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I went to bargain with a dragon. He decided to keep me instead.

The dragon of Ashpeak Mountain is supposed to be a legend—a convenient excuse for expensive trade routes. But when I climb to his lair to negotiate passage, I discover Aurelius even more majestic than I hoped. And my body's mortifying secret makes his predatory eyes blaze with five centuries of longing.

He's never seen a woman who produces milk without bearing children. Never tasted something so sweet, so pure, so perfectly matched to his deepest cravings. This ancient creature doesn't want to use my gift—he wants to treasure it. To worship me like the goddess he believes I am.

I should escape his mountain fortress, his overwhelming devotion, his promise to make me round with his heir.

But when his massive form shelters me like precious treasure, when his careful touch proves that monsters can love better than men...

Maybe trading my freedom for a dragon's eternal devotion isn't such a terrible bargain.

A molten monster romance with a worshipful dragon hero, extreme devotion, lactation themes, breeding kink, and an HEA that proves some cages are made of love.
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CHAPTER ONE

The mountain path grows treacherous as storm clouds gather overhead, but I force myself to keep climbing. Each step sends loose stones skittering down the cliff face, and the wind whips my cloak so violently I can barely see where I'm going. But turning back isn't an option—not when my family's entire livelihood depends on securing safe passage through these peaks.

My name is Celeste Meridian, eldest daughter of House Meridian's trading empire, and I've negotiated with stubborn merchants, corrupt officials, and cutthroat competitors from here to the eastern kingdoms. But this... this is different. I'm not just risking a bad deal today—I'm risking my life to meet with a creature even the bravest merchants fear.

The dragon of Ashpeak Mountain.

Stories about him vary wildly depending on who's telling them. Some say he's a monster who devours anyone foolish enough to enter his territory. Others claim he's a benevolent guardian who protects travelers from bandits in exchange for tribute. What everyone agrees on is that he's ancient, powerful, and utterly unpredictable.

Dragons have always been part of our world, but they're rare now. Most retreated to remote places centuries ago, content to guard their hoards and avoid human contact. This one is different—he actively controls trade through these mountains, demanding tribute that changes on a whim.

Just last month, he demanded a caravan's entire shipment of silk in exchange for passage. The month before, he accepted nothing but a single rare book. My father's been trying to establish a northern trade route for years, but the dragon's demands have always been too steep or too strange to predict.

My father's been trying to establish a northern trade route for years, but the dragon's demands have always been impossible. Until now. Our recent contracts with the silk weavers in Valdris could make this route profitable enough to justify the expense—if I can negotiate better terms than the extortionate fees he's demanded in the past.

The path levels out ahead, leading to what looks like a massive cave entrance carved directly into the mountainside. Ancient symbols are etched around the opening, worn smooth by centuries of wind and weather. As I approach, the air grows warmer despite the storm, and a faint golden light emanates from somewhere deep within.

This is it. The dragon's lair.

My heart pounds as I realize I'm about to step from the world of commerce and contracts into something from children's tales. Dragons. Real, actual dragons. If they exist, what else might be real? Magic? Ancient powers? Creatures that make the stories seem tame by comparison?

I pause at the threshold, checking my appearance one final time. My traveling dress is simple but well-made—practical wool in deep red, with the silver merchant's pin that marks my house. My dark hair is braided back severely, and I've kept my jewelry to a minimum. Professional, respectful, but not subservient. That's the image I need to project.

Even if my hands are shaking.

Taking a deep breath, I step into the cave and immediately into a new reality.

The entrance corridor is wider than I expected, with smooth walls that curve gracefully upward. The golden light grows stronger as I walk deeper, and I realize it's coming from veins of luminescent mineral running through the stone itself. Beautiful, but also unsettling. Everything about this place feels ancient and otherworldly.

Like magic made manifest.

The corridor opens into a vast chamber that steals my breath. The ceiling soars at least fifty feet overhead, supported by natural pillars of gleaming stone. But it's not the architecture that makes me gasp—it's the treasure.

Gold and jewels are everywhere. Coins spill from massive chests in glittering waterfalls. Precious artifacts line shelves carved into the walls. Silk tapestries and fine weapons hang alongside artwork that must be worth fortunes. It's the most incredible hoard I've ever seen, and I've been in royal treasuries.

But what truly stops me in my tracks is the figure standing in the center of it all.

He's not human, that much is immediately clear. At over seven feet tall, he towers above me with a presence that's both magnificent and terrifying. His torso and arms are covered in scales that shimmer between gold and emerald, creating patterns so beautiful they look like living artwork. His face is almost human—sharp cheekbones, strong jaw, full lips—but his eyes are pure molten amber with slitted pupils that track my every movement.

Swept-back horns emerge from his dark hair, and when he shifts slightly, I catch sight of massive wings folded against his back. His hands end in claws that look like they could tear through steel, yet something about the way he holds them suggests they're capable of incredible gentleness.

He's the most beautiful and dangerous thing I've ever seen.

"A visitor," he says, and his voice is like warm honey over gravel. Deep, rich, with an accent I can't place. "How... interesting. It's been some time since anyone was brave enough to seek an audience."

I force my spine straight and step forward, drawing on every lesson my tutors drilled into me about diplomatic protocol. Dragons may be real, but the principles of negotiation remain the same—appear confident, show respect without subservience, and never let them see fear. "Lord Aurelius, I presume? I am Celeste Meridian of House Meridian Trading Company. I've come to discuss terms for safe passage through your mountain passes."

His amber eyes narrow slightly, but there's amusement in his expression rather than irritation. "Straight to business. How refreshingly direct." He begins to circle me slowly, and I have to fight the urge to turn and keep him in sight. Predators circle their prey, and I won't show weakness by acknowledging the threat. "Tell me, Celeste Meridian, what makes you think you can offer me anything I don't already possess?"

