing on my horns. Normally, the spell would just convince anyone who accidentally touched a part of me they shouldn’t that it never happened. But in the throes of passion, the mind could barrel right past illusions. 

	Emily seemed to enjoy having her wrists restrained because it only made her hotter. She arched her back, thrusting her breasts toward my mouth. I sucked on them eagerly, giving both of them equal attention before kissing my way down her belly. 

	The thin fabric of her underwear still hid her sweet cunt from me. I hooked my finger under the waistband and let my claws tear through the band, then I ripped the fabric from her body and tossed it behind me. 

	She gasped as the air between us filled with lust. 

	“Fuck, that was kind of hot.” She licked her lips. “But you owe me a pair.”

	“I will buy you many pairs, little one.”

	The scent of her called to me, and I licked my lips. I started at her knees, slowly kissing my way up her leg and playfully nibbling at her soft skin.  Her body trembled with anticipation. I admired her soft petals before covering her nether lips with my mouth. I didn’t focus on her clit yet, but that would come soon.

	I licked through her slit several times, teasing until her petals parted for me. Her knees tightened around my horns, and I hoped she didn’t realize what pressed against her inner thighs.  

	I wanted to plunge my cock inside and claim her now. She was so wet and ready and tasted so good. But not yet. I had to wait. Today I’d focus only on her. 

	I suckled on the little nub of her clit, and she hissed, her wrists tugging against my hold. Not wanting her to hurt herself, I lifted my head and carefully leaned her back so that she lay on the empty island. Then I knelt to a better position and pulled her ass to the edge of the counter. 

	“Yes,” I groaned. “Much better.”

	I returned my focus to her sweet little pussy and plunged my tongue in. I was rewarded with a keening cry as her channel squeezed the length of my tongue. I snaked an arm around her thighs to hold her down by the belly. Then, with the other hand, I teased her clit, rubbing in small, wet circles as I tongue-fucked her. 

	I kept her teeter-tottering on the edge until her fingers clawed uselessly at the countertop, and the sound of her pleas echoed through my home. Her hips rocked and rolled against my face wildly as passion took her senses.

	She screamed as she came, her channel pulsing rhythmically around my tongue. She came apart so beautifully under me that I knew I’d never be able to live without a repeat, every day for the rest of my life. 

	When her body finally stopped shaking, I stood and pulled her back up to sit on the counter. With a soft hum, she leaned forward to rest her head against my shoulder. I’d tired her out, and it was a good thing, too. As much as I wanted to claim her fully, it wasn’t the time. She still didn’t know what I was, and the illusion spell could only do so much. 

	I pulled out her hair tie and ran my fingers carefully through her hair, trying to untangle the strands. 

	“Mmm, that’s nice.” She leaned against me and yawned.

	“Did I make you sleepy?” I asked, as I picked her up from the counter and carried her over to the bedroom.

	“A good orgasm can do that. But don’t worry, I won’t nap until you’ve had yours, too.” She yawned again. It might just be mid-afternoon, but we’d gone through a lot today already. She must be tired. 

	“I’m happy just to hold you in my arms,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t insist. “I love cuddling, and there’s nothing I want more than to take a nap with you.”

	I lowered her onto my bed and turned around to remove my clothes. With my boxers still on, I climbed into bed after her. She cuddled into my arms right away, fitting perfectly, as if she was always meant to be there.

	A light head massage was all it took to have her dozing off in my arms. 

	I wanted more. I wanted all of her, but that would mean showing her what I was. I wasn’t ready for that yet. What if she saw my natural form and ran? That would kill me. 

	Sure, I could leave my illusion spell on, but that only did so much. It was a powerful spell, able to influence those around me not to walk where my tail and wings were. It could convince someone to ignore things that didn’t make sense. It also made me appear much smaller everywhere. But it didn’t actually change me. 

	It wouldn’t survive something as intimate as sex. That would require her accepting me for what I was: a gargoyle. And this was too soon. 

	 

	


Chapter 7

	Emily

	My eyes fluttered open when the wail of a siren interrupted my sleep. Maybe one day I’d be able to sleep through it, but not yet. The sounds of the city were still too new to me. 

	I stretched my arms and realized I was not in my bed. Right, I was staying over at Griff’s. I smiled to myself at the memory of his magical tongue. Somehow, it had felt thicker than it really was. I’d passed out cuddled in his arms after.

