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( ‘ he faint smell of pine needles drifted through the air as I
sat on my sofa dressed in my one-piece fox PJs with
matching fox slippers. I even had a fluffy fox tail.

They were silly things, but if there was anything I'd
learned in my twenty-eight years of life, it was that [ needed to
find joy in everything I did.

My fox outfit made me happy, and that was all that
mattered. At least my ex was no longer around to tell me to
change out of that stupid thing now, and harp on me until I did
it.

The sun had set, and soon, I’d have to think about making
dinner—alone. I should be happy about that, right? I loved that
I could make what / wanted, when 1 wanted it, rather than
having to cater to someone else’s needs.

I lifted my mug of hot cocoa off the coffee table and took a
sip, staring into the flames crackling merrily in the fireplace.
Christmas music played on the TV, and if I got a bit teary
when the woman sang about being home for Christmas to be
with someone she loved, that was okay too. I didn’t need a guy
to make me feel complete. I was proud of my job at the local
library, my cozy one-bedroom home that I owned all by
myself, and the new life I’d begun in this New England town.

Milo, my black-furred mutt, twitched on the sofa beside
me, chasing doggie ghosts through the snow. When I patted
him, his bushy tail flopped around and he settled, sliding into



sugarplum dreams. Or, in his case, dreams of big bones and
endless tennis balls flying through the air.

I wouldn’t be traveling to spend my vacation holiday week
with family. The cost of plane tickets was too much for my
small budget, and if I was being honest, we weren’t that close
anyway. All I needed was Milo.

Mostly.

I’d been divorced for a year, and lately, I’d begun to
wonder what it would be like to share my life with someone
special. Did I dare trust my heart with a new guy?

I wasn’t sure.

With a sigh, I glanced around my living room. The cutest
Christmas tree ever stood proudly in the corner, decorated with
colorful ornaments and twinkling lights. I’d even picked up
some orc ornaments in town because who didn’t want orcs
dangling on their tree?

A few years ago, orcs emerged from a mountain range in
the middle of the country and joined human society. They took
jobs and even dated us. Us being figurative. I hadn’t dated an
orc—yet—though I was intrigued by the idea.

I’d cut the Charlie Brown tree this morning and dragged it
across the back field and inside my tiny home. If some of the
needles had fallen off and it was a bit too bare on one side,
who cared? I loved it because it was imperfect, just like me.

Milo stirred again, but this time, pats didn’t soothe him. He
leaped off the sofa and his claws tap-tap-tapped across the old
wooden floorboards as he left the living room, scooting into
the front hall, where he barked.

“No, please,” I groaned, though I sent him a rueful smile.
“Pretty please, buddy? You just went out.”

He punctuated his bark with a whine.

“Okay, okay. I'm coming,” I sighed, setting my mug down
and making my way to the entrance, my fox slippers swishing
on the floor. “When you’ve gotta go, you gotta go, right?”



Milo’s unbent ear quirked my way, and his bushy tail
flipped around.

“You know it’s snowing outside,” I said, grabbing his leash
off the hook.

He yipped and scratched at the door.

“Okay, but this is it. The last thing we need to do is get up
in the middle of the night because you didn’t finish.” I shook
my finger at him. “No sniffing all the bushes this time. And
I’'m telling you right now, you’re not going to find that tennis
ball you left outside weeks ago, so no looking. Got it?”

He gave me a doggy grin, and his tail wagged faster.

I dragged on my winter coat and gloves and clipped Milo
to his leash. When I opened the door, the entire blizzard (or
what felt like it) blasted inside with a frigid gust of air.

“Ugh. Can’t you use the pee pad?” I asked.

Milo charged outside, dragging me along with him before I
could contemplate putting on my boots.

Well, he wouldn’t stay out long in a storm, so foxy feet it
1s.

Instead of doing his business along the side of the walk,
Milo darted out onto the driveway, tugging me behind him.

“Milo, buddy, what’s gotten into you?” I called out, nearly
losing my footing on the slippery ground.

Milo led me on the equivalent of a sled ride down the
driveway that ended at the winding country road. Snow pelted
my face, and the wind threatened to rip off my coat.

