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        Lord Kurzon Sarthak, Viscount Aurleon, has found his fated mate, and will contrive all manner of ways to ensure she wants to claim him as much as he wants her.

      

        

      
        Please note: There is biting, knotting, and graphic sex between consenting adults.

      

        

      
        Featured tropes include fated mates; instalove; size difference; pheromone-induced, graphically described sex between consenting adults.
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      Nooriya Sella smoothed an errant wrinkle on her uniform. She had served in many noble houses before, but this was the first time she served a naga household.

      She did not have a problem with the bête monde. Quite the opposite. She was enamored of them.

      The Valentano Keep had an old pedigree, and their wealth was obvious in the opulence of their home. But it was not just the grandeur of the house that had caught her attention, it was the naga themselves. Their sinuous bodies, adorned with shimmering scales, and their hypnotic eyes made her pulse race every time they looked her way. She had never felt this way about any of her previous employers.

      Though she passed for human, she was convinced she had more than a little monstrous heritage diluted in her bloodline.

      As she made her way to the master’s chambers to deliver his tea, she could not help but replay the way Lord Aurleon’s forked tongue had flicked out and tasted the air when he had first seen her during her interview. It had sent a shiver down her spine and she had to clench her thighs together to fight off the sudden heat between them.

      Two weeks later, and here she was trying not to make a fool of herself on her first proper day of employment. She needed to keep this job. She had been about ready to sell everything she owned—and perhaps a bit of herself—in order to gain passage to the Americas.

      Thankfully, fate intervened, and she discovered the Earl needed another maid on his staff.

      With relief, mingled with a touch of disappointment, Lord Aurleon’s rooms were empty. She should have expected that. After all, he was an important lord, likely with many appointments on his agenda.

      “Thank you, Miss Sella.”

      Nooriya nearly jumped out of her skin. She had not heard Lord Aurleon entering. “Pardon me, my lord. I did not realize you were here.” She braved a look up at him to gauge his mood.

      The corner of his mouth quirked up. “The fault is mine. I should have announced that I was entering my chambers.”

      Was he teasing me? Nooriya thought to herself. Braving a look, she saw amusement graced Lord Aurleon’s fine features. Her stomach tightened, and other places lower pulsed with a radiating heat.

      The lord was young and virile, only now returned to claim his estate from his father after serving his tour in the military. Nooriya’s heart was hammering in her chest, and she could feel the heat rising in her cheeks. His eyes were a burnished copper that glinted with ruby red speckles. It complemented the variegated bronze and tan dorsal scales that ranged down his tail. His ventral scales, however, were the hallmark gold of House Sarthak, also known as the House of the Golden Serpents, of which Lord Kurzon Sarthak, Viscount Aurleon, was the named heir.

      The naga lord's presence intoxicated her, and she knew she should remain composed and professional. Nooriya looked away, suddenly feeling self-conscious under his scrutiny.

      “Is there something I can assist you with, my lord?” she asked, struggling to keep her voice steady.

      The naga lord slithered closer, and Nooriya could not help but notice the way his scales glimmered in the light. He fixed his gaze on hers, and she felt as though he could see right through her. A shiver ran down her spine as he rested his large hand on her shoulder."I think I should ask you that question," he murmured, his voice low and seductive. “Is there something I can assist you with?”

      Nooriya felt a surge of desire course through her body. How many times had she envisioned just this moment over the last two weeks? How many times had she dreamed of Kurzon pressing her against the wall, the naga lord’s hands roaming over her body? She would moan as he trailed kisses down her neck, his fangs grazing her skin. She would feel him growing harder against her, and she knew she wanted him just as badly as he wanted her.

      With a sudden burst of passion, he would lift her up and carry her over to the bed, laying her down gently. She dreamed of reaching up and tangling her fingers in his long, roan-colored hair, feeling the silk of it brushing against her skin. Then she would pull him down into a searing kiss, and he would respond, his tongue tangling with hers as they explored each other’s mouths with feverish intensity.

      Then she would behold the glory of Kurzon’s twin cocks. She had only heard downstairs talk about naga male physiology, but there was no reason to doubt it. Whatever he hid in his sheath, she knew without a doubt, would be magnificent.

      She wanted all those things and more, but knew her place. She could not—no, she would not—jeopardize the boon of this employment posting.

      With her gaze set firmly on the floor, she noted how Lord Aurleon’s tail looped into a circle around her, and yearned to feel it coil tightly around her body. “I have everything I need, my lord. I should check back with Gideon. She wished for me to accompany her to town for some purchases to go with the dinner meal.”

      Something akin to “Of course, Miss Sella. I would hate to inconvenience the head housekeeper. I look forward to tasting what you have to offer.”

      Nooriya blinked up at Kurzon’s beatific face, trying to see if he intended a double meaning in his words. The swirl of red and gold in his eyes only made her pulse race faster. Without a word, she turned on her heel and nearly ran out of the room.

      She was so overwhelmed, as soon as she turned the corner and raced down the back stairwell, she snuck into a corner pantry to catch her breath. The throbbing between her legs became unbearable. Despite knowing that the housekeeper had waited for her, Nooriya backed into the far corner of the pantry and leaned against the wall. Lifting her skirts, she cupped her sex, pressing her cool fingers against the slick wet heat at the juncture of her thighs. She rubbed the pad of her thumb in circles over her swollen nub.

      She imagined Kurzon kissing his way down her body, his hot breath teasing her navel, and then finally tasting her where she hungered for him most. His tongue would be rough, but no more than his touch. With one hand, he would spread her legs wide, granting himself full access to her forbidden depths. He would lick her hard and then coax out every drop of her honey. If she were very good, he would let her wrap her own fingers around his shafts, then he would fuck her until she screamed.

      Waves of pleasure flooded her senses, and she floated in the aftershocks of the multiple orgasms that gripped her. She came back to her senses when she heard the sounds of footsteps in the hall. Hastily, she smoothed out her skirts, trying to look presentable just in time as Gideon entered the room.

      “Nooriya, dear, there you are!” The older woman exclaimed, her cherub face creased with concern. “I realized I did not specify which pantry we would meet in and wondered if you would be here. I apologize for the miscommunication.”

      “It is I who should apologize,” Nooriya said. “I intended to seek you out, realizing my mistake.”

      Gideon smiled and patted her cheek. “Well, no worries, child. It seems we found each other in the end. Let’s take our notes and be on our way. His lordship’s gathering tomorrow is quite involved and I do not want to miss out on getting the best finishing touches.”

      It was only when she and Gideon were in the carriage toward town did Nooriya realize she left Lord Aurleon’s presence without so much as a curtsy.