	I’d woken up from my nap to the smell of food; he’d ordered in from the Thai restaurant we had wanted to go to. Griff liked his food ridiculously spicy. I’d given it a try and almost died. Luckily, he’d ordered a milder version for me. Then we’d spent the rest of the evening talking and cuddling.

	It was still dark in the room, with only the soft glow of a street lamp outside The Howling Wolf shining through the curtains. I turned around, expecting his sleeping form, but what I saw wasn’t human.

	In the bed next to me was a monster. I screamed.

	It was dark in the room, and I couldn’t see any details, but there was most definitely the shape of horns on the monster’s head. And were those wings behind it?

	I backed away from the hulking form, tripping over myself to get off the bed. I huddled against the far wall of the room, brandishing a pillow at the monster like a weapon.

	“What’s wrong?” the creature said in Griff’s voice. It looked around as if trying to find out what had scared me.

	“Stay away!” I wasn’t sure what the pillow would do, but I held it out between us.

	The thing moved quickly, reaching for the lights. I frowned as my eyes got accustomed to the lights. There was no monster, only Griff. 

	“I don’t understand.” I shook my head. “You are you again. But I swear I saw—” 

	“What did you see?” he asked.

	“Your eyes, they flashed in the dark just a moment ago, and you were, you were—” Understanding dawned. “Your glamor stopped working.” Paul’s words came back to me. I’d leave when I found out what he was. “What are you?”

	Griff looked down at his body. When he looked up again, his face was one of defeat.  “You are terrified of me.”

	The pain in his voice was heart-wrenching.

	I shook my head. “No. I was. But I’m not anymore now that I know it’s you. What are you hiding Griff? Show me.” 

	I wasn’t going to let something like this get between us. I hadn’t known him long, but everything felt right when I was around him. I wasn’t going to run because of something as silly as looks. And besides, I knew from the little that I’d seen that he wasn’t a spider or anything like that. I wasn’t sure I could handle an exoskeleton.

	He dimmed the light, so it wasn’t so glaringly bright but still provided enough illumination for me to see. Then he pulled me in to sit between his powerful legs, my back resting against his front. He wrapped an arm around my middle, holding me to him like he worried I’d run the first chance I got. 

	“I won’t run; I promise.” I reached behind me to cup his jawline.

	“Okay.” He exhaled, then he took my right hand in his and held them in front of us in plain view.  “When I saw you, Emily, I knew. I knew you were my mate.”

	“Mate?” I’d heard of that term, and not just from reading romance novels. After the fall of The Wall, terms like mates and mating had become more and more common in everyday vernacular. 

	“I’m a gargoyle. The very ones you see on ancient edifices. My brothers and I were lucky. We were released from our bonds and are no longer trapped in stone.” As he spoke, he changed. 

	I gasped and watched in wide-eyed wonder as my hand slowly shrank. No. My hand wasn’t shrinking; Griff’s hand was growing. It grew bigger and rougher as if carved from stone. His skin darkened to a stony gray, but it still felt warm and alive.  

	It wasn’t just his hand that changed. Around me, his arms morphed, too, as did the wide, warm chest behind me. They got bigger, more muscular, and harder. That made sense, I guessed, because he’d claimed to be a gargoyle. But despite his muscles being hard as stone, he still felt warm and comfortable as he cradled me against his body. 

	I heard everything he told me, but it took my brain time to process it. A gargoyle. Like those giant, like those grotesquely-hewn, monstrous waterspouts sitting on the roofs of gothic-styled buildings. I hadn’t known those were real, living creatures

	But, of course, they were. I shouldn’t be shocked at all. I’d been attacked by ghouls today. Why couldn’t I have been on a date with a gargoyle? It suddenly made a lot of sense that he lived on a roof. 

	I twisted my body. “Can I see the rest of you?”

	“Don’t fear me, little one. I would never hurt you. “

	“Of course. I understand that it’s still you. I’m ready. Show me.” I couldn’t conjure up any fear for Griff. It was like my body just knew he was my protector. 

	He tentatively released his hold on my body like he was afraid I would run the moment he let go. I took a step from the bed and turned slowly to look. 

	He was huge; a hulking beast with a scary, monstrous face. Somehow, I still recognized his features; the spell had woven much of him into his human guise. And those eyes, those steely gray eyes, were all his. It was still Griff. He had horns on his head; they looked wicked and menacing. Large bat-like wings sprouted from his back, and there was a sharp point at the top of each. 