Despite my racing heart, I gesture to the treasure surrounding us. "Your hoard is impressive, my lord, but even dragons need to maintain their wealth. Trade agreements ensure steady income rather than relying on... less predictable sources."

"Less predictable sources," he repeats with dark amusement. "A diplomatic way of saying 'robbery and tribute.' I do appreciate tact." He's completed his circuit now, standing directly in front of me again. But as he moves, I notice something unsettling—the way his nostrils flare slightly, like he's scenting the air. "But you still haven't told me what you personally bring to this negotiation. House Meridian has sent representatives before—older men with more experience. Yet they sent their young daughter this time. Why?"

The question is fair, even if it stings a little. I'm young for such important negotiations, and dragons are notoriously difficult to deal with. "Because I'm better at this than they are," I say simply. "My success rate in negotiations is higher than any other member of my house. I close deals others can't."

"Confidence. I like that." His head tilts slightly, nostrils flaring again as if he's... scenting the air? "And what terms are you prepared to offer?"

I launch into the proposal I've been rehearsing for weeks—percentages of cargo value, guaranteed minimum payments, protection clauses, seasonal adjustments. It's a good offer, significantly better than what we've proposed before, and I can see him listening intently even as he continues to study me with those unsettling amber eyes.

But something strange is happening. The longer I talk, the more intense his focus becomes. Not on my words—on me. His pupils are dilating, and there's a tension in his massive frame that wasn't there before. Like he's caught a scent that's driving him to distraction.

A scent that's coming from me.

Oh no. Oh God, no. Not here, not now.

I can feel it starting—the familiar warmth, the subtle ache that signals my body's inexplicable response. The gift I've hidden my entire adult life, choosing the worst possible moment to manifest.

"The terms are acceptable," he says suddenly, cutting off my explanation of the arbitration clause.

I blink, thrown off. "They... are?"

"Yes." His voice has gone rougher, more gravelly, and there's hunger burning in those amber depths. "But I have a question about your... qualifications for this position."

"My qualifications?" I'm genuinely confused now, desperately hoping he hasn't noticed what I think he's noticed. "I told you, my success rate—"

"Not your professional qualifications." He takes a step closer, and I catch a hint of his scent—warm spice and wild musk that makes my pulse quicken unexpectedly. "Your personal ones. Tell me, Miss Meridian, do you have children?"

The question is so unexpected I actually laugh, though it comes out strained. "Children? No, my lord. I'm unmarried."

His amber eyes flare brighter, pupils dilating until they're almost black. Something in his expression shifts. Becomes hungrier. More predatory.

"Unmarried. No children. Yet..."

He trails off, but takes another step closer. Too close. I can feel heat radiating from his scaled skin, and when he breathes, I swear I can feel it ghosting across my face.

"Yet what?" I ask, though something tells me I might not want to hear the answer.

Instead of responding, he does something that makes my heart nearly stop. He leans down and inhales deeply along the column of my throat, his nose almost touching my skin.

My gift responds immediately, intensely, flooding me with warmth and the familiar ache of fullness.

"Impossible," he breathes, and there's wonder in his voice now. Raw, desperate wonder. "You smell like... How is this possible?"

"I don't understand," I whisper, but even as I say it, I have a horrible suspicion that I do understand. That somehow, despite my careful preparations, he's detected the one secret I've spent my entire adult life hiding.

My body's rare, inexplicable gift.

The gift that produces rich, sweet milk despite never having been with child. The gift that's caused me shame and confusion since it developed during my teenage years. The gift I've hidden from everyone, including my own family, because I didn't know how to explain something that shouldn't be possible.

"You're lactating," he says, and his voice is filled with something between reverence and desperate hunger. "Unmarried, no children, yet your body produces milk. Natural lactation. Unlimited production."

My face burns with humiliation, but there's something else there too—a traitorous warmth at the way he says it. Not with disgust or judgment, but with wonder.

"That's... that's private," I manage. "It has nothing to do with our business arrangement."

"On the contrary," he says, and when he straightens to his full height, his eyes are blazing with an intensity that makes me take an involuntary step backward. "It has everything to do with our arrangement."

Behind him, his massive wings begin to spread, each one easily twelve feet from tip to joint. The gold and emerald patterns catch the light from the mineral veins, creating a display that's both beautiful and terrifying. Every instinct I have is screaming that I'm in the presence of a predator who's just identified me as prey.

But not prey to be devoured. Prey to be claimed.

"In fact," he continues, his voice dropping to something barely above a growl, "I think our negotiations have taken a very interesting turn indeed."

The wings spread wider, and I realize with dawning horror that I've made a terrible mistake. I came here thinking I was negotiating safe passage for merchant caravans, armed with contracts and commercial terms.

But looking at the hunger burning in his eyes, the way his massive frame radiates barely contained need, I'm beginning to suspect I might have just walked into something far more personal.

Something that involves me staying much longer than I planned.

"My lord," I say carefully, my voice shaking despite my efforts to stay professional, "perhaps we should return to discussing the trade routes—"

"Oh, we will," he says, and his smile reveals teeth that are just slightly too sharp. "But first, Miss Meridian, I think you and I need to have a much more... intimate conversation about exactly what you can offer me."

The wings spread to their full span, blocking out everything behind him, and I realize with crystalline clarity that this negotiation is far from over.

In fact, it's just begun.

And everything I thought I knew about the world—about magic, about dragons, about what's possible—has just been turned completely upside down.


CHAPTER TWO

The transformation begins without warning.

One moment Aurelius is standing before me in his imposing humanoid form, wings spread in territorial display. The next, his body is expanding, stretching, becoming something so massive that I have to crane my neck back just to see his head. Scales ripple and shift as he grows, gold and emerald patterns becoming more pronounced, more magnificent. His horns elongate, his face extends into a powerful muzzle, and his wings unfurl to a span that could block out the sun.