      Good lord, she would be lucky to keep her job for two weeks if she kept this up. She pushed that encounter from her mind and resolutely helped Gideon carry parcels and sundries from store to store in town.
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      “Please do not tell me you are marrying a maid?”

      Kurzon swirled his whiskey in his glass as he eyed his father bursting into his study. Ludo Sarthak, Earl of Valentano and the current head of House Sarthak, was in a gloriously foul mood indeed. Excellent. Ludo must have received his notice.

      “Then I won’t tell you,” Kurzon said, raising his glass to his father in mock toast. “Whiskey?”

      Ludo’s maroon eyes narrowed on him. “You cannot pluck women from the street and make them your wife. And yes, make it a double.”

      Kurzon poured out a whiskey double and handed it to his father as he paced. "Says who?"

      “Says me! You know, your father!”

      Kurzon snorted. “Please. First, I did not pluck her from the streets, though I wanted to. I scented her, tracked her down, and seeing that she was a maid, urged an acquaintance of mine to encourage her to interview here at Valentano Keep.”

      “We are not even hiring,” Ludo exclaimed before downing his whiskey. He waggled the now empty glass to Kurzon, who splashed some more of the amber liquid into it. “We do not even need maids.”

      At his father’s exasperated look, Kurzon laughed. “Exactly. You did not need a maid, so you did not really hire her into your staff. However, I needed a reason for her to stay, as she had every intention of buying a passage to the Americas. Thank the Great Serpent, my friend and his wife intervened at the port and sent her my way.”

      That Nooriya’s scent called to him in the middle of a bustling port packed to the brim with monsters and men alike was a miracle. He had never played into his father’s notions of soul mates before, and would rather pluck out his scales before listening to tales of romantic escapades between his parents. Once he had scented Nooriya, though, he had known that he needed to find her.

      As if his heart would burst from his chest if he did not.

      Ludo sighed and settled onto the divan by the fireplace, his golden coils piled beneath him. “I hear the beginning of a scheme, and so will let you speak.” He gestured for Kurzon to sit in the chaise lounge opposite.

      “It is a simple plan, really. Valentano Keep will host a bridal hunt. Nooriya runs in it. I claim her, and declare her my mate. Then, we shall go to Aurleon Hall, and be the dutiful Viscount and Viscountess, and by this time next year, you might have a grandchild to hold in your arms.”

      At the hint of family, Ludo’s eyes widened. At the possibility of a legacy as a grandchild, Kurzon knew he had won.

      Ludo straightened in his seat, absently tapping his glass in thought. “Yes. That would work. No one at Aurleon would know or care about the girl’s pedigree. All they would know is that she is your mate. Yes, this could work indeed.” He brought the glass to his lips, realized it was empty, and slithered over to the bar to fill it once more.

      Kurzon knew his father would be an easy sell once family talk came around. If his blessed mother had been alive, he knew for a damn fact she would have had no objections to the mating. She had more naga sensibilities, and valued a person’s heart over one’s title or pedigree.

      “When will you wish to host this hunt?”

      This would be the hard sell. “Tomorrow night.”

      “Tomorrow night?! Boy, are you mad? Can you imagine the preparations? The food alone⁠—”

      Kurzon raised a hand to stem what would have been an endless lecture. “And that is why I had been preparing for it these last two weeks. The bridal hunt at Casselon seemed to be a rousing success last month, and I wish to emulate my cousin’s fortune.”

      Ludo cocked his head as if in thought. “You were out of the country last month. How could you have possibly known that?” To see his father so caught off guard was a rare treat to savor.

      “The servants talk, father. Besides, the anonymous Lady Grey of the High Tea Society spoke of a contingent of nagas crossing the country to help a certain viscount hunt his lady wife. It didn’t take a master code breaker to decipher those clues.”

      Ludo harrumphed as he resumed his prior perch on the divan. “You best be sure that the girl even wants to be hunted, let alone wants you to claim her.”

      With a triumphant smile, Kurzon nodded toward his father. Only he would know that his darling intended had been so bothered by his attentions that she had to relieve herself immediately after being in his presence. Her fertile scent had been so potent that he needed to do the same.

      Oh, what a mess he made of his sheets. Endless jets of his seed shot out of his cocks. He couldn’t wait to saturate every bit of Nooriya’s body with it. “That is the only thing I am sure about in this world.”
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      The townspeople of Valentano had been treated to a holiday of sorts, courtesy of the Lord Aurleon. Many hailed him and greeted him home from many tours abroad.

      Nooriya felt a twinge of pride that her new employer was so honorable, yet she also realized that the gulf between them was an ever-widening chasm.

      “Miss Sella, there you are!” Another maid with sleek auburn hair and tan scales that peeked up from her collar came racing toward her.

      Nooriya hated she felt as if she was constantly being looked for. “Miss Chelsea. What has happened?”

      The young maid fluttered her hands in a placating gesture. “Nothing. Do not be alarmed, Miss Sella. Gideon sent me to fetch you to join the other unmarried ladies on the hunt.”

      Nooriya wondered why ladies would take part in such sport. Surely there was a deeper meaning she was missing. “Hunt? As in the gentlemanly sport with guns?”

      The younger maid beamed at her. “Yes—I mean, no, it is not like a fox hunt, which might have been your first assumption. This hunt is a bridal hunt, where the unmarried men and women can partake. Unmarried maidens like yourself are invited to run, and the menfolk chase you. And then, if one catches you, you can consent to the claiming. If you do not, then he must either give up the chase or hunt another.”

      “But I have no interest in being claimed.” As Nooriya spoke, she felt a familiar presence before hearing Lord Aurleon speak her name. It was like her body instinctively responded to him before she was conscious of his presence.

      “Miss Sella,” Lord Aurleon uttered her name in a low tone, one that made her stop breathing. “Have you decided if you will run tonight?”

      Anxiety gripped her instantly. “I am not sure. I had not intended on it. In truth, I am ignorant about all this entails.” She hoped she did not sound as breathless and naïve as she felt.

      “I see,” he said simply. “I can educate you, if you wish?”

      At her nod, the naga lord continued. “This hunt is a kind of naga tradition, so to speak. During the New Moon closest to the Spring Solstice—so today—we host a feast like this. When the sun sets and darkness settles, the unmarried women run and hide in the forest.” Lord Aurleon pointed to the woods that bordered the Valentano estate. “Then, the host of the hunt will sound the horn, and the unmarried men will hunt for a maiden to claim.”

      Every word out of his mouth set fire to her nerve endings. Suddenly, her dress was too scratchy against her sensitive skin. Her nipples, especially, were so taut they threatened to cut through the fabric of her bodice.

      Nooriya spoke to distract herself from her racing heart. “Miss Chelsea said that if the maiden does not want to be claimed, the hunter needs to back off?”