	He was muscular. Very muscular. The bodybuilder frame he had under illusion was only a pale imitation. He was impossibly big, every muscle looking like it was carved from stone. 

	“Don’t go,” he growled, showing sharp teeth that were definitely not human.

	I could understand why he’d thought I would run. He was terrifying. But he wasn’t ugly. And even if he had been, I’d know it was him, and I wouldn’t be afraid. 

	“I’m not going. This is why you didn’t want me to touch you before,” I guessed. He’d made an effort to keep the focus on me.

	He nodded. “I can use an illusion spell, but it’s still me underneath the magic. Do you still want me, even though I’m a monster?”

	I understood that monster was the word many paranormal beings used to refer to themselves and often had no negative connotation. But the way he used it now was different.

	“You’re not a monster. Not in the way those ghouls were.”

	“I do not have a human form, and I can’t blend into society as shifters do without a spell.”

	“So, what.” I shrugged. “I don’t care.” And I realized that I really didn’t.

	I stepped forward between his giant thighs and reached up to cup his face. My hand looked ridiculously small next to it. He leaned into my palm and closed his eyes. Despite his stony countenance, he was warm. His skin was buttery leather stretched tight over granite.

	Curious, I circled his horns with my fingers. Hard and lightly spiraled, they were textured at the grooves of the spirals but smooth like ivory everywhere else.  

	With just a few deft movements, Griff had me naked on my back on the bed, caged under his massive body, and my nightie tossed to the other side of the room. He took my wrists as he had last time, even though I already knew his secret, and held them in his giant hand. I didn’t mind. I loved how he got a little controlling and bossy in bed. 

	He kissed me hard, his sharp teeth pressing against my lips and mouth. He dragged the points of his fangs down my body, leaving a trail of sensitive skin that ignited with every touch. I wrapped my legs around his hips and rubbed my pussy against the hard bar that had sprung up between us. 

	I moaned as his cock rubbed up against my clit through the thin fabric. Just a moment ago, the front of his boxers had been flat, but now, they barely had room for his cock. I’d have to get a better look later, but it almost seemed as if his massive member had appeared out of thin air. However it worked, I wasn’t going to question it. It was rock hard now, and I wanted it in me. 

	That wasn’t what I got first, however. He kneed my thighs open, and something warm slid up the inside of my thigh to delve through the wet petals of my pussy. I froze, realizing it was his tail.

	He kissed his way down my belly as his tail slowly penetrated me. The tip was thicker than I’d thought, stretching me and getting me ready for his cock. He shifted so he could cover my clit with his mouth as his tail continued thrusting into me.

	“Oh god, oh god, oh god!”

	The cries tore from my throat, filling the room.  The electric pulsing started between my legs and radiated out to take hostage of my entire body. I shook uncontrollably and thought I would pass out from the intensity.

	Griff released my wrists as he lifted his head. His tail left me needy and empty, but he pulled off his boxers and moved to cover me again.

	“Tell me you want me, Emily. Beg me to fuck you.” His words were as needy as I felt.

	“Please! I need you. Don’t make me wait.”

	With my hands freed, I reached for his giant cock. My fingers couldn’t wrap around his girth. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to take him, but I was willing to die trying. I wanted every last inch of his huge, gargoyle dick inside of me. I craved it. 

	“So impatient for me,” he growled, taking my hands again and pinning them to the mattress this time.

	I whimpered in complaint and pulled him down with my heels on his ass, trying to force him in. He thrust forward and sank in, the thick mushroom head spearing past my lower lips. I moaned at the welcomed intrusion.

	Griff rocked his hips, pushing in just a fraction of an inch farther with each rhythmic movement, working his thick length deeper into my body. I was so full I could hardly breathe. By the time his cock was fully seated in me, I was gasping and panting. And he wasn’t even moving yet.

	“You’re perfect, little one. Like you’re made for me.” 

	Then he started to move. It was so intense I clutched at his horns, just for something to hold on to. Pleasure shot through my body with every thrust. Another orgasm was building already, and I rocked my hips with his rhythm, tossing my head from side to side.

	For a long eternity, my world hung in balance as Griff held me suspended by the thinnest of threads.

	 

	


Chapter 8

	Griff

	Emily in the throes of passion was the most beautiful thing I’d ever witnessed. 