Lights bloomed ahead, and if they’d kept moving, I
would’ve waved and made Milo return to the house pronto.

But the lights didn’t move. And when I squinted through
the falling snowflakes, it appeared as if the lights were
pointing toward the woods along one side of my driveway.
That didn’t make sense.

As Milo hauled me closer, I gasped. A black truck the size
orcs used since human-sized cars were a tight fit, had left the



road and slid across the end of my driveway, crashing into a
big old oak tree. The headlights stabbed toward the forest, and
from where I held Milo back, it appeared no one was moving
inside the cab.

Milo whined and looked from me to the truck, his gaze full
of worry.

With adrenaline surging through my veins, I hurried over
to the driver’s side door and grabbed the mirror, using it to
step up onto the running board. My eyes widened when I
peered inside.

An orc male dressed in an immaculate black business suit
lay slumped across the steering wheel, unmoving. A bluish
bruise was already forming on his forehead where it must’ve
impacted with the windshield.

“Hey,” I called out, then louder. “Hey! Are you okay in
there?”

The orc didn’t stir. He must be unconscious.
Oh shit, what if he was dead?

And why hadn’t I brought my phone? Then I could’ve
called 9-1-1, waited for them to arrive, and made sure he’d be
alright.

“Should I return to the house and make the call?” I asked
the world in general.

Milo yipped, and I swore he shook his head. Sometimes,
this dog surprised me with how uncanny he was.

“You’re saying I need to take care of this myself,” I said,
and Milo barked again in affirmation.

Alrighty. I hopped back to the ground and wrenched on the
door handle; grateful it was unlocked.

I climbed into the truck, sucking in the lingering warmth
inside the cab. “Hey, are you okay? Can you hear me?”

The orc shifted, groaning. Thankfully, he wasn’t dead. He
flopped back against the seat and his head lolled, his eyes
remaining shut.



“I’'m going to help you.” How in the world I was going to
do something like that? I wasn’t superwoman, capable of
lifting ginormous orcs with one hand.

I unbuckled his seatbelt and shook his shoulders. “Hey, orc
dude. I need you to wake up.”

He huffed and his eyes opened, his gorgeous golden gaze
meeting mine.

Let me amend that to sexy orc dude.

Before I could try to rouse him further, he tumbled out of
the vehicle, knocking us both to the ground in the snowbank
piling up beside his truck.

The big burly orc landed on top of me, pinning me to the
ground.

Of course.
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omething infernally shrill was yipping nearby, and I lay
on top of a woman while something cold nipped at my
neck.

My head throbbed like a thousand orcs were stomping
through it.

Where was | and how had I gotten here?
Headache.
Female lying beneath me.

Had I gotten drunk and gone home with someone? That
would be a first for me, but I’d recently decided I needed to let
loose every now and then. I could’ve ... let loose. Somehow.

Lifting my head, I peered down at the woman, taking in
her medium toned skin and her nose dotted with cute freckles.
Her hair spread out from her face in a light brown fan, and she
had the prettiest green eyes 1’d ever seen.

I approved of my drunk taste.
“You’re awake,” she cried, clutching my shoulders.
“Yes, I am.”

She wore a winter coat—an odd choice for bed sport—and
what appeared to be a ... fox suit beneath. I had to be mistaken
about the latter. If we’d hooked up last night, she’d be naked,
right?

Although, if T passed out before ... doing whatever |
might’ve planned, she could still be dressed.



“We appear to be wearing too much clothing,” I said.
“Give me a moment to clear my head, and I’ll rectify that.” I
frowned. “Why 1s it so cold here? Do you have a window
open, woman?”

“Let me up!”

My gaze homed in on her mouth. Such plump, ripe lips in
a ruby shade I adored. Maybe before stripping, I’d have a taste

I captured her mouth and groaned on connection. Heat
flared across my skin, threatening to burn me alive.

She smacked my shoulder and while her mouth softened, I
sensed she wasn’t as excited about this as me.

Something was licking my right ankle, distracting me from
her wonderful scent and taste.

I lifted my head.

“Get off me, you, you ... you brute.” she said with a glare.
She bucked, and I rolled to the side, landing on my back on an
incredibly cold surface. At least whatever was licking my
ankle stopped.