In seconds, he's become a true dragon—forty feet of pure predatory power, beautiful and terrifying in equal measure. His amber eyes, now the size of dinner plates, fix on me with laser focus as a low rumble builds in his chest.

I should run. Every survival instinct I possess is screaming at me to flee, to get as far away from this apex predator as possible. But my legs won't obey. I'm frozen in place, caught between terror and an inexplicable sense of awe.

"Do you understand now, little merchant?" His voice echoes through the chamber like rolling thunder. "Do you comprehend what you've walked into?"

I try to speak, but only a strangled whisper emerges.

He lowers his massive head until we're nearly eye to eye, and I can feel his warm breath washing over me. It should be intimidating—and it is—but there's something else there too. Something that makes my skin tingle with unexpected warmth. "I am a true dragon guardian. Not some clever shape-shifter or magical being pretending to be one. I am Aurelius, Ancient of the Northern Peaks, Guardian of the Mountain Passes. And you, sweet Celeste, have just become the most interesting thing to enter my domain in five centuries."

"I don't understand," I manage, my mind reeling. "What does my... condition... have to do with anything?"

The rumble in his chest deepens, and when he speaks, there's something almost reverent in his tone. "You have no idea what you are, do you? What you carry? How impossible you are, even in a world where magic exists?"

Before I can answer, he's shifting again. The massive dragon form seems to fold in on itself, scales flowing like liquid gold and emerald until he's returned to his humanoid shape. But this time, when he approaches me, there's purpose in every step.

Purpose and hunger and something that looks almost like worship.

"In all my centuries," he says, his amber eyes never leaving mine, "I have collected the rarest treasures, the most precious artifacts, the most beautiful works of art ever created by human or supernatural hands. I have seen magic that could reshape mountains and powers that could command the very elements. But I have never..." He stops just close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from his scaled skin. "I have never encountered anything as rare as what you possess."

"It's not rare," I protest weakly, still trying to process the casual way he mentions magic and supernatural powers. "It's just... strange. Embarrassing. I don't even understand why my body does this."

"Because you're special." The certainty in his voice makes my breath catch. "Do you know how many women possess the gift of natural lactation without pregnancy? Without nursing a child? In the entire supernatural world?"

I shake my head, unable to form words.

"Less than one in fifty thousand," he says, and there's something hungry in his voice now. Something that makes my pulse quicken for reasons I don't want to examine. "And among those rare few, most produce only small amounts. Their gift is weak, inconsistent, influenced by their emotions or cycles. But you..." He inhales deeply, and his pupils dilate. "You smell like abundance. Like richness. Like the sweetest treasure I could ever hope to possess. Pure, unlimited, natural production."

"Possess?" The word comes out sharper than I intended. "I'm not some object in your hoard."

His smile is slow and predatory. "Aren't you?"

The question sends an unexpected thrill through me even as it should terrify me. There's something in his voice, in the way he looks at me, that suggests I'm not just valuable—I'm priceless. Especially in a world where dragons exist and my gift is so impossibly rare.

Before I can object, he's moving. Not threatening, exactly, but with the confidence of a predator who knows his prey can't escape. He circles me again, but this time it feels different. More intimate. Like he's cataloging every detail of my appearance, my scent, my very existence.

"Tell me," he says, his voice dropping to something almost hypnotic, "when did you first notice your gift?"

"I'm not discussing this with you," I say, but even I can hear how breathless the words sound.

"Your body is responding to me already," he observes with satisfaction. "I can smell the change in your scent. The way your gift is awakening in my presence. Dragon pheromones affect certain rare humans in fascinating ways."

Dragon pheromones. Of course.

He's right, and the realization terrifies me. I can feel the familiar ache building in my breasts, the fullness that signals my body's inexplicable response. It's been happening more frequently lately, and I've been managing it privately, but now...

"You're in pain," he says, and suddenly his voice is gentle rather than predatory. "Aren't you? The fullness, the ache. How long has it been since you've had proper relief?"

"That's none of your business," I whisper, but I can't hide the discomfort in my voice.

"It is my business." He stops directly in front of me, and when he reaches out to cup my face with one clawed hand, his touch is impossibly gentle. "Because I'm going to take care of you now. I'm going to give you the relief you need."

"What are you talking about?"

Instead of answering with words, he drops to one knee before me. The action is so unexpected that I gasp, taking an involuntary step backward. But there's nowhere to go—I'm already pressed against one of the treasure chests, the cool metal a stark contrast to the heat emanating from his body.

"I've waited five centuries for something as precious as you," he says, and his voice is filled with wonder. "Five centuries of loneliness, of collecting beautiful things that could never truly satisfy me. Do you know what it means to finally find something worth treasuring above all else?"

"You don't even know me," I protest, my voice shaking.

"I know you're brave enough to face a dragon for your family's sake. I know you're intelligent enough to negotiate terms that would benefit both parties despite learning that magic is real. I know you carry a gift so rare that most people would consider it impossible." His amber eyes burn into mine. "And I know you're in pain right now because your beautiful body is producing something precious, and you have no one worthy to receive it."

The ache in my breasts is becoming impossible to ignore, and worse, I can feel dampness beginning to seep through my bodice. The humiliation is overwhelming, but there's something else there too. Something warm and confusing that I don't want to acknowledge.

"Let me help you," he says softly. "Let me show you what it feels like to have your gift properly appreciated. To be treasured instead of ashamed."

"I can't," I breathe. "This is... this isn't..."

"Isn't what? Normal?" His laugh is low and rich. "Sweet Celeste, you're in a dragon's lair, negotiating with a creature that's lived for over five hundred years. Normal stopped applying the moment you walked through my door."

He's right, but that doesn't make this any less overwhelming. "What are you asking me to do?"

"I'm asking you to trust me," he says simply. "I'm asking you to let me ease your discomfort. I'm asking you to allow me to taste the most precious thing you have to offer."