      The speckles of red in his eyes glittered like rubies. “Yes. No male may mistreat or force a maiden.”

      That put Nooriya’s anxiety to rest. If she ran, she would be safe from resisting a man’s offer. However, if Lord Aurleon should take part...

      “What if the maiden submits to a claiming? What then?”

      A rakish smile split the viscount’s face. “They both spend the night in each other's company, glorying in the delightful pleasures of the flesh.”

      Nooriya felt the juncture of her thighs dampen at his words. He made the idea sound thrilling yet terrifying.

      “I want you to know, Miss Sella. If you decide to run, I will be glad to give chase.” His eyes smoldered her. “You should also know that no matter how fast you run, I will overtake you. No matter where you hide, I will find you.”

      She did not know how to respond to him, so entranced was she by his fervor. “I am sure that you will.”

      Tilting his head toward her, he asked, “Does that mean you submit to being hunted, Miss Sella?”

      Her throat dried up as her heart pounded like war drums in her chest. Whatever she answered, she knew in her heart her life would be different after tonight. “Yes.”

      Something akin to hunger flickered over Lord Aurleon’s face as a bass note rumbled through the air. It was the signal for the volunteer maidens to gather at the boundary. “You have made me extremely happy, my lady.”

      Nooriya nervously twisted her hands together. “I believe I need to join the others now.” Heat rushed her face, and she turned from the viscount, allowing herself to be swept away with a group of excited young women. As she waited for the next horn to sound, she replayed the conversation in her head.

      Did he call me ‘my lady’?

      She did not have a chance to explore what it meant, because the next horn sounded. The women squealed in excitement and, en masse, sprinted into the forest.
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      Kurzon would savor his intended bride for days. No question about it. Her scent had frayed his threadbare control.

      He watched with a satisfied smile as Nooriya flew away like a frightened deer, her feet barely touching the ground. His gaze tracked her lithe figure as she twisted and turned through the trees, her dark hair streaming behind her like a wild river before it disappeared from view.

      With her gone from sight, every primal instinct within him raged to run after her. The one rational thought that kept him in check was the knowledge that if he broke the rule, they would hold him back until the other hunters reached the forest.

      That would not do. He would not risk losing Nooriya, nor inadvertently killing all the unmarried males of the town under his father’s protection.

      As soon as the horn blared, Kurzon shot into the forest with preternatural speed. He could almost feel the tension in the air as the hunt progressed. Though he had lost sight of Nooriya, her scent trail was a beacon luring him forward.

      Kurzon chased after her with grace and ease, his long tail easily covering the ground in great strides. He relished the sound of her small gasps as he closed the distance between them.

      Suddenly, she darted off the path and rushed through the thick underbrush. Kurzon followed, undeterred. He tracked her by her mounting excitement, and the rustle of her dress through the trees.

      He rounded a bend, and there she was, standing in the middle of a clearing, her large doe eyes wide and luminous, golden cheeks flushed. The sight stirred something deep within him, and he moved closer to her.

      “Are you surrendering, my lady?” His voice was velvet, but his words were steel.

      She nodded her head silently, and Kurzon felt a thrill of triumph. He stepped closer and reached out his hand. She placed her trembling hand on his, and he pulled her close.

      Kurzon smiled slyly. He knew that this would be the perfect opportunity to make his move. With a confident swagger, he strode forward and scooped Nooriya up into his arms.

      She gasped in surprise, but her eyes sparkled in delight.

      “You are mine now, my lady,” he whispered, nuzzling her neck. He reveled in her sweet musk and even now was impatient to dive into her wet heat. “I intend to have you to myself for the next few days, and not just tonight. If you wish otherwise, speak now.”

      Nooriya blushed, but did not try to escape his embrace. Instead, she snuggled closer to his chest, her heart racing with excitement. “I have wanted to be with you since the first day I met you,” she confessed.

      The urge to take her roared within him, but he knew that the next few moments would be crucial for them. He did not want her to doubt him, ever, nor give her any reason to mistrust him. And so, he gazed into her eyes that shone like twin moons, her tan skin nearly as deep as his bronzed scales. She was his mate, as sure as he was of his name.

      “As have I. Your scent called to me. You were made for me, and I promise I will cherish you and keep you safe.”

      Nooriya’s eyes glistened with tears, but she smiled up at him. “I believe you, my lord.”

      Kurzon wrapped her in his embrace, feeling her heart beat against his chest. Already, the sounds of passionate lovemaking echoed around them. If he did not leave now, they would soon join in the chorus. However, Kurzon would not allow for his bride’s first coupling to be outside among strangers.

      Besides, once he started, he did not plan on stopping. Kurzon carried her to one of the secret tunnels that allowed safe passage out of the castle in case of a siege. Before long, they arrived in his den, where he had prepared for the two of them.

      As the door swung shut, Kurzon wasted no time establishing his claim. He slanted his mouth over hers, delving his tongue into her mouth. He groaned against her. “You taste even better than I imagined.”

      He pulled apart from her, roving his gaze over her features to gauge whether she still wanted this—still wanted him. Her eyes were glazed with passion, and she flicked her tongue over her lips as if trying to capture every bit of his taste in her mouth. “Let us get you out of this dress.”

      Nooriya nodded, and he gently peeled away the layers of fabric, revealing her body to him. He made quick work of the laces on her bodice and peeled off her dress, revealing her curvy body to his gaze. Kurzon’s breath caught in his throat as the sight of her lithe curves lay before him. His hands trembled as he explored the contours of her body, memorizing every inch.

      When Nooriya shivered beneath his touch, he knew she was ready. He pressed her back onto the bed, covering her body with his as he brought his lips to hers. He paused for a moment, noting the wildness in her eyes before finally giving her what she wanted. Kurzon moved his mouth against hers hungrily as his hands stroked her skin, exploring her body and learning her soft curves. As he moved his hands lower, Nooriya gasped with pleasure and he felt his own arousal surge.

      Kurzon had waited a long time for this moment, and he wanted to savor every second. He moved slowly, losing himself in her warmth, delighting in each moan and gasp as his skillful hands aroused her. He parted her thighs, exposing her pussy to him. Nooriya gasped and reached out to grab hold of his head as he slid his tongue into her slit. She bucked her hips toward him, desperate to feel more of his touch. She moaned as he plunged his tongue into her cunt again and again.

      “I know what you need,” he said, as he parted her seam with his tongue, exploring her honeyed depths. He let his fangs graze her delicate skin, just enough to be thrilling. She quivered beneath him as her climax neared. He pressed gentle lips against her throbbing flesh, teasing and sucking it, slowly ramping up and building the intensity. He swirled his fingers in her cream, readying her tight cunt for his cocks.