Snow?

It swirled around us, coated us.
“We’re not in your bedroom,” I said.
“Great observation.”

A small black dog scampered up beside my head and
licked my face until I nudged it away. It sat, its black fluffy tail
stirring up the snow behind it.

“I’m not drunk,” I muttered.

“I certainly hope not,” she said, clearly perturbed. “You
were driving.”

“We’re not in bed together, eager to have sex.”
“Your kiss wasn’t that good.”

I huffed. “My kisses are amazing.”



“Not when I’m lying in a snowbank in the middle of a
blizzard.”

Sitting up, I clutched my head. When it stopped spinning, |
peered around, taking in my truck impaling a large tree and the
snowy world around me. “I remember now. I got lost on my
way to Settler’s Cove.”

“That’s one town over.” She also sat.
My frown deepened. “Why are you wearing a fox suit?”

“Because I like it. It makes me smile, and I’'m all about
feeling happy.”

I stared at her fox clad feet with bushy tails on the heels. “I
see.” Truly, I didn’t.

“Are you okay?” she asked, her face knitting with concern.
“I believe so.”

Seeing her sympathy made my insides knot tight. It was a
good and not so good feeling because ... I shook my head.

No. She was not my fated mate.

Then I remembered our very brief kiss and my response to
it.

It couldn’t be.

“My truck appears to be trying to wrap itself around a
tree,” | said to distract myself from that train of thought. “I
remember losing control in the snow, sliding off the road.”

“You hit your head on the windshield.” She pointed to my
left temple where my head throbbed the most. “You should go
to the ER and get it checked out.”

“I’m fine.”

Rising to her feet, she shrugged. “It’s up to you. If you’ve
got a subdural hematoma and you don’t want your brain ...
evacuated, or whatever they do, that’s also your choice.”

I also got up, and I hated that I swayed and she had to grab
my arm to steady me. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I



swiped into it and scowled. “No service. Do you have a
landline?”

“Why would 1?” She picked up the small dog who wiggled
and licked her chin.

“Some rural communities require it for internet.”
“Mine doesn’t. We’re not that backwoods here.”
That was a matter of perception.

“Come up to my house,” she gestured to the snow-covered
driveway. “My cell phone should have service.”

“You didn’t bring it with you.”

“Why would 1? T only took Milo outside to go pee. He led
me on a wild chase down my driveway, and I guess it’s a good
thing that he did, because I found you slumped across your
steering wheel. You could’ve frozen to death.”

“I appreciate your assistance. [’'m Vestalon Noalrid, by the

29

way.

She gave me a nod. “Emma Wright. Let’s get you inside
before we both freeze to death.” Shivers took over her frame,
and she clung to her pup. Oddly enough, I wanted her to cling
to me just as tightly.

I shook off the feeling.

“Sure,” I said. “And thank you.”

“For what?”

“Rescuing me.”

“Oh, you’re welcome. You’d do the same.”

As I followed her up the driveway, I suspected Emma had
rescued me from more than just the accident.
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‘A good kisser, huh?” I huffed to myself as I approached
the front of my tidy home. “That’s a matter of
perspective.”

Lights gleamed in the living room, and it looked so cozy
from out in the frigid storm, I almost wanted to cry. “It was an
alright kiss,” I muttered. “Forced, which is never fun.”

“I didn’t exactly force you to kiss me,” Vestalon said
gruffly from beside me.

“What do you call it, then?”
“A spontaneous thing?”

“It was spontaneous. I’'ll give you that.” Who kissed a
woman for the first time they met them and while lying in a
snowbank? Vestalon, obviously.

“I apologize. I thought ...”

“You thought I was your plaything and that we were in bed
together.” 1 rolled my eyes. He was just like my ex, who’d
cheated on me almost from the moment we got married—and
probably before we’d said 1 do. “I don’t know how you live,
but I don’t lie around in the snow making out with strange

guys.”
He sent me a lopsided grin. “Maybe you should.”

I huffed again and took the steps to my front porch,
leading him inside. After putting Milo down on the floor and
removing his leash and harness, I wrangled out of my coat,
hanging it on a peg.