The words send a shock of heat through me that I don't understand. This is madness. I came here to negotiate trade routes, not to discover that magic is real and dragons want to... to...

"You're afraid," he observes.

"Of course I'm afraid," I snap. "You're a dragon. An ancient, powerful dragon."

"I'm a dragon who finds you infinitely precious," he corrects gently. "A dragon who would rather cut off his own claws than cause you harm. A dragon who wants nothing more than to worship what you can give."

Worship. The word sends warmth spiraling through my core in ways that should be impossible. Especially now, when my entire understanding of reality has just been shattered.

"I don't understand any of this," I whisper.

"Then let me show you," he says. "Let me demonstrate what it means to be treasured instead of merely tolerated. Let me show you how your gift should be received by someone who understands exactly how rare and precious you are."

The ache in my breasts is becoming unbearable, and I can see the evidence of my body's response spreading across my bodice. The humiliation of it makes my cheeks burn, but the way he's looking at me...

There's no disgust in his expression. No judgment or embarrassment. Only hunger and something that looks almost like reverence. Like I'm something sacred instead of shameful.

"One taste," he murmurs, his clawed hands moving to rest gently on my waist. "Let me ease your pain, sweet treasure. Let me show you how your gift should be received by someone who understands exactly how rare and precious you are."

I should say no. Should demand he honor our original trade agreement and let me leave immediately. Should maintain my dignity.

Instead, I find myself nodding.

"Yes," I breathe, and the word seems to unlock something in both of us.

His rumble of approval vibrates through my entire body as his hands move to the laces of my bodice. His claws, which could easily tear through steel, work with incredible delicacy to loosen the ties. When the fabric falls away and my breasts are bared to his gaze, I expect to feel shame.

Instead, I feel powerful.

The way he looks at me like I'm the most beautiful thing he's ever seen. Like I'm precious beyond measure. Like every curve and contour is perfect exactly as it is. Like I'm magic made manifest.

"Magnificent," he breathes, and there's worship in his voice. "Absolutely magnificent. Perfect and impossible and mine."

When his mouth closes around my nipple for the first time, the sensation is unlike anything I've ever experienced. Not painful or clinical like when I've had to express milk myself, but warm and gentle and impossibly right. His tongue works against the sensitive flesh, and I can't suppress the soft moan that escapes my lips.

The relief is immediate and overwhelming. The pressure that's been building releases in a rush of warmth, and I feel his throat working as he swallows. But it's more than just physical relief—there's something deeper happening. Something that makes me feel connected to him in ways I don't understand.

Something that feels like magic.

"Perfect," he murmurs against my skin, his voice rough with satisfaction. "So fucking perfect. You taste like honey and cream and everything I've been craving without knowing it. Like ambrosia, like liquid starlight, like the rarest treasure in any realm."

His crude language should shock me, but instead it sends heat pooling between my thighs. The way he talks about my milk, about my body, like I'm something to be savored rather than merely used...

"More," he growls, switching to my other breast, and I arch against him without thinking. "Give me more of that sweet milk, precious treasure. Let me drink my fill of you."

The endearment sends shivers through me. Precious treasure. Not because of my family's wealth or my negotiating skills, but because of this strange gift my body possesses. Because of something that's uniquely, intimately mine.

His free hand slides up to cup my breast as he continues to nurse, fingers gentle but possessive as they stroke and massage. The sensation is overwhelming, building something inside me that I've never felt before. Something warm and tight and desperate.

"What's happening to me?" I gasp, my hands tangling in his dark hair to hold him closer.

"You're learning what it feels like to be worshipped," he says against my skin. "What it feels like to have someone who truly appreciates what you can give. Someone who understands that you're not just rare—you're impossible. A miracle."

When he finally pulls back, milk glistening on his lips, his golden eyes are blazing with satisfaction and something deeper. Something possessive.

"You're mine now," he says with quiet certainty. "My precious treasure. My rarest acquisition. And I'm going to spend every day showing you exactly how valuable you are to me."

The declaration should terrify me. Should send me running for the cave entrance and never looking back.

Instead, as I stand there half-dressed in a dragon's lair, my body still humming with sensations I don't understand, I find myself wondering if being treasured by a dragon might be exactly what I've been searching for my entire life.

"What happens now?"

His smile is sharp and beautiful and full of dark promise. As he gathers me into his arms, his wings spreading to create a shelter around us both, I realize my life has just changed in ways I never could have imagined.


CHAPTER THREE

I wake surrounded by silk and the scent of something impossibly exotic.

For a moment, I'm disoriented, caught between sleep and consciousness in a haze of unfamiliar sensations. The surface beneath me is impossibly soft, and when I shift, I hear the whisper of expensive fabric against skin. Rich burgundy silk, I realize as my eyes adjust to the golden light filtering through the chamber. Silk that probably costs more than most people earn in a year.

Memory crashes back in a rush. The dragon. Aurelius. What we did yesterday.

What I let him do to me.

Heat floods my cheeks as I remember the feeling of his mouth on my breast, the incredible relief as he drank from me, the way my body responded to his touch like it had been waiting my entire life for exactly that sensation. I should be horrified by my own behavior.

Instead, I'm acutely aware of the familiar ache building in my chest again, and my first thought is wondering when he'll return to ease it.

"Awake at last."

His voice comes from somewhere to my left, warm and amused. I turn to find Aurelius in his humanoid form, seated in an ornate chair that looks like it was carved from a single piece of jade. He's fully dressed in dark leather that emphasizes the gold and emerald patterns of his scales, and he's watching me with those intense amber eyes.

"How long have I been asleep?" I ask, suddenly self-conscious about my state of undress. Sometime during the night, someone—him, I assume—dressed me in a silk nightgown that's more luxurious than anything I've ever owned.

"Fourteen hours," he says casually. "Your body needed rest after yesterday's... revelations. Both about the nature of the world and about yourself. I took the liberty of making you more comfortable."