	My roar filled the air, joining her feminine cries. I swelled impossibly big, so much so I thought I would pass out from lack of blood. I gritted my teeth and drove my cock again and again into her depths, fighting the muscles that squeezed me. Then I was filling her, every jet bathing her clenching walls. 

	The sounds of our breathing joined the sounds of the city night. Everything felt right. She was meant to be in my arms, attached to me forever—not just our bodies, but our lives as well. Now that I’d found her, I’d never let her go. 

	I collapsed onto the bed, careful not to crush her. With our bodies still joined, I spooned her against my chest.

	“You are mine, little one,” I whispered.

	“No, you’re mine.”

	“We can belong to each other.” I liked it. I liked it a lot.

	I’d never had anyone accept me before; not like this. Sure, I’d had the occasional witch make me a temporary offer, but I was just a notch on the bedpost to them, nothing more. I checked a box for them and they moved on, looking for the next monster to add to their done list. 

	This wasn’t temporary. It was so much more. 

	“I’m never letting you go,” I whispered, unsure if the words were for her or to reassure me that we were still here. 

	“You don’t have to,” she replied with a yawn.

	So I didn’t.

	 

	***

	I eventually let her go so she could head in to work Monday morning. She didn’t work far from her home, which was the reason why she’d rented her apartment: proximity to her job. I worried that more of the ghouls would show up, so I stayed and watched the building. 

	I was leaning back in the tiny café chair, hoping it wouldn’t break under my weight, when my phone rang. It was Grayson.

	“Good news. They finally fumigated the building,” Grayson said. “Your friend can go back home. But I’m sure she got the message from the EA.”

	Was that good news? Did I want her to go back home? Or did I want her to move all her things over to my place and stay with me forever?

	“My mate,” I corrected. “Emily’s my mate.”

	Grayson made a sound as if he was choking on his food. “No way! But we’re gargoyles.”

	I understood his reaction. “I’m sure of it. And she accepts me the way I am. She wasn’t repulsed, and she stayed the whole weekend. We’re going for lunch later.”

	There was a long silence on the other end as he processed my words. 

	“Congratulations, brother. This is amazing news. I didn’t feel any magic coming off her. Was she hiding her powers?”

	“No, she’s not a witch that I know of. She didn’t know about monsters until The Wall fell. And she had no idea gargoyles even existed.” I recalled her look of awe as she reached out to me.

	“Huh, maybe the fall of The Wall was a good thing after all. Humans are much more tolerant of us now than they were millennia ago.” There was a small pause. “Maybe there’s hope for the rest of us.”

	Was Grayson looking for a mate? He lived with our two brothers and our friend Eamon, who was a demon. But despite sharing the penthouse and running Redrock Protective Services with them, he might still want something more.  We’d been alone for too long. 

	“You should bring her by. Everyone would love to meet her. Or we can come over to The Howling Wolf,” he suggested, sounding excited. “Let’s meet up next weekend.”

	I hesitated. Emily had mentioned wanting to drive back home on the weekends. I’d already kept her here for one.

	“I’ll get back to you on that.”

	First, I needed to convince my little mate to move in with me. I expected her to resist, especially since we’d only met a few days ago. Humans usually didn’t jump headfirst into relationships the way monsters did; they didn’t experience the mate bond the same way. 

	“I’ve got to go,” I said, as my phone buzzed with a message from Emily. 

	Time for our lunch date.

	 

	


Chapter 9

	Emily

	I rolled my eyes and ignored yet another call from Mark. I’d started getting messages from him a few days ago, telling me what a mistake he’d made and that he wanted to get back together. The messages had been followed quickly by a phone call from Mom, telling me to ignore the jerkwad; her words, not mine.

	Apparently, the whole town knew he’d dumped me to have a go with Felicity, but Felicity wasn’t impressed and had dumped his cheap ass after only about a week. I wondered why I wasn’t smart like her; what had past-me ever seen in him?

	I had to blame the small-town mentality. There hadn’t been many other choices.  

	I’d lived for the past week or so out of my still-packed moving boxes. I didn’t want to unpack everything if there was a chance I might be moving in with Griff at the end of the month. Luckily, I didn’t own much.

	For the time being, I planned on living here on the weekdays and staying with Griff on the weekends. It felt like a good compromise. A compromise I only needed because it felt wrong to move in with someone right away, even though I really wanted to.

	My phone buzzed again. It better not be Mark, because if it was, I was liable to whip this thing against the wall. It wasn’t. It was Mom.