      Nooriya’s fingers tangled in his hair as she chanted his name. “I know, my darling, I know.” He cooed encouraging words against her sex, reveling in the liquid heat that flowed from her. He dipped the tip of his tail inside her, pushing into her, feeling her tight walls grip him so well. As she crested, her cries became insistent, until finally her body bowed under the intensity of her orgasm. Kurzon increased his pace, sending wave after wave of pleasure through her. When another crest swelled within her, he twisted his tail into her tight rim.

      Nooriya screamed in pleasure, and it was all he could do to hold her hips down so he could continue tormenting her.

      She felt his forked tongue circling her nipples, nipping and sucking at them. His hands traced the length of her body, stroking and teasing as she squirmed in pleasure under his touch.

      She shuddered as she unraveled as an orgasm seized her senses.

      When she finally lay still and wrung out, Kurzon rose above her, centering himself between her legs. “My lady. Look at the mess you have made of your pretty cunt.” He ran his finger between her folds as if in emphasis. “I’m going to make it even worse.”

      Nooriya’s gaze snapped to his at his dark promise. His cocks emerged from his sheath, and her eyes grew even larger when she saw that liquid leaked out of the tip in a fair trickle. “May I touch you?” she said, breathless.

      “I would prefer that you do,” Kurzon responded.

      Like an eager student, Nooriya took each cock in hand and found a rhythm in stroking them. She leaned forward and licked one before licking the other. Both would be a mouthful for her. As long as she wanted to learn, he would teach her how to take a cock deep in her throat with all she wished.

      “Gods be praised, Nooriya. Your mouth is perfect.” She hummed in praise, which made him impossibly hard.

      Kurzon wanted to take her—claim her—as instinct and ritual required. He wouldn’t thrust into her mouth. He wouldn’t have the control to be careful.

      Slowly, deftly, he slid from her mouth. Though she whined, she let him push her back once more. “I need you too much. I have waited for too long.” Indeed, if he didn’t find release soon, his cocks would fall off.

      He nudged her legs apart, positioning himself between her creamy thighs, pulling her knees up to accommodate his shoulders. He licked her once more, laving the sweet apex of her sex  until she screamed for him. She was well and truly soaked when he lined his bottom cock to her entrance and pressed himself into her.

      The sight of his massive cock pushing inside of her made Nooriya gasp in delight. He grinned and reached down, parting her lips with one hand. He teased her nub with the tip of his second cock, rubbing it back and forth in little circles. The slide of the ridges along the underside of his shaft over her sensitive pearl was heaven.

      And the way Nooriya’s eyes fluttered close as her muscles pulsed around him, she must feel the same way. Fully seated within her, his cock throbbed as he gave her body time to adjust to his girth. He snapped his hips against her, the smacking sounds of their desperate flesh filling his ears.

      Nooriya let out a loud moan as he thrust into her, burying himself up to his thickened knot in one stroke. She wrapped her legs around his waist as he pulled out and thrust back in again. He buried his face in her neck, flicking his tongue over her sensitive skin.

      Once he started thrusting, he knew he couldn’t stop. He plowed into her faster until she unraveled. “Kurzon!”

      His name, torn from her lips in heated passion, was his undoing. He growled her name, pounding into her faster and faster until he sank his fangs into her soft flesh as he came. A tiny rational voice inside the darkest corner of his mind recognized the shocked gasp that came from Nooriya. Carefully, he withdrew his fangs from her, licking the tiny holes so that his saliva can heal her.

      Finally, as they lay still, their bodies entwined in the afterglow of a passionate night. Nooriya looked up at him, her eyes shining with love, and Kurzon knew in that moment that he never wanted to let her go.
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      The carriage ride to Aurleon had been most eventful, especially since Kurzon commanded the driver to make circuitous rounds of the estate in order to enjoy the rapturous splendor of his lady wife’s body for a while longer. He loved her most this way, bent over, so he could fill both her holes at the same time.

      Kurzon grabbed her full hips, keeping her steady as he thrust wildly into her body. Nooriya moaned as Kurzon’s member crashed into her sensitive folds with each powerful thrust.

      “My lord,” she gasped.

      The sounds of their lovemaking echoed off the walls of the carriage as Kurzon finally released himself into Nooriya, groaning in pleasure. He pulled her upright and kissed her deeply, his tongue dancing against her own.

      “My love, my lady,” he murmured back, his hands still caressing her skin in a sensuous trail. “Are you ready for more?”

      Though she was utterly wrecked, she needed him more than breath. “Always.”

      Kurzon pinned his mate against him, her back  against his chest. “As you wish, my lady.” He whispered against her temple as fierce as any vow. He curled one hand protectively around her neck while the other roamed down the front of her body to cup her sex.

      As they finally arrived at the estate gates properly, the sun was just setting on the horizon and Nooriya felt the warmth of Kurzon’s embrace wrap around her even tighter. Life with him was a dream come true, and she was ready and eager for whatever was to come.
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        Thank you for reading Claiming the Viscount Viper.

      

        

      
        If you want to read more Regency monster romances, check out the included excerpt for Taming the Viscount Viper.

      

        

      
        Click the link or type this link into your favorite browser to preorder a copy, and read an extended excerpt: https://evangelinepriest.com/product/taming-the-viscount-viper-preorder/

      

        

      
        For other stories featuring the House of the Golden Serpents, check out A Cherry on Top (https://books2read.com/monstrousappetites1) which is part of the Monstrous Appetites, a slice of life, date night with bite series.
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        On account of your bizarre dedication to spinsterhood and your approaching poverty, Her Majesty has deemed your Season a failure. With no further prospects and less time, you are hereby ordered to attend The Monsters Ball.

      

        

      
        Imogene Dalloway had a disastrous season. However, unlike other young ladies of her station, she prefers the freedom of spinsterhood. Her plans change when she discovers that the bulk of her parent’s inheritance will go to her father’s first son, leaving Imogene and her younger brother without any income or support. With little time to secure her future inheritance, her only option is a tattered invitation to the Monsters Ball.

      

        

      
        Much to his dismay, Viridian Sarthak, the Viscount of Casselon, needs a new wife. His first wife’s family is contesting his rights to his lands–and his son!–and if he cannot find a suitable mate soon, they'll win their case. It is convenience-at-first-sight when he encounters a human female at the Monsters Ball who abhors the thought of marriage as much as he does.

      

        

      
        Together they sign a contract with stringent rules to keep their respective families intact. The only thing they don’t account for is falling in love.