I ditched my slippers on the rug. My poor toes were
frozen, but I slipped them into thick socks I'd left on the
entryway chair, and they’d warm up quickly.

Vestalon heeled off his dress shoes and removed his
business jacket, hanging it beside my coat. They looked cozy
together.

“No more kisses,” I declared.

“Not unless you ask.” He stood in his black stockings,
peering around. “Quaint.”

“Why does that word always sound insulting?”
His brow ridge lifted. “I wasn’t trying to insult you.”

When he rolled up his white dress shirt sleeves, I tried not
to swoon. Strong forearms were such a turn-on, especially
when they were paired with incredibly wide shoulders, a
narrow waist, and tree trunk thighs that stretched the fabric of
his black pants. He unbuttoned the top of his shirt, exposing
orc-green skin that was universal to his species. And why was
I eager to tug his black hair out of his man bun and let it fly
free?

His golden eyes were doing their own inspection of me.
What did he see?

My too lush hips. Long light brown hair I usually wore in a
braid. Green eyes. The tiny dimple in my chin I felt was my
best feature.

I wasn’t what anyone would call beautiful, but I liked
myself too much to deride the body I'd been given. It cut
down my Christmas tree and hauled it inside with ease, and
when 1 felt like it (which I almost never did), it had enough
oomph to go for a run.

He probably noticed I was a lot shorter than him. If we
embraced, my mouth would be at about the right height to
suck on his nipples.

Ugh. I needed to stop thinking about this guy and sex.

I should go into town and hit the bars, though that was
totally not my thing. But I must have an itch that needed



scratching.

“Phone?” he asked, his gruff voice startling me out of my
ongoing perusal of his delectable shape.

“It’s in the living room.”

He followed me, stopping inside the double arched
doorway, his appreciative gaze taking in the fire that needed
feeding, my couch with colorful pillows, and my lovely tree.
His lips twitched. “Are those orcs ornaments?”

“Fun, right? I picked them up at the dollar store.”
“You like orcs.”

“Doesn’t everyone?” I said breezily.

“Some.”

I’d seen more prejudice against orcs than I liked, and I was
vocal about knocking it down.

I lifted my phone off the coffee table and scrolled into it.
“No service.”

“Would you type your number into my phone?”” He offered
it to me.

(4 ‘Why?’ b

“You’ve done a big favor for me. I could send you flowers
or something to thank you, but I’d need your address. I’ll text
you in a day or two.”

There was no harm in that. I typed it in and handed his
phone back. My gaze shot to the window. “It’s still snowing
hard. I’'m not sure we’ll have service until the storm’s over.”

“The forecast said this is a northeaster, that it’ll continue
for days.”

“Why were you driving during a blizzard?” The words
came out like an accusation, but truly, who’d go out at a time
like this unless they had to?

“My grandmother invited me to dinner, and I never say

2

no.

That was sweet. “Where does she live?”



He named the town next up the coast from mine. “I was
returning to the city, hoping to get there before it got bad, but I
took a wrong turn and ended up on your road.”

“It does eventually return to the main route, so you weren’t
far off the track. You took the scenic route.”

“I didn’t see much scenery.”

“Because it’s snowing. [ mean, really. Did you—" When |
caught the sparkle in his eyes, my laugh came out instead of
the rest of my question. “You have a very dry sense of humor.”

“Most miss it.”

Yet [ hadn’t as far as I knew.

“My truck’s off the road, so it won’t cause another
accident.” He went to the window and peered out. “I don’t
believe it would be wise for me to sleep in my truck.”

“I could try to take you to town.”

“Do you have four-wheel-drive? Your driveway’s snowed

2

n.
“I have an SUV.” But even that probably couldn’t tackle
this much snow.
“I could ... wait it out on your porch.”

“You’ll freeze to death.”

He shrugged. “I don’t want to inconvenience you by ...
remaining here.”

“You’re suggesting hanging out with me until the storm’s
over?” My skin peppered with tingles, and I stepped closer to
the fire, adding a few logs to keep it blazing merrily.

“Do you have a tractor I can use to pull my truck away
from the tree?”

“Even if I did, I doubt your truck would run. You
practically wrapped it around that poor tree.”