I sit up slowly, acutely aware of how the silk clings to my curves and the way his gaze tracks every movement. "You undressed me."

"I cared for you," he corrects, and there's something possessive in his tone. "Removed your travel-worn clothes, bathed you gently while you slept, dressed you in something worthy of my treasure. Your garments have been cleaned and are available if you prefer them, but I rather like you in silk."

The casual way he mentions bathing me while unconscious should outrage me. Instead, it sends an unexpected thrill through my core. The idea of those gentle, clawed hands washing my skin with careful reverence...

"This is kidnapping," I say, though the words lack conviction.

"Is it?" He leans forward slightly, resting his chin on one clawed hand. "You're free to leave whenever you choose, Celeste. The path back to the entrance is clear, and I won't stop you."

"Really?"

"Really." His smile is sharp and knowing. "But we both know you won't."

The confidence in his voice is infuriating. "And why won't I?"

"Because yesterday changed everything for you," he says simply. "You discovered what it means to encounter a dragon who treasures you above all else. Because you felt what I felt—the connection, the rightness of what we shared. Because for the first time in your life, someone treated your gift like the precious miracle it is instead of a shameful secret to be hidden."

He's not wrong, and that's what makes this so confusing. Yesterday, when he nursed from me, I felt more valued and desired than I ever have. More like myself instead of the dutiful daughter handling family business.

"My family will be worried," I say weakly.

"Your family believes you're conducting extended negotiations," he replies. "I sent word that talks are progressing but may take several days. Given what they know about dragon negotiations, they'll assume you're being thorough. And careful."

"You sent word? How?"

"I have my methods." He stands and moves toward me, and I'm reminded again of just how large and powerful he is. "The question isn't whether you can leave, sweet treasure. The question is whether you want to return to a world where you'll never again experience what we shared yesterday."

Before I can answer, my stomach chooses that moment to growl loudly. The sound echoes embarrassingly through the chamber, and Aurelius's expression immediately softens.

"You're hungry," he observes. "Of course you are. Your body is working to produce something precious—it needs proper nourishment." He moves toward a side table I hadn't noticed before, but what's on it makes me gasp.

It's not just food. It's treasure.

Crown jewels serve as serving dishes. A golden scepter holds fresh grapes. Priceless artwork has been propped up behind the spread like decorative screens. Ancient coins are scattered carelessly among the delicacies, and what looks like a royal tiara cradles a selection of pastries.

"Aurelius," I say slowly, staring at the display. "Are those... are those the Crown Jewels of Asteria holding my breakfast?"

He follows my gaze and seems genuinely confused by my concern. "They're beautiful, and you're beautiful. Beautiful things should be together."

"Those crowns are worth more than entire kingdoms," I point out, somewhere between amused and horrified. "You can't use them as serving dishes."

"Why not?" He seems genuinely baffled. "They're just metal and stones. Pretty, but not particularly useful. Food is useful. You need to eat." He pauses, studying my expression. "Are they... wrong? I wanted to show you beautiful things while you take nourishment."

The uncertainty in his voice makes my heart clench. He's been alone for centuries, hoarding treasure but never sharing it. He literally doesn't understand the difference between priceless artifacts and practical items. To him, everything in his hoard has the same function—it's pretty, and pretty things should surround pretty people.

"They're beautiful," I say gently. "And it's sweet that you want to surround me with beautiful things. But humans don't usually eat off crown jewels. Maybe... maybe we could use some of your golden plates instead?"

Relief floods his features. "Of course. Yes. Golden plates. Those are meant for food." He immediately begins transferring items to more appropriate serving ware, though he still arranges everything on silk cloths and surrounded by smaller treasures. "I want everything perfect for you. I've had these ingredients brought from across the kingdoms—everything your body needs to thrive."

The spread is incredible once properly arranged. Fresh fruits that must have cost a fortune to transport to these mountains, artisan cheeses, bread that still smells warm from the oven, delicate pastries that look like works of art. Everything arranged on golden plates and crystal goblets that are probably worth more than my family's entire trading operation.

"This is too much," I protest, though my mouth waters involuntarily.

"Nothing is too much for you," he says firmly, selecting items with obvious care but still looking uncertain about his choices. "You're producing liquid gold, Celeste. Your diet should reflect your value." He pauses, holding up two different pastries. "Which do you prefer? The honey cakes or the cream-filled ones? I wasn't sure, so I had them bring everything."

The anxious way he asks, like my preference matters more than anything in the world, makes my chest tight with unexpected emotion. "Both," I say softly. "They both look wonderful."

His smile is brilliant with relief. He brings me a plate arranged like something from a royal feast, and despite my protests, I find myself eating eagerly. Everything tastes incredible—richer and more flavorful than anything I've had before.

"Good girl," he murmurs approvingly, settling beside me on the silk-covered surface. "Eat everything. Your body needs the nutrients."

The praise sends warmth spiraling through me in ways I don't understand. "Why are you doing this?"

"Because you're mine to care for now," he says matter-of-factly. "Because I've waited centuries for something as precious as you, and I'm going to make sure you're properly treasured." He hesitates, then adds with touching uncertainty, "Am I doing it right? Caring for you? I've never... I don't have experience with this."

The vulnerability in his voice breaks something open in my chest. This powerful, ancient creature who could level mountains, worried about whether he's taking proper care of me.

"You're doing perfectly," I assure him, and his relief is palpable.

"I've been trying to understand what you need," he continues, gesturing to the transformed chamber. "I know you're not like my other treasures—you're alive, with needs and preferences. But I want to give you everything. Show you how precious you are."

I look around the chamber again, seeing it with new eyes. The treasure isn't just arranged randomly—it's organized around comfort. Silk cushions positioned for optimal relaxation. Golden mirrors angled to catch and reflect the warm light. Beautiful objects placed where I can see them from the bed. He's not just showing off his wealth—he's trying to create a perfect environment for me.