      

        

      
        Now each must convince the other that there may need to be some amendments to their agreement.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Please be aware that this story is not intended to be an accurate portrayal of England in the Regency Era. I used historical nuances to enrich the story, but certainly took liberties since my characters are monstrous gentry.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

          
            Author’s Note
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          Dear Reader,

          As the Monsters Ball is upon us, this author has chosen to share with you some of the things she has witnessed while at Broadstone Hall. Although I expected a certain level of decorum even among the bête monde, please note that these activities might be too scandalous for most of the ton—that is to say, ensure your fan and smelling salts are at the ready!

          Activities observed were:

          Size difference; double-penetration; bridal hunt; use of pornographic literature; tail play; praise; graphic, consensual sex between a monster-naga male with human female.

          This author shall report back if there are any more activities of note.

          Until then, sip slowly.

          Lady Grey
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            Chapter One
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          Shawcross Keep

        

      

      

      The Right Honorable Lady Cosmina Shawcross preferred her quiet life in the country. Every day, she had breakfast in the morning room where she lingered over the latest column of the High Tea. How else was she to keep abreast of the who’s who of the crème de la crème of the bête monde?

      The tidbits of gossip were her preferred form of gospel, gleaning from such missteps and faux pas as though they were morality tales.

      It shocked her, therefore, to read about her own grandniece in the tattler rag. The anonymous author did not write out Imogene Dalloway’s name explicitly, but the girl was heavily implied.

      After all, who else had upstaged the dubbed diamond of the first water last season? Who else but Imogene had had endless callers and received four proposals within the first week? And, whose parents were lost at sea and presumed dead, questioning if the aforementioned certain lady would condescend off her high horse to be out this season?

      Well, if there was one thing Cosmina could do, she would send Imogene to the Monsters Ball. After all, she still had her allowance from her husband’s death. What better way to secure their collective futures than to help Imogene attract a husband without the scrutiny of the London ton?

      Cosmina rang for Caroline, her lady’s maid, who appeared at her side. A slim young woman nearing her thirties, with chestnut hair and chinadoll features, she had boundless energy that she kept subdued in favor of her employer. “Have you finished your breakfast already, my lady?”

      “I am afraid I must if I am to send word to Madame Stuart Lane for a private appointment here at the house. Come, I must leave posthaste. Find my wrap and cane.”

      Caroline fetched the cane and helped her lady to her feet. “An appointment? Are you refreshing your wardrobe for this season, my lady?”

      “No, not for me,” Cosmina tutted as Caroline draped her wrap about her shoulders. Cane in hand, the baroness marched out of her morning room with a zealous determination of a soldier readying for battle. “For Miss Dalloway! We must outfit her in style and Eglantine is the only one who can help her now! Edgar, bring the carriage around.”

      The steward, who clearly had another assignation, dropped what he was doing, turned on his heel, and headed back outside.

      Caroline trotted to keep up with her mistress. “For Miss Dalloway? Why the sudden need for a new wardrobe?”

      “Because of this!” Cosmina waved the High Tea in her hand as if it were a weapon. “I will not have my grandniece a mockery in society, scandalized and ruined before she even has a chance. She shall attend the Monsters Ball and wed an acceptable member of the bête monde. That shall show this Lady Grey. Happy sipping, indeed. She shall choke on her tea.”

      The lady’s maid wisely held her tongue while Cosmina ranted. “The Monsters Ball? My lady, I thought you said that Miss Dalloway could ignore the invitation and stay here at Shawcross Keep for as long as she wished?”

      “That was before this-this-this drivel of a gossip rag besmirched her name and ruined her future prospects! My dear niece no longer has the luxury of time. She needs to be out there before the next season is in full swing, and we only have one week to prepare!”

      The footman opened the door to the keep as the Shawcross carriage pulled up. Footman and lady’s maid worked together to secure the baroness into the compartment. “I shall visit with Lady Keswick and Lady McKormick at Avolire Hall and shall return by luncheon with the ladies and the modiste. Please ensure Miss Dalloway is ready for a fitting at that time.”

      “Of course, my lady,” Caroline said. As the carriage pulled away, the copy of the High Tea fluttered to the ground. She bent to pick it up, scanning the contents.

      

      
        
          Dear Reader,

          One of the most anticipated seasons has yet to begin, and even now there is much to report. This author has discovered that there have been changes in a certain young lady’s fortune. Though this lady shined brighter than diamonds last season, she might have been a glass bauble after all.

          Rumor has it that the young lady has fallen out of favor with the Queen and must attend the Monsters Ball. It will be most entertaining for this author to see the young lady try to turn her nose up to multiple offers of marriage now that she no longer has the protection of her family name and fortune. Perhaps the lords of the bête monde will be more forgiving of such an attitude.

          Will she condescend from her high horse this year in order to do what is proper for her family? If said young lady neglects her duty, she still has another brother who might rescue her, though this author would not hold her breath.

          Happy sipping,

          Lady Grey
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        * * *

      

      Imogene Dalloway stabbed a needle through her embroidery with a lot more vehemence than necessary. She’d long since forgotten the pattern she was supposed to follow. Instead, she lost herself in the rhythm of punching something sharp into a piece of cloth.

      A rush of steps drew Imogene out of her maudlin thoughts to see Caroline, her aunt’s lady’s maid, appear at the parlor. “Miss Caroline! Whatever is the matter? It’s not Aunt Mina, is it?”

      “No, I daresay the Baroness shall outlive us all.” Caroline took a moment to catch her breath, leaving Imogene to conjure such wild imaginations. “I came to warn you that the Ladies McKormick and Keswick have been called to visit, along with Madame Stuart Lane. You are to ready yourself for their arrival for luncheon for a modiste fitting.”

      Imogene captured a lock of hair, twirling the end around her finger. A nervous gesture she couldn’t quite break. “Arrival? Fitting? Whatever do you mean?”

      “Lady Shawcross has deemed that you are to have a full wardrobe to launch you to the Monsters Ball in style.”

      Imogene’s heart dropped into her stomach. “The Monsters Ball? Is this a joke? Aunt Mina said that I didn’t need to go to that ball, or any ball, if I do not wish it.”

      Caroline raised up a piece of paper that Imogene recognized as the High Tea. Cosmina loved to read that publication. “Your aunt had every intention of following through with your wishes until this.” Caroline handed the paper to the young lady.

      Imogen’s vision blurred with unshed tears as she took in the words of the sordid gossip rag. She would not cry, not for this. Imogene shot up from her perch on the settee and paced to settle her nerves.

      This anonymous author was simply outrageous! Implying that Imogene was stringing along her suitors, or that she thought herself better than the rest. Why did she need a reason to turn her suitors down? Was not waiting for a companionable match an honorable reason?