“I’1l apologize to the tree once the storm’s over.”

“My point is,” I said, “it’s going to need major work. All
I’ve got is a push lawn mower, and I doubt that’ll be of any



help.”
“Who plows your driveway?”

“My neighbor sometimes stops by if the snow’s deep.
Otherwise, I’ve got a snowblower.”

“You do it yourself?”” He appeared skeptical that I had the
skill or ability to run it.

“I’m an independent woman.” I lifted my chin. “I blow out
my own driveway.”

“Why does that sound dirty?”

I drew myself up primly, ignoring how much I was
enjoying our banter. “Excuse me?”

“If someone plowed your driveway, my thought was
they’d come by partway through the storm to keep it clear.”

He’s right. Plowing my drive did sound dirty.

“I’m afraid it’ll be me and my snowblower once the storm
is over.”

“Yes, right. A plow truck might also be able to give me a
ride into town where I could find someone to tow my vehicle
into town for repairs. I could return to the city after making
those arrangements.”

“The garage 1is closed through New Year’s. For
Christmas.”

“Orcs don’t celebrate Christmas.”

“Our mechanic does.”

“Is he an orc?”

“Yes.”

“Then he should be able to fix my truck.”

“Eventually.” I sunk down onto the couch and put my feet
onto the table, letting them toast in the warmth from the fire.
“You can stay here until the storm’s over as long as you’re not
a serial killer.”

“Would I tell you if I was?”



“Probably not. You should know that I can do tackwondo,
and I’m not afraid to use it.” I made fists, but truly, my only
martial arts knowledge came from movies.

“I’m not a serial killer.” He pressed his fist against his
chest. “I appreciate your offer, and I’ll take you up on it. I’ll
even ...” His lips twitched upward in a devastating smile.
“Blow your drive if you want.”
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“‘51 do my own blowing,” Emma said firmly, and I could
tell she was trying not to smile.

“If you insist.”

Emma was the first human female I was attracted to. All
the others held appeal but not enough to distract me from my
work. Emma would even draw my attention if she tiptoed
through my boardroom while I was chairing a vital meeting.

I settled on the couch beside her and gestured to her mug.
“What are you drinking?”

“Hot cocoa, though I imagine it’s cold cocoa now. Would
you like some?”

I frowned at the mug. “I’ve never had it before. Does it
taste good?”

“Why would I drink it if it didn’t?” She didn’t sound
hostile; more amused if the quiver of her lips was anything to
go by.

She was highly appealing from her lush frame to her sharp
wit. She was small compared to me. I could pick her up and

plunk her on my shoulder and carry her around while barely
noticing she was there.

Would she cling to my horns if I did something like that?

“I’d like some cocoa,” I said gravely. “If it’s not too much
of a bother.”



“It 1sn’t.” She rose, took her mug, and walked from the
room.

I followed, unwilling to let her out of my sight. I told
myself I was feeling protective, that something vicious might
attack her, but other than the little black dog who scooted
along with us, his tail swirling through the air, there were no
beasts about.

Where was a good beast when you needed one to prove
you could protect your mate?

I came to a screeching halt in the middle of her dining
room while she continued to the attached kitchen. My libido
kept going, telling me to check out her ripe ass, to touch it if I
dared.

I’d never done something like that with anyone. It was
disrespectful. But I kept getting dirty thoughts about Emma.

Hold on. What had I just thought?
Mate?
It wasn’t possible.

My half-brother had mated with a human, one of his fellow
teachers at the high school. Autumn was sweet, and she adored
Thraal. She was kind to me, too, which I liked.

He told me she’d sparked his mating drive almost from the
moment they first met.

“No,” I shouted.

Emma turned back, frowning. “Are you alright?” She
came back to stand in front of me and handed me her mug,
which I dutifully took and placed on the dining room table.
Leaping up, she quickly ran her fingertips across my forehead.
“Does your head hurt? Do you feel dizzy or ... confused?”

“I’m perfectly fine.”
Except [ wasn’t.

“I have to get out of here,” I snarled.



“We already went through that. It’s storming out. Your
truck’s out of commission,” she said. “I think you should sit
down.”