"This is beautiful," I tell him honestly. "But Aurelius, I don't understand any of this. Yesterday I was a merchant's daughter. Now..."

"Now you're so much more." His clawed hand comes up to stroke my cheek with impossible gentleness. "Now you're my most prized possession. My rarest treasure. The most valuable thing in my entire hoard."

"People aren't possessions," I say, but the words come out breathless.

He chuckles softly. His thumb traces along my jawline, and I have to suppress a shiver. "Tell me, sweet Celeste—in your old life, did anyone ever look at you the way I do?"

"What do you mean?"

"With reverence. With worship. Like you're precious beyond measure." His amber eyes burn into mine. "Or did they see you as useful? Valuable for what you could provide to your family's business, but not treasured for who you are?"

The question stings because it's true. My family loves me, I know that, but he's right—I've always been valued for my skills, my contributions, my usefulness. Not for... me.

"That's different," I whisper.

"Is it?" He leans closer, and I can smell his intoxicating scent—warm spice and something wild that makes my head spin. "When was the last time someone fed you by hand? When did anyone last ensure your every comfort before considering their own needs? When has anyone looked at your gift and seen magic instead of shame?"

Never, I realize with a start. No one has ever pampered me like this. And no one has ever suggested that my inexplicable ability might be something wonderful instead of embarrassing.

"You're seducing me," I accuse.

"I'm caring for you," he corrects. "There's a difference. Seduction implies manipulation, trickery. I'm simply showing you what your life could be like if you stayed. If you let me treasure you the way you deserve."

"And what would that life look like?"

His smile is warm and possessive. "Luxury beyond imagining. Every comfort provided before you know you need it. Your gift celebrated rather than hidden. Your body worshipped rather than merely tolerated." His voice drops to something hypnotic. "And pleasure, sweet Celeste. So much pleasure that you'll wonder how you ever lived without it."

The promise sends heat pooling between my thighs, and I have to look away from the intensity in his eyes.

"I can smell your arousal," he observes with satisfaction. "Your body knows what it wants, even if your mind isn't ready to accept it yet."

He's right, and that's the most confusing part. Being here, being cared for like this, having someone speak about my strange gift like it's something wonderful instead of embarrassing—it's awakening desires I didn't know I possessed.

"What about my family? My responsibilities?"

"What about them?" He feeds me a piece of honey-drizzled fruit, and I accept it without thinking. "You're not abandoning them—I'm simply offering you a better life. A life where you're valued for who you are, not what you can provide."

"But the trade negotiations—"

"Will proceed exactly as planned," he assures me. "Your family will have their northern route, with terms more favorable than they dared hope for. Consider it a gift."

"In exchange for what?"

His smile is sharp and beautiful. "In exchange for you staying here. With me. As my most precious treasure."

The offer hangs between us, heavy with implication. Stay here, in luxury beyond imagination, cared for and treasured... but as his possession.

"I need to think about this," I say finally.

"Of course you do." He stands and moves back toward his chair, giving me space. "Take all the time you need. But while you're thinking..."

He trails off, and I notice him inhaling deeply, his pupils dilating.

"You're full again," he observes, and there's hunger in his voice now. "Aren't you? The ache is returning."

He's right. The familiar pressure is building in my breasts, more intense than usual. Maybe it's the rich food, or maybe it's his presence, but my body is responding faster than normal.

"I can take care of it myself," I say, though the words lack conviction.

"You could," he agrees. "But why would you want to? When you could have relief and pleasure instead of just clinical necessity?"

He approaches slowly, giving me every opportunity to refuse. When he reaches the edge of the silk-covered surface, he pauses.

"May I?" he asks softly. "May I ease your discomfort again?"

I should say no. Should maintain some boundaries, some dignity. But the memory of yesterday—the incredible relief, the unexpected pleasure, the way he made me feel precious and desired...

"Yes," I breathe.

This time, when he helps me out of the silk nightgown, there's no embarrassment. Only anticipation. When his mouth closes around my nipple, the sensation is even better than I remembered—warm and gentle and perfect.

But this time is different. This time, his free hand doesn't just rest supportively on my back. This time, it trails along my ribs, my waist, mapping every curve with reverent touches that make me gasp and arch against him.

"So responsive," he murmurs against my breast, his tongue working expertly as he switches sides. "So perfect. Do you know how incredible you taste, sweet treasure? Like honey and cream and stardust."

His praise makes me bold. Instead of simply lying still, I thread my fingers through his hair and hold him closer, pressing him more firmly against my aching flesh. The action draws a rumble of approval from his chest that vibrates against my sensitive skin.

"That's it," he encourages, his clawed hand trailing lower to rest on my silk-covered thigh. "Don't be passive, precious one. Show me what you want."

What I want. The concept is so foreign, but his touch is awakening desires I've never dared acknowledge.

"More," I whisper, and the word surprises us both.

"More what?" His amber eyes burn into mine as he pulls back slightly, milk glistening on his lips. "Tell me what you need, sweet treasure."

"I don't know," I admit, my body humming with unfamiliar sensations. "I just... I feel empty. Aching."

"Where?" His voice drops to something hypnotic as his hand slides higher on my thigh, bunching the silk nightgown. "Here?"

His fingers brush against my most intimate place through the thin fabric, and I cry out at the shock of sensation.

"Oh," I gasp, hips jerking involuntarily toward his touch.

"You're so wet," he observes with dark satisfaction, fingers stroking gently through the silk. "So ready for pleasure you've never been properly given. This sweet little cunt is begging for attention, isn't it?"

His crude language should shock me, but instead it sends liquid fire straight to my core. No one has ever spoken to me like this—like I'm something to be devoured.

"I've never..." I start, then lose my words as he applies more pressure.

"Never been touched here?" His smile is predatory and beautiful. "Never had someone worship this perfect pussy the way it deserves?"