      After all, her mother, the late Lady Isla Dalloway, God rest her soul, had done the same for her first season. If she had accepted one of the many offers from her first season, then Isla would have never met Tarquin Dalloway during her second season.

      Worse was the more scandalous implication that Imogene somehow brought upon her own penniless state. As if her marriage prospects had anything to do with her parents’ death overseas. Or that she controlled her older half-brother, who’d ousted Imogene and Jon from Dalloway House in London.

      Imogene knew that Royce Dalloway had a grudge against his half-siblings and that he was always cold toward her mother. But she never considered Royce to be so dishonorable as to defy their father’s wishes, for anyone who knew Lord Tarquin Dalloway knew that he would want all his children to be provided for and taken care of. Royce’s wife, Amarinta, no doubt had an influence there, as she balked at the notion that Imogene and Jon would keep a small allowance.

      If her parents were alive, such gossip would not persist. Then again, were they alive, Imogene would be preparing for her second season under their loving direction, rather than throwing herself upon whatever monsterly gentleman would have her.

      Imogene balled up the High Tea and tossed it into the bin where it belonged. The room was entirely too small, and she was feeling more and more closed in. Suffocated.

      She didn’t have the luxury of a promenade at the park here at her aunt’s country home. Perhaps she could find Jon and persuade him to do a bit of horseback riding together in the countryside. Grabbing her riding habit, Imogene set out to do just that.

      “I shall go out riding with my brother, Miss Caroline. Not to worry,” she said, talking over the maid’s objection, “I shall return in due time. God forbid they see me shirking my familial responsibilities.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

          
            Chapter Two
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      Cosmina returned to her home in much better spirits than when she had left. Armed with her fashionable modiste and her two closest friends, Cosmina could not fail to outfit Imogene with the very best. At least Imogene would not appear as the country mouse amongst her peers.

      Cosmina noted Imogene’s absence as the ladies settled, and Eglantine rolled out the latest trend in fabrics.

      Where is that girl?

      As Eglantine whisked another swatch of fabrics out of her trunk, Imogene deigned to make her appearance. Cosmina had intended to be cross with her, however, seeing the rosy hue in the girl’s cheeks and large, shining eyes full of laughter, rather than the ever-present tears, gave her pause.

      “Excuse my tardiness, Aunt Mina. Lady McKormick. Lady Keswick. Madame Stuart-Lane.” Imogene curtsied to each lady in turn, an elegant smile turning up her lips. “My brother, Jon, refused to end our horse race until he won at least one lap.”

      Imogene looked more herself, jubilant rather than the pale and morose waif she had been. Irritation melted into genuine affection in Cosmina’s heart. “Then I shall be grateful that you decided to change out of your riding habit to join us. Come. There is much to decide.”

      Cosmina scanned the girl for any obvious injuries as she joined the ladies at tea. The day gown she wore was cream with pink flowers that complemented the color in her cheeks. Small combs held back her black, windblown hair, curling tendrils framing her face as the rest coiled at the nape of her neck in a simple braided bun.

      Imogene was still as comely as she was last year, praise the saints, more so when she remembered to smile. Her complexion was as flawless as a polished pearl, something she inherited from her mother whose lineage hailed from Asiatic countries, along with her high cheekbones and lustrous eyes. She shined as brightly as the other diamonds of the previous season, and Cosmina was determined to polish her up once more.

      After all, there was no telling what her competition would be like at the Monsters Ball. Cosmina would make sure she would arrive looking like the elite heiress she should have still been. “Madame Lane, what do you have in these pretty pink colors? They do wonders for Miss Dalloway’s complexion, do they not?”

      Eglantine showed a toothy smile. “They would indeed!”

      “Why don’t you fit Imogene with a few of the styles you have, perhaps what others have ordered for this upcoming season in London, and we go from there with fabrics?”

      Fortunately, Imogene didn’t complain and allowed herself to be led behind a modesty screen they set up for this occasion.

      “Your niece will be a star at the ball, I can feel it.” Beatrice McKormick poured another round of tea and helped herself to some biscuits. “She had a few admirers when she came out last season, yes?”

      Helene Keswick raised an eyebrow. “A few indeed! The High Tea mentioned her dance card was always full. Oh, what was it they said? Something about outshining a diamond?”

      “‘The queen must have mistaken her chosen diamond of the first water for a glass bauble for there were several others that should have easily surpassed that assessment, Miss Dalloway among them.’” Cosmina had read the particular column so many times in her scrapbook, she had committed it to memory. “It is the reason that I know Miss Dalloway will be successful this year.”

      “At the Monsters Ball, the girl has no choice but to be successful.” Beatrice wiped the crumbs from her fingertips, evaluating the cold platter and deciding on a petite sandwich. “She will attract suitors to her like moths to a flame.”

      Helene perked up. “Oh! Do you think there will be a mothman? I hear they are quite attentive in their affections?”

      “I am not sure,” Cosmina mused as she scanned previous editions of the High Tea once more. It seemed her habit of saving these past editions had come in handy after all. News about a possible orc’s appearance, along with some salacious news about a cuckolded viscount, has been delicious to read about indeed. “Though it hardly matters. Minotaur, orc, gargoyle…as long as they are honorable, I shall welcome them with open arms.”

      “Honorable—and rich!” Beatrice cackled over tea.

      Helene positively tittered. “Oh, Bea! You are positively scandalous!”

      “I am only speaking the truth! That is what is best for the girl, after all. A gentleman who can offer her the protection of his title and fortune.”

      “Here, here!”

      There was no question that Lord Tarquin Dalloway had indulged his daughter too much, allowing her to turn away not one, or two, or three, but four marriage proposals in the girl’s debut season. That was simply unacceptable.

      As if reading her mind, Beatrice stated what they were all thinking. “What was your nephew thinking, anyway, turning down such proposals?”

      Cosmina took a steadying sip of tea. “I have to believe that he was waiting for just the right deal. The late Lord Dalloway had a sense about him regarding that.”

      “Hopefully, that sense will be impressed upon Miss Dalloway now. After all, an invitation to the Monsters Ball is her last chance to secure her future.”

      Imogene appeared from behind the privacy screen. She wore a fine linen gown with Egyptian-inspired embroidery, layered beneath a velvet full-length overlay. The fitted bodice accented her trim figure. The sleeves puffed at the shoulders and then tapered to fit snugly along her arms. “You need not worry, ladies. I very much know and understand the stakes.”

      Cosmina turned toward Imogene, standing stiffly while Eglantine made a few minor adjustments. “As well we know, my dear.” She stood to get closer to her niece. “This style shall do, I believe. What say you, ladies? Does this style not flatter?”