“No, I need to leave. Otherwise, I’'m going to demand lots
of sex from you.”

“Um ...” Her eyes widened.

“It’s either that or I’'ll have to return to the orc kingdom
and ride it out in a barren cave.”

“Aw,” she said with a sigh, leading me to one of the dining
room chairs that was much too small for an orc butt. When she
tugged on my shirt, I obligingly sat, perching on the edge. “Let
me get you a cool cloth. We should probably try to get you to
the ER in my SUV despite the deep snowbanks.”

“I don’t need the ER. My head’s fine.” I latched onto her
arms, though gently. Spreading my legs, I tugged her between
them, and she cooperated even in this. Her attention appeared
to be fixated on my mouth.

With me sitting, we were about at eye level.
“You are my mate,” I declared earnestly.

Her frown deepened. “I’m not sure I understand what
you’re saying. Are you sure you’re not confused from a head
injury?”

“You probably haven’t heard of orcs going into heat.”

“I’m a librarian. I read all sorts of things while I wait to
help those who come in for books. I’ve read and heard quite a
bit about orcs. While I’ve only met a few so far, I do know
about mating and heat, but ...” She shook her head and her
expression cleared. The pretty smile that filled her face
stunned me. “You’re teasing me, right?”

“No tease in my words, though I find myself strangely
compelled to tease your body with my tongue.”

Why was I saying things like this?

Oh, I knew. I knew. The notion was sinking deeply into my
soul.



“I’'m a businessman,” I insisted, overriding my mouth. “I
don’t use my tongue for anything outside of eating and
speaking.”

“Maybe you should.”

A growl ripped from my chest. “Now you’re the one who’s
teasing.”

“Maybe explain what you’re trying to say to me. Lay it out
plainly for me.”

“You, Emma, have triggered my mating heat.”
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hile I wanted to remain where I was, I back out from
between his nicely thick thighs.

“You did not just tell me we’re mated,” I barked.
I put aside the “heat” part of his statement for now. Mating
sounded too much like being married, and I knew where that
went.

Milo yipped at my tone of voice, though his tail kept
wagging. He looked from me to Vestalon as if this orc and I
were best friends and about to throw a bunch of sticks for him
to retrieve.

“I said mated because we are,” Vestalon insisted.
“Unmate us.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible.” He sighed. “We’ll figure
something out.”

“We’re trapped here together for days. From what I read;
close contact will deepen the bond.”

“Sexual activities will deepen it further.”
“Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”

He looked from where my hand clung to his thigh to my
face, one side of his brow ridge lifting.

I snatched my hand back, clutching it to my chest. “But we
don’t even know each other.”

“We don’t need to.” He rose, towering over me. “It’s
common for the couple to meet and know they’re fated to be



together immediately. They give into the heat immediately.”

“So ... So ...” I didn’t know what to say. “What am I
supposed to do about this? I’'m divorced, and he was a jerk. I
don’t want to go there again.”

His snarl rumbled around us, and he glared as if my ex
might be lurking underneath the dining room table. “What did
he do to you? I’ll rip him apart.”

“While I appreciate the sentiment, he’s on the other side of
the country with his new wife. I’'m just grateful /’m no longer
that wife.” My head tilted. “I don’t know much more about orc
mating customs. If I were an orc female going along with this,
what would we do next?”

“I’d 1ift you and lay you over my shoulder, then run into
the woods where I would’ve prepared a nest. I’d shred your
clothing with my tusks and claim you.”

My breath caught and my core throbbed. I ignored my
body shouting out its need. “You just met me. How would you
know to have a nest ready?”

“I’m speaking hypothetically here.”
“Right.”

“If you’re satisfied, and I will make it clear right now, you
would be, we’d be the equivalent of married when I finally
released you from my nest.”

“Self-confident much?”” I said wryly.
He scowled. “What does that mean?”

I smirked. “All that growling that I’ll be satisfied, as if it’s
a done deal. You need to know right now that I’m not easily
satisfied, though, honestly, my only experience is with my ex,
and I doubt he even tried. He was more interested in his own
pleasure than mine.”

“I would be focused solely on you. Believe me, you’d
shriek out your joy. You’d come a million times.”