	“Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

	“Emmy, I thought I should warn you,” she said, getting straight to the point. “There’s a rumor that Mark is heading into the city to find you.”

	Small-town rumors were best heeded; the grapevine grew strong there. 

	“Crud.” I blew out a breath. “He has my address.”

	“You might want to warn your landlord not to let him in.”

	“My landlord is a corporation, Mom. It’s different here in the city. No one’s going to let him in, but thanks for the warning. I’ll make myself scarce.” 

	Maybe I could spend a little more time at Griff’s. He’d probably be delighted; he wanted me to move in right away. From anyone else, it would have been weird, but with him, it wasn’t. Maybe it was the whole mate bond thing. I didn’t quite feel it like he did, but I knew he was the one. 

	“You do that. If you need a little extra cash to stay at a motel or something for a few days, just ask. Dad and I wouldn’t mind at all.”

	“Thanks, Mom.”

	I hadn’t told her about Griff yet. It felt awkward to do so while this whole Mark thing was still going on. Besides, people would talk. They always did.

	My kettle, one of the few things I’d taken out of its box, whistled from the kitchen. I walked over to make myself a cup of tea. 

	“When are you coming back for a visit?” Mom asked. 

	“Not the coming weekend,” I said. “But the one after that.”

	“I’ll make sure to make your favorite pot roast.”

	“Make extra,” I said. 

	“Of course, Emmy. I’ll pack you extra to bring home.”

	It wasn’t why I’d asked her to make extra, but I didn’t correct her. 

	Of all the people I knew, Mom was probably the one who’d understand the most. She was a romance novel fanatic.  She was a part of a book club, and I was 100 percent certain they’d read more than a few shifter romances together. 

	I swore silently to myself as I stared into my fridge. I’d bought the small carton and was out of milk already.

	“I need to head out to pick up some more groceries. I’ll see you and Dad next weekend.”

	“Love you, Emmy.”

	“Love you too, Mom.”

	I put the phone in my pocket just in time for it to vibrate again.

	Grr! I was it. I was done with Mark’s texting and calling me like some desperate psycho. I picked up the call as I took the phone out of my pocket. 

	“Listen, Asshole. Stop calling and texting me. If you think coming to the city is going to make me take you back, you are sorely mistaken. Stop bothering me.”

	My words were met by a low growl followed by a menacing, “Who is bothering you?”

	Oops. 

	“Griff. That wasn’t meant for you. I didn’t check the caller id. I thought you were someone else.”

	“Who’s bothering you?” he repeated. 

	I sighed; he might as well know. “It’s my ex. Do you mind if I stay at your place until he gives up and leaves?”

	“You can stay with me anytime you like. I’ll come to walk you over.” 

	“Thanks. I’ll go pack my bag.”

	We gave each other air kisses over the phone like a pair of lovesick teenagers before hanging up. I guess I wasn’t picking up milk after all. I felt giddy that I’d be starting my second weekend with him one day early.

	I picked up my tea and sipped it. It wasn’t half bad unsweetened. At least it wasn’t coffee. My French press had been in the single box the ghouls had gotten to and had been disposed of along with much of my cookware. That made preparing anything other than sandwiches and tea a bit challenging.

	I grabbed my backpack and packed everything I needed for work tomorrow and a weekend over at Griff’s. It wasn’t much, just some clothes, my makeup bag, my laptop, and a small journal. I had a lot of what I needed over there already. He’d even made a little spot for my toothbrush. That was big when it came to commitment. 

	It wasn’t long before Griff arrived. I opened the door at his knock.

	Mark’s angry face greeted me at the door.

	Oh fuckery foo.

	Whatever. I might as well get this over with and give him a piece of my mind

	“Why haven’t you been answering my calls?” the slimeball demanded.

	“Because I don’t want to talk to you. Why the hell are you here, anyway? We’re broken up, remember?”

	“That was a mistake.” He looked behind me at the boxes still packed. His voice changed, changing into the nice boy next door I’d fallen for once. “You’re still packed. Let me help you.”

	“No. I don’t need your help. Leave and stop calling me.” I made to close the door, but he barged through. 

	“I said it was a mistake. I thought the distance was too much, but we can make it work, baby.” He pushed past me into my apartment. 

	I gave him a bitter laugh. “Like you made it work with Felicity? Fuck you.”

	He raked his fingers through his hair, flustered. He probably thought I was going to take him back just like that. Well, he was about to be disappointed. 