"No," I whimper, and the admission makes me flush with embarrassment and arousal.

"My poor, neglected treasure," he murmurs, pushing the silk aside to touch me properly. "Let me fix that."

When his clawed finger slides along my slick folds, I nearly come apart. The sensation is unlike anything I've ever felt—intense and overwhelming and perfect.

"So wet," he growls appreciatively. "So ready for me. Do you feel how your body responds to my touch, precious one? How it knows exactly what it needs?"

"Yes," I sob, pressing against his hand shamelessly. "Please..."

"Please what?" He circles my clit with maddening lightness, making me squirm. "Use your words, sweet treasure. Tell me what you want."

"I want... I want you to touch me," I gasp. "Make me feel... make me feel what you did before, but more."

"Such a good girl, learning to ask for pleasure." His finger slides inside me, and I arch off the silk with a cry. "So tight. So perfect. You're going to feel incredible when I finally claim you properly."

The promise sends arousal flooding through me, and I clench around his finger involuntarily.

"You like that idea, don't you?" He adds a second finger, stretching me deliciously. "The thought of being thoroughly claimed by your dragon. Of having this tight little cunt filled and stretched and worshipped."

"God, yes," I moan, too lost in sensation to be embarrassed by my response.

"That's my greedy treasure," he praises, his thumb finding my clit as his fingers work inside me. "Taking what she needs. Letting herself feel pleasure instead of shame."

The sensation builds pressure and heat that threatens to consume me entirely. My body moves against his hand without conscious thought, chasing sensation I don't fully understand.

"Come for me," he commands, his voice rough with desire. "Let me see how beautiful you are when you fall apart on my fingers."

When the climax crashes over me, it's like nothing I've ever experienced. Pleasure tears through me in waves so intense I scream his name, my body convulsing around his fingers as he works me through every aftershock.

"Perfect," he breathes, watching my face with rapt attention. "Absolutely perfect. Look how beautiful you are when you let yourself feel pleasure, sweet treasure."

As I lie there gasping and trembling, I realize he's right about more than one thing.

I am learning to crave his touch. Learning to want things I've never wanted before.

Learning that maybe being treasured by a dragon is exactly what I've been missing my entire life.

The question is: am I brave enough to claim it?


CHAPTER FOUR

I wake to the sound of distant roaring.

For a moment, I'm disoriented, wrapped in silk sheets that smell like warm spice and something uniquely male. Then memory floods back—where I am, what's happened between us, the incredible things Aurelius made me feel yesterday.

The roaring comes again, echoing through the mountain corridors, and I recognize the sound of his full dragon form. Territorial. Angry. Protective.

I sit up slowly, my body still tender from yesterday's explorations, and notice that the chamber has been transformed again. What was already luxurious has become something approaching decadent. More silk cushions scattered across the floor, a low table laden with delicate foods, and everywhere—absolutely everywhere—precious objects that weren't there before.

Jeweled goblets. Golden mirrors. Artworks that belong in royal collections. It's like he's rearranged his entire hoard around where I sleep.

Around me.

The realization sends a thrill through me that I don't want to examine too closely.

"You're awake." His voice comes from the chamber entrance, and I turn to see Aurelius in his humanoid form, though there's something different about him today. More intense. His golden eyes track my every movement with predatory focus, and when he moves, it's with the barely restrained power of something barely holding itself in check.

"I heard roaring," I say, pulling the silk sheet higher over my breasts. "Is everything alright?"

His expression darkens. "Merchants. A caravan tried to cross the eastern pass without permission. I... discouraged them."

There's something in his tone that suggests 'discouraged' might be a euphemism, but before I can ask, he's moving toward me with that fluid grace that never fails to steal my breath.

"But enough about that," he says, settling on the edge of the silk-covered surface. "How are you feeling? Any soreness? Any discomfort?"

The careful way he asks, the genuine concern in his voice, makes my heart flutter. "I'm fine. Actually, I feel... good."

"Good?" His smile is slow and satisfied. "Just good?"

Heat creeps up my neck as I remember exactly how good I felt when he brought me to climax with his fingers. "Better than good," I admit quietly.

"My beautiful treasure, learning to acknowledge her own pleasure." His clawed hand comes up to stroke my cheek, and I lean into the touch without thinking. "Do you know how radiant you look this morning? How your skin glows? That's what proper care does for you."

I glance around at the transformed chamber, at the precious objects arranged like offerings around where I rest. "You've been busy."

"I wanted everything perfect for you," he says simply. "You're the most valuable thing in my hoard now—your surroundings should reflect that."

"People aren't hoard items," I protest weakly, though the words lack conviction.

"Aren't they?" He leans closer, and I can smell his intoxicating scent. "You're here, surrounded by my treasures, cared for and protected and pampered. If that's not being properly hoarded, I don't know what is."

Before I can respond, my stomach chooses that moment to growl audibly. Aurelius's expression immediately shifts to something almost protective.

"You need to eat," he says, reaching for the table laden with delicacies. "Your body is working hard to produce something precious. It needs proper fuel."

He feeds me by hand again, and I find myself accepting the intimacy of it more easily than I should. Sweet fruits and rich pastries that melt on my tongue, all while he watches me with those burning golden eyes.

"Better?" he asks after I've eaten my fill.

"Much." I pause, then gather the courage to ask the question that's been nagging at me. "Aurelius... why me? I know you said my gift is rare, but surely in three centuries you've encountered others with... unusual abilities."

His expression grows serious. "I have. Witches with magical talents, healers with supernatural gifts, even other women with lactation abilities." His golden eyes burn into mine. "But none of them were you."

"What does that mean?"

"It means you're not just rare—you're perfect." His hand trails down to rest over my heart. "The right gift, the right temperament, the right... everything. You respond to me like you were made for this. Like your body recognizes its purpose in serving mine."

"Serving?" The word should offend me, but instead it sends heat pooling between my thighs.