I lifted one eyebrow. “A million?”

“Hypothetically.”



“This assumes we’d do something like that, which we
won’t.”

“Why not?” He advanced toward me, an Incredible Hulk
behaving all sexy—something I’d fantasized about many
times. Lifting me up, he pressed me against a bare patch of
wall.

“Because ...” What was I going to say? Oh, yes. “Because
there’s a ton of snow outside. Your nest would be covered.”

“I’d build a glorious nest with a roof and heating and
multiple surfaces where I could claim your delectable body.”

I liked that he thought I was delectable—too much.

He nudged my legs apart and settled between them like he
belonged there. There was nothing I could do but wrap my
legs around his waist and cling to his upper arms.

And when he claimed my mouth, I had no interest in doing
anything but kissing him back.
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(I ’d lost my wits and my self-control because of this
female.

My mate. The thought of possessing her, being with
her fully, consumed me.

I ravaged her mouth, and she moaned and jerked her hips
toward me, her lips parting and her tongue slipping out to find
mine.

I lifted my head. “Bed.”

She jerked her head to her right. “Off the living room, first
floor.”

Lifting her, I tossed her over my shoulder. Mating heat
roared through me, and all I could think about was showing
this lovely woman that she’d find endless pleasure in my arms.

She might be shocked at how quickly this happened, but it
was common with my species. Some orcs might know
someone their entire lives, then suddenly the mating heat
would rush through them when they were with that person,
and they’d both realize this was it. They were fated to be
together. Other times, it happened at the first meeting like with
me and Emma.

Love and caring always followed.

Everyone knew you’d get to know your fated one while
you spent a week or so working through the heat, plus after.

This was a welcome thing for orcs, not something to be
dreaded.



Inside her bedroom, I nudged the door shut with her pup
standing in the hall. He yipped, but I’d make it up to him with
pats later. Now was for me and Emma, and I didn’t need an
audience for what I was going to do with my mate.

I gently laid her on her bed and while it wasn’t orc-sized, it
was a large surface. We’d fit.

Crawling up over her, I kissed her again, this time savoring
how amazing her mouth felt beneath mine, how she clung to
my shoulders.

If she was an orc, I’d claim her fully, and she’d welcome
that. But Emma was human, and they didn’t think or act like
an orc. I needed to remember that and make concessions.

I lifted my head and locked my gaze on hers. “I’m going to
lick your sweet little clit and make you come.”

“Is that a question or a statement?”

“I’'m not working hard enough if you have the wits to do
more than say yes.”

Her lips jerked upward, and that simple gesture was like an
arrow embedding itself in my chest. “Perhaps you’d better get
back to work then.”

“The time to say no is now.”

“Let’s see how you do in the satisfaction department
before I start tossing around full-on commitment.”

My mate was witty and gorgeous, and I couldn’t wait to
claim her fully.

I kissed her sweet mouth again but soon left it, roaming
across her jaw and down her neck. I unzipped the top of her
odd outfit, taking the fastening all the way to the end near her
groin. The garment opened, and I eased the fuzzy orange
sleeves from her arms.

A few wiggles, and she’d worked it down around her
waist. That would do—for now.

I feathered kisses along her collarbone and between her
breasts, sucking in a whiff of her delicious scent. It worked on



my pulse like an aphrodisiac, making my heart thunder and my
breathing rage.

She was dressed like a fox, but she wore the most
delectable undergarments, smooth and silky pink stuff with
bits of lace, plus a tiny bow in the center.

“Do you want to remove this, or can I rip through it with
my tusks?” I asked, gesturing to her bra.

“As arousing as it might be for you to shred my underwear
to get to me, I like this set.” Rising a little, she unclipped the
bra and tossed it aside, laying back and watching me as I took
in her glorious body.

“You’re beautiful,” I growled.

“My breasts are bigger than I like.”
“They’re never too big.”

“Says a guy. They bounce when I walk.”

“I’1l watch for that,” I said with a grin, stroking a fingertip
along the underside of one of her breasts.

“It’s hard to find clothing that doesn’t make me look lush.”
“Lush 1s good.”

“Again, guy.”