	“Like I said, I made a mistake. You’ll learn to forgive me. You don’t want to be alone, do you?”

	“I’m not alone.” Did he think no one would want me? I pointed to the hallway. “Get out.”

	His face twisted in rage as he snatched up my wrist.

	I hissed and tried to pull away. “Let go of me!”

	“You can’t throw me out. I drove all the way to—”

	“Release her.” Griff’s firm words rumbled through the doorway a moment before his shadow fell over us. “The lady says get out.”

	Griff blocked all the light from the hallway, and I knew why now: his invisible wings.

	“Who the hell are you?” Mark sneered and turned, but his expression turned sour when he caught sight of Griff’s massive form in the doorway. Even so, he didn’t let me go.

	Griff stomped in, his eyes focused on my wrist. “Do not touch what’s mine.” A hint of the monster shone through from underneath the glamor. 

	Mark released me and scrambled back, but that took him farther into my apartment, the opposite way I wanted him to go.

	“Get out, Mark!” I yelled at him, rubbing my sore wrist. 

	“What the fuck is that thing?” Mark asked wide-eyed. He hadn’t even seen Griff without his illusion yet. 

	“I’m her mate,” Griff said in a low voice. “Now leave.”

	Mark scrambled for the door and disappeared down the hallway. I had a feeling Mark was going to tell the entire town that I was being brainwashed by a monster, but I this point, I didn’t care. 

	After shutting the door behind him, Griff picked up my wrist and kissed it gingerly. “I should have gotten here sooner. I stopped to pick up these.”

	It was only now that I noticed the bouquet of roses in his hands. He was also dressed much nicer than he had been, to pick me up. My monster cleaned up well. 

	“I made reservations for a nice restaurant downtown.  I wanted to make up for shortening our exploration of the city last weekend.”

	I looked down at my sweatpants. “I might need to change.”

	I dug through a box of clothes, found a slinky red dress, and pulled it on along with a light shawl. I glanced around for the pair of heels Griff had glued back together for me last weekend. It should have been plenty long enough for the glue to set.  

	“How do I look?” I asked, turning around in place.

	“Sexy as fuck,” Griff said, desire flickering to life in his eyes. “I can’t wait until I peel it off you tonight.” 

	Heat curled down my spine at his honesty. “Neither can I.”

	He picked up my bag with one hand and wrapped his other arm around my shoulders possessively. “I love you, little one.”

	“I love you, too.” My heart filled with joy at how easily those words flowed out.

	I leaned into my gargoyle bodyguard with a contented sigh as we made our way to his truck. We were ready to take on the city.

	 

	


Chapter 10

	Griff

	Emily slapped away Grayson’s hand as he tried to sneak another fry from our plate. She didn’t share her food unless it was with me. Besides, Grayson and Eamon had been stealing our fries from the moment the server put down the plate.

	They always did that. I just stole them back when their plates arrived, but Emily was protective of her food. It was cute, considering she’d never finish all those fries anyway. That was my job.

	My other brothers, Gunnar and Graham, sat along with us at the U-shaped table at The Howling Wolf. Gunnar had his own massive plate of food, which he guarded much better than Emily did. Grayson and Eamon never stole food from him.

	Emily twisted the set of rings on her finger absentmindedly, making me grin at the memory of proposing to her. The engagement ring had been in my collection for years, though I’d never thought I’d use it. I’d gotten it sized to her finger, and the diamond looked humorously oversized on her hand. So large most people must think it was fake. 

	The wedding band was a modern creation, custom-made to fit right next to the engagement ring, but it still looked complete on its own. She wore them both proudly.

	As Emily had predicted, her mom was thrilled to meet me. She’d probably told everyone in her book club about me already. Her dad, however, had been a little more reserved. He’d demanded that we get married as soon as possible, so we weren’t living in sin. Her mom had rolled her eyes, but I’d enthusiastically agreed.

	I’d proposed a few days later, the day the jeweler had returned the resized ring. We’d had the wedding at a small winery close to her hometown. My guest list was small—just my brothers, Eamon, and Daryl—and so was Emily’s, but it had been magical all the same. Despite the wedding having been put together in a blink of an eye, it wasn’t one bit rushed. That was possible, apparently, if you had enough cash, which I did.