      As Cosmina’s old friends offered their opinions, Eglantine noted it all. Imogene’s demeanor remained resolute. Cosmina tilted up her chin and looked into her eyes. She saw a fiery determination that had been missing up until now. “Yes, this will do indeed.”

      The yards of lace wrapped around Imogene were frumpy even to her untrained eye. The dress might have been the highlight of the season when her aunt and her dear friends were young ladies, but it certainly looked nothing like the styles worn at the last few balls she’d attended.

      But Imogene’s simple tastes would not be considered. After all, it was precisely her tastes that landed her in this predicament, or so Lady McKormick reminded her every other second.

      “It is a shame that corsets have fallen out of fashion. Miss Dalloway needs all the help she can get to reveal that she has some womanly wiles!”

      Eglantine, nearly as out of breath as Imogene, simply nodded as she pulled on the stays. While Lady Keswick listed all of her physical failings as a woman, Imogene grit her teeth. The modest handful of wiles she possessed threatened to topple over the obscenely low neckline of her dress.

      Lady McKormick scooped heaping spoonfuls of sugar into her tea. “This is what happens to our young ladies. They spend all their time reading and filling their head with notions. Then those notions become ideas that become imprudent actions. Imagine shirking one’s noble duty to marry.” She swirled her spoon in her cup, then vigorously tapped against the edge. 

      Imogene had had enough. “Is there not such a thing as filial duty? Royce and his wife thought nothing of ignoring my father’s wishes and tossing us aside for no reason.”

      “That is just the way of the world, my dear.” Cosmina stood, inspecting the dress before giving her sharp nod of approval to Eglantine. “The world has decreed that ladies, such as ourselves, need to be dependent upon a man to survive.”

      “Bullshit,” Imogene muttered under her breath.

      “What was that, my dear?”

      “Nothing, just a little sneeze,” Imogene replied.

      “Oh, do take care and have more tea. We cannot have you under the weather at this time.” Cosmina rang for more tea to be served.

      Imogene sighed. It was no use. This would be her fate now. She didn't believe it was fair to have no options. But to throw herself on the mercy of yet another male? Her older brother should have done more to protect her from his scheming wife.

      That Cosmina neglected to scold Imogene on her low manners as to addressing Royce so intimately without use of his newly acquired title proved that her aunt was more invested in Imogene’s outcome at the ball than in the courts contesting the legacy that should have partially belonged to Imogene and Jon.

      But there was no reason for Imogene to dwell on something over which she had no control. It was the way of things now, and the only thing Imogene could hope for was a male who would at least allow her some semblance of freedom.

      At least her mother did not live long enough to see this day.

      
        
          [image: ]

        

        * * *

      

      Finally, after all the fabrics were selected and a few accessories beside, Imogene was exhausted. After the ladies finished discussing matters of who needed what delivered and when, and poring over the latest publication of the High Tea, they went off to change for their evening meals at some other country gentry, and godspeed to them.

      Cosmina patted Imogene on the shoulder, on her way to change for the evening meal herself with Caroline at her elbow. “We will get through this rough patch. That is what women do. We endure.”

      Imogene allowed herself a steadying breath. It would not help matters to show impertinence toward her aunt, who was only trying to help. “Forgive me, Aunt Mina, if I do not jump for joy at the prospect of being some other male’s obligation.”

      “Obligation? Nonsense. Males are happy to provide. It is their way. Besides, it does not have to be all or nothing. After all, your Uncle Gerard and I became great acquaintances as the years passed.”

      Imogene merely lifted her eyebrows. The Right Honorable Lord Gerard Shawcross had spent the better part of his married life acquainting himself with the local young men. Cosmina could be grateful because she had been willfully ignorant of her husband’s trysts, and he had been kind enough to be discreet about it.

      It seemed too much to ask that a wife and her husband actually liked each other's company, but Imogene still held hope. Her parents were friends as well as lovers and held each other with great regard—and her father had never treated her mother like a second wife.

      If Imogene could not find a love match, she at least wished to find someone who would treat her well. A partner who was discreet and only expected a certain level of convenience. Like that of a business partner.

      She could warm to this idea. If she could not remain a spinster, then her next best option would be a marriage in name only. Plus, a husband who already had an heir would not need to visit his wife for marital duties and obligations.

      She could be wholly left alone.

      Yes, why had she not thought of this before? A spinsterhood within the proper veil of marriage.

      At Dalloway House, Imogene had her own suite. And though it was modest, the space had been hers. Perhaps she would be able to ask for that as well from her new husband.

      Despite Jon sneaking around, and though he had been shooed away once before by her aunt, Imogene had allowed his presence and had distracted the ladies as he snuck in and hid beneath a table. Now that they were alone, Jon crawled his way out.

      Imogene sat down and made room on the settee for John, who squeezed in beside her.

      “You looked pretty,” he said.

      A mountain of tulle and lace threatened to engulf Imogene like a cloud. “Thank you, even though you’re only saying that to make me feel better.”

      “No, I feel like you're really pretty.”

      She raised her brow. “Pretty enough to catch the eye of a future husband?”

      Jon crinkled his nose. “At least that.’ His face took on the shadow of an older man. It had so much of their father in it. “Will you be gone long?”

      Imogene took in his demeanor, acknowledging that he put on a brave face for her. It couldn't be easy for someone his age. Yes, she had to deal with the hardship of missing her mom and dad and doing all of this. But at least she had years of memories of her parents' love.

      “I'm doing this for us,” she said. “With a match, I will make sure that you have a future.”

      “Are you going to be alright?”

      Imogene hated that he worried about her. It should be the other way around. “Of course, I will," she said. “After all. It will be at a grand manor, and I will be making new friends. Parties are supposed to be fun.”

      “Now I know you're lying," he said. “You never liked parties.”

      The boy was smarter than he had any right to be. She tousled his hair. “Hey now, I am the one who is supposed to be looking after you, not the other way around.”

      A solemn air descended upon her brother once more. “When I grow up, I will make sure that you never have to worry about this kind of thing ever again.”

      Imogene met his gaze and she wanted to honor the fire that was in his eyes. So, instead of diminishing it, she nodded. “And I will endeavor to ensure you never have to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

          
            Chapter Three
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          Sarthak House

          London

        

      

      

      Lord Viridian Sarthak, Viscount Casselon, was annoyed, and he was taking it out on his cravat.

      “I shall do that, my lord.” His valet, Rogers, completed the vexing knot in mere moments, taming the silk with the Sarthak family crest pinned in the middle. After a few more finishing touches, Viridian looked every bit the sophisticated gentleman his title required.

      “Thank you, Rogers.”

      “Of course, my lord. And the hair?”

      Viridian preferred his length of silvery black hair to remain free as was the custom among other highborn nagas. Yet, the wildness might be off-putting to the young ladies of the London ton who were used to gentler breeding. Short hair was the height of fashion, and Viridian would need to blend in as best he could.