“I’m all male, sweetheart,” I said. “Know that right now.”
“I suspected as much.”

“Allow me to show you.” I sucked one of her nipples into
my mouth, and my groan rumbled through my chest. My cock
was on fire. I was going to come just from licking her nipple.

I teased her other nipple with my fingers, tugging and
rolling it while she moaned and arched her spine to thrust her
breast into my mouth.

Leaving her breast, I kissed across her nicely rounded
belly, which I adored. She eased out of the rest of her fox
attire, kicking it aside, before I could beg to rip through that
with my tusks. Truly, it was amazing shredding clothing to get
to the lush treat beneath.



I spread her legs and crawled between them, tucking my
arms beneath her beautifully ripe ass and lifting it, exposing
the slick juncture between her legs.

“Wet, just the way I want you, mate,” I growled, licking at
the sweetness she’d produced from my touch already. “Tell me
if there’s anything you don’t like.”

“I ... Honestly, my ex didn’t like doing this, so whatever
you do down there is new for me.”

I loved that I could be her first for this. I’d make sure it
was a memorable moment. A mating-worthy moment.

Finding her clit, I ran my tongue across it, then shifted my
head back and forth to make my tongue flicker across it.

Moaning, she bucked up to my mouth.

I nibbled on her clit while sliding a finger inside her snug
passage. She felt so good. My poor cock throbbed, wanting in
on the action.

Maybe next time.

While she panted and gripped the bedding tightly, I licked
and sucked on her clit, pushing two fingers inside her and
pumping them.

She tasted wonderful, like the storm outside and my
salvation. And when she came, I sucked in the flavor.

I’d never do this again with any woman but Emma.
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Instead, 1 laid on the bed in a post-climax stupor,
wondering if I could ask him to do it again.

He dropped onto the bed beside me, and the lower part of
his legs jutted beyond the end despite his head almost touching
the headboard. If he was going to hang around much, I needed
to look into orc-sized beds.

No, no, no. I needed to roll off this mattress, walk if 1
could reconnect my brain to my legs, and pretend it never
happened.

He tugged me into his arms and murmured something in a
language I hadn’t heard before. Orcish? When he kissed the
top of my head and snuggled me against his chest, I curled into
him, savoring how wonderful it felt to be held.

“I’m sorry if this feels sudden,” he said in a gravelly voice.

My laugh spurted out. “We’ve known each other all of ...
an hour? And now this.” I gestured to my naked body. He
remained clothed, which was a complete shame.

“As I said, i1t’s common for orcs.”

“Explain more about mating heat, if you don’t mind.”



“Knowledge 1s power, right?”
“I’m a librarian, so yup.”

“Only a few orcs find their true mates, and those are the
most fruitful relationships. Others still mate, or marry in
human terms, with someone they’ll care for, though they’re
lucky to produce one orcling. Those who find their true mates
are almost immediately overcome with a heat. It ensures
survival of the species. During the heat, they’ll mate numerous
times. The heat eventually fades.”

“What if their true mate doesn’t wish to initiate or continue
the relationship?”

He stilled, holding his breath. “It’s rare, but if the other
person doesn’t want a true mating, the one going into heat will
go to a cave within the orc kingdom that’s reserved for such a
time. He’ll remain there until the heat wanes. After that, he’ll
avoid the other person to keep from triggering his heat again.”

“Sounds unpleasant.”

“I imagine it is. It’s rare for anyone to reject a fated mate.
They’re your perfect match, the one you’re destined to spend
your life with. The couples are exceedingly happy.”

“For those who choose not to pursue the relationship, do
they go on to find new true mates?”

“Sadly, no.”
“I’m not saying I’m rejecting you,” I said softly.
“I’m grateful to hear that.”

“I wouldn’t want to be responsible for sending you to a
cave where you’ll ... I assume you’ll spend a lot of time
jerking off.”

“It’s that or suffer.”

I rolled over to face him. I loved how he smelled and how
earnestly he watched me, as if I could hand him everything or
rip him apart with only one word. “You don’t love me. How
could you?”



“That’s the thing. Because you’re my fated mate, [ know I
will love you, and that’s a blessing.”

“Love can hurt.”
“Only if 