	Emily had been shocked to discover that I was “loaded” in her words. That was why I’d been wishy-washy with what I did for a living. I hadn’t wanted it to affect her acceptance of me. I was technically retired. I’d made enough in my past to just coast and enjoy the rest of my time with my new mate. 

	I only guarded this building because I owed Daryl a life debt. The wolf had prevented a novelty collector from spelling me into his collection, when he’d been working for the EA. Having been in bondage before with my brothers, to an evil wizard, I was grateful to have been saved from a fate worse than death.

	The scarred wolf came instead of the server, with Grayson’s and Eamon’s plates of food. He squished himself into our booth, which already had too many massive bodies in it.

	“I heard Redrock was hired to run security at the big wedding.” Daryl was here for intel. He might come across as just the owner of a rowdy shifter bar, but he knew everything that happened in his city.

	Everyone knew which wedding he was referring to. While Emily and I had the luxury of keeping our nuptials quiet and private, the city’s richest dragon didn’t. Which was why they’d called in Redrock Protective Services for the event this weekend. It was going to be the world’s first high-profile dragon wedding since the fall of The Wall.

	“They insisted on no media,” Grayson said. “I’m more than ready to kick some nosy journalists’ butts. No one’s getting through me.”

	“I bet you just want to see if the bride has any friends or sisters,” Eamon said with a waggle of his brows.

	“I do not,” Grayson said defensively. “I’m actually there for the food.” 

	I chuckled. “That I believe. You’ll be distracted by every plate of appetizers that goes by. Graham and Gunnar are going to have to pick up the slack.”

	Grayson might pretend not to be looking, but I’d caught him staring at Emily and I with longing on his face. I knew how he felt. I wished the best for him and my brothers. They deserved to have the connection Emily and I had. They deserved mates. 

	“I’m sure I can make time for both hunting down journalists and stuffing my face.” He grinned at accepting the challenge before digging into his own meal of a double-decker burger and onion rings. 

	Emily eyed his plate, probably calculating if she could steal a few onion rings in payment for the fries he’d stolen earlier. I reached over and swiped a hand full.

	“Hey!”

	I ignored Grayson and offered the still-steaming onion rings to my little mate like a prize. 

	She broke into a big smile.

	Somewhere on the other side of the bar, two patrons started getting loud, slamming their fists on the table. 

	“Hey, watch my tables,” Daryl yelled, getting up from his seat to head back to the bar.

	We all knew he really didn’t care about the tables. These things were built tough to survive a bunch of shifters. He cared more about his glassware. 

	As the quarrel spilled out past their table, I gave Emily’s shoulders a protective squeeze, letting her know she’d always be safe with me around. 

	Never in a million years had I ever thought I’d be sitting in The Howling Wolf with my mate in my arms. I’d never thought I’d have a mate, but now that I had her, she was the most important thing in my world. 

	She was my best friend, love, and teammate. And me? I was her very own possessive—and very protective—monster. 

	 

	


Epilogue

	Emily

	Griff uncovered my eyes, and I looked around the baby-blue nursery.

	“What do you think?” He’d been working on the surprise all weekend while I was visiting my family back home. 

	“It’s perfect. Thank you.” I eyed the oversized crib, then looked down at my swollen belly. “It better not get any bigger.”

	Griff chuckled. “Not according to the midwife.”

	Not trusting generic Western medicine for the birth of one of the first gargoyles in centuries, Griff, the ever-diligent father-to-be, had hunted down a knowledgeable witch-and-midwife. Nora hadn’t witnessed any gargoyles being born, but she’d seen everything else possible. 

	She’d assured us that a human was very capable of carrying a gargoyle to term and that while the first gargoyles had been created from stone, many had been born of human mothers.  Apparently, the massive growth happened at puberty. 

	We’d also learned that all gargoyles came out male. We were having a boy.

	“I also added extra sound dampening to our walls so we can still have lots of privacy.” Griff waggled his brows at me. “You’re loud.”

	I laughed. “How could you be thinking about sex? I feel and look like a whale.”

	He frowned and stepped back to give me a once-over. “In that case, you’re the sexiest whale alive.” He pulled me into his arms. 

	I giggled. He always knew how make me laugh.  

	“I’m serious, though,” he said. “You are beautiful, round with my child. It’s the sexiest thing.”

	His hands moved over my body, igniting all my nerve endings. He always knew how to turn me on, too.  

	“Come on, little one,” he said as he ushered me out of the nursery. “Let’s go make some whale sounds.”

	THE END
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