      “A low knot, please.”

      “Very well, my lord.” With nimble fingers, Rogers braided and tucked the end of Viridian’s hair at the nape of his neck. With a few expert snips of his shears, the valet created layers to frame Viridian’s face. A final brush down of his suit, and Rogers deemed his lord acceptable. “Would you like me to send for the footmen to load these last articles onto the carriage?”

      Viridian calculated his parcels and decided he had all he needed. If there was indeed a pressing need he could always return here, as Maidenbury was only a day’s ride away. “Please do, for those larger trunks, only. I shall carry my own valise. Thank you, Rogers.”

      “As you wish, my lord.”

      When he was alone, Viridian gathered his papers and tucked them away securely. They were copies of his private bill of divorce, indicating that he no longer had any financial responsibility for his first wife, along with a grant to remarry.

      The legalities took longer than expected to smooth over, but in the end, Sarthak gold swayed even the most conservative members of Parliament. Plus, his Uncle Ludo, the Earl of Valentano and current head of House Sarthak, was a very ruthless negotiator.

      He should know. Not only had Uncle Ludo managed to push the divorce papers through expeditiously, he had also threatened Viridian’s ability to hold Casselon if he did not remarry at once.

      Apparently, Parliamentary acts or not, Gisela and the Menak Clan could still claim territory through their son by naga law—unless a new Lady Casselon was installed.

      Damn the ton and that High Tea they lap up so greedily.

      Better yet, damn Gisela. If it weren’t for her and her near-public indiscretions, they wouldn’t have had to go through the humiliation of a divorce due to adultery. Viridian wouldn’t have had to bleed Sarthak resources to do so, which should have been left alone in trust for his son, Cyril, and future generations.

      And, he wouldn’t be readying himself to attend the Monsters Ball.

      Gisela could have used one of the many ateliers or estates for her paramours, and yet she was caught in the midst of an orgy with a handful of suitors.

      One lover would have been easy enough to hide, but five—three of whom were brothers—was a slight too difficult to ignore. Viridian had needed to defend his family’s honor and standing amongst the naga clans by dueling them all, which had been most inconvenient to manage. Especially since he couldn’t outright kill them.

      Damn this polite society. Had Gisela’s lovers been nagas, they would have been allowed a fight to the death. Quick, simple, efficient.

      Being cuckolded would not be so terrible to Viridian as he had no deep love for Gisela, either. However, it was such indiscretions that cast a pall over Cyril’s paternity.

      Regardless of who might have fathered Cyril, Viridian claimed him. That should have been all that mattered. Yet, his Uncle Ludo made it clear that Gisela and House Menak had as much claim to Casselon as he did.

      The only reason that Ludo was able to hold the Menaks at bay was the simple fact that Gisela had been the one caught amidst adultery. Uncle Ludo made sure the bride price paid for Gisela was returned to the Sarthak trust with interest.

      For Viridian, what mattered most to him was that Cyril wanted to be at Casselon and preferred Viridian’s company to that of his previous wife. However, if Cyril chased off yet another governess, Viridian would need to send his son off to the old country for his education. Doing so would be yet another strike against Viridian in his effort to hold onto his estates.

      Unless he remarried.

      A new wife held the promise of more familial ties, something that Ludo prized above all else. That the future Lady Casselon could manage Cyril and thus keep them all at Casselon would be worth the hassle of this matchmaking charade.

      Naga families had the reputation of being contentious and unnecessarily vengeful. Business often went to the family who could hold it—with blood and fire if needed. It took many years to build trust amongst the human side of society. Monsters learned to play human long enough to get what they needed.

      A knock on the door broke through Viridian’s reverie. “Enter.”

      The door creaked open and Cyril popped his head in. “Uncle Ludo has arrived.” A precocious boy of eight years, he took after the Sarthak half of the family tree. Not only did he have the silvery-black hair, he also inherited the green and gold tail instead of legs, making him a favorite amongst the House of the Golden Serpents.

      Gisela’s clan had been known to mix with dragons, so she had more of a humanoid look to her, along with a naga female’s ability to shed her tail and become bipedal.

      Viridian granted the boy a small smile. “Has he?”

      Cyril nodded. “Does that mean you have to go now?”

      “Unfortunately, I do. Business.” Viridian allowed Cyril to launch himself into his arms. “I won’t be away long. No more than a week. You will spend time with your uncle, and then we will meet back at Casselon.”

      “Promise?”

      “I promise.” Viridian let him down as a figure darkened the door of the study.

      Ludo Sarthak was impeccably dressed in evening wear and carried a fashionable cane that hid a rapier. The patriarch of House Sarthak had the timeless quality of old, high born nagas who lived well over one hundred years. “Cyril, my boy, why don’t you wait for your father at the foyer? We just need to speak business for a few minutes before your father leaves.”

      Cyril looked to Viridian first, who nodded his assent, before turning toward the older man. “Okay, Uncle Ludo.”

      As soon as Cyril was out of earshot, Ludo waved a pamphlet in the air. Viridian knew what it was without needing to be told.

      “I see you plan on attending the Monster’s Ball.” Ludo threw the pamphlet down as he would a gauntlet.

      Viridian didn’t bother to deny it. “What choice do I have? The faster I find a bride, the faster I can secure my holdings once more.”

      “This is what happens when you look for companionship in a house that walks away from tradition, boy,” Uncle Ludo said. “It is hard enough to find a naga to uphold the family traditions. What kind of loyalty do you expect from someone of her ilk?”

      “Uncle, enough,” Viridian said. “The Sarthaks and Menaks have had their own histories of blood mixing. The decision to marry outside of tradition was a choice Gisela and I both made, so whatever fault you find in her, you could also find in me.” After all, he had his share of lovers and affairs. An open marriage bed had suited both of them.

      “My boy, only one of you had the audacity to be caught during the act, and not only that, but have it be publicized in a gossip column that the bête monde follows more closely than gospel.” Ludo raked his hand through his hair. “I beg of you that the next one you find will be open to the family traditions? Or at least, one who can agree to be a damn slight more discreet?”

      Viridian tucked the sheaf of papers containing his bill of divorce and private amendment to be able to remarry into an interior pocket of his valise before zipping it closed. “There is more than enough evidence that infidelity, and a lack of loyalty and value, runs through monsters and men alike. If I can find someone as loyal as we need her to be then that is enough of a prize. Whether she comes in the form of a human, viper, or otherwise, it doesn't matter to me. It matters more that I have a mother for Cyril.”

      “Indeed,” Ludo said. “I shall hold Cyril here for the time being. Go get your mate.”
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