"Nourishing," he corrects with a knowing smile. "Satisfying. Completing. You feel it too, don't you? The rightness of what we do together?"

I can't deny it. When he touches me, when he drinks from me, everything feels exactly as it should be. Like I've found something I didn't know I was missing.

"I don't understand it," I whisper.

"You don't need to understand it," he says, his voice dropping to something hypnotic. "You just need to feel it. And speaking of feeling..."

He inhales deeply, and his pupils dilate with familiar hunger.

"You're full again," he observes, and there's something almost reverent in his voice. "Even richer than yesterday. The care I'm giving you is improving your production."

He's right. The ache in my breasts is more intense than usual, but it's not uncomfortable—it's anticipatory. Like my body knows what's coming and craves it.

"Please," I breathe, and the word comes out without conscious thought.

"Please what, sweet treasure?" His hands move to the sheet covering me, but he doesn't pull it away yet. "Tell me what you want."

"I want..." I struggle to find words for desires I'm only beginning to understand. "I want you to touch me again. Like yesterday."

"Where?" His smile is wicked. "Here?" He cups my breasts through the silk, and I arch into his touch. "Or here?" One hand slides lower, resting just above where I need him most.

"Both," I gasp, shameless in my need. "Everywhere."

"My greedy little treasure," he murmurs approvingly, pulling the sheet away completely. "Learning to ask for what she needs. Learning to be selfish with her pleasure."

When his mouth closes around my nipple, the relief is immediate and overwhelming. But this time, he doesn't wait to add other touches. His free hand slides directly between my thighs, finding me already wet and ready.

"Fuck," he growls against my breast. "You're soaked. Your body is learning to crave this, isn't it? Learning to associate my touch with pleasure?"

"Yes," I moan as his fingers stroke through my slick folds. "I've been thinking about it since I woke up."

"Have you?" He switches breasts, his tongue working expertly as he continues to tease me below. "Tell me what you've been thinking about."

"Your hands," I gasp. "Your mouth. The way you make me feel when you... when you..."

"When I what?" He slides one finger inside me, and I cry out. "Use your words, precious one."

"When you finger me," I manage, the crude words feeling foreign but exciting on my tongue. "When you make me come."

"Such a good girl, learning to talk about her pleasure." He adds a second finger, stretching me deliciously. "Do you want to come again, sweet treasure? Do you want me to make that tight little cunt come while I drink from these perfect tits?"

"God, yes," I sob, beyond caring how desperate I sound.

But this time, he doesn't give me what I need immediately. Instead, he builds the pleasure slowly, methodically, bringing me to the edge again and again only to pull back before I can fall over.

"Please," I whimper after the third time he denies me release. "Please, I need..."

"What do you need?" His thumb circles my clit with maddening lightness. "Tell me exactly what you want me to do to you."

"I want you to make me come," I beg, past all shame. "I want you to fuck me with your fingers until I scream your name."

"That's my perfect treasure," he praises, his pace finally increasing. "Taking what she needs. Demanding her pleasure."

When he finally lets me climax, it's more intense than anything I've ever experienced. I do scream his name, my body convulsing around his fingers as waves of pleasure crash through me.

But he doesn't stop there.

"Again," he commands, his mouth moving to my other breast as his fingers continue their relentless rhythm. "I want to see how many times I can make you come before you can't take anymore."

"I can't," I gasp, still shaking from the first orgasm.

"You can," he insists, his thumb finding my oversensitive clit. "Your body is made for pleasure, sweet treasure. Let me show you how much it can take."

What follows is an education in sensation I never could have imagined. He brings me to climax again and again, each one building on the last until I'm a sobbing, shaking mess in his arms. By the time he finally lets me rest, I'm completely undone.

"Beautiful," he murmurs, pressing gentle kisses to my sweat-dampened skin. "So fucking beautiful when you let yourself feel everything I can give you."

As I lie there boneless and gasping, I realize something fundamental has changed. I'm not the same woman who entered his lair three days ago. That woman would never have begged for pleasure, never would have screamed a dragon's name while coming apart on his fingers.

This woman—the one he's created through worship and care and incredible pleasure—wants things the old Celeste never dared imagine.

"What are you thinking about?" he asks softly, stroking my hair as I recover.

"How different I feel," I admit. "How different I am."

"Better?"

"I don't know," I say honestly. "Different. Like I'm becoming someone new."

"You're becoming who you were always meant to be," he says with quiet certainty. "My precious treasure. My perfect match. The woman who was made to be worshipped by a dragon."

The declaration should terrify me. Should send me running back to my old life, my old identity, my old limitations.

But before I can respond, I notice something that makes me gasp. Despite all the intense pleasure, despite how thoroughly he's emptied me of tension and stress, my breasts are full again. Fuller than they've ever been, aching with a sweetness that calls to him.

"Oh," I breathe, looking down at myself in wonder. "I'm so full it hurts."

His golden eyes flare with hunger and something deeper—possessive satisfaction. "Your body is responding to the pleasure. The more aroused you are, the more you produce. The more you trust me, the richer it becomes."

"Is that normal?"

"Nothing about you is normal, sweet treasure," he murmurs, settling beside me with predatory grace. "You're extraordinary. And you're about to feed me the sweetest milk I've ever tasted."

When his mouth closes around my nipple this time, the sensation is so intense I cry out. Every nerve ending is still heightened from the multiple orgasms, making his gentle suckling feel like pure electricity racing through my body.

"Fuck," he groans against my breast, his voice muffled and desperate. "You taste like honey and cream and pure sin. I could drink from you forever and never be satisfied."

"Then don't stop," I gasp, threading my fingers through his hair and holding him closer. "Never stop."

The possessive way he drinks from me, like he's claiming something that belongs only to him, sends renewed arousal spiraling through my core. When he switches breasts, his hand slides down to cup my still-sensitive sex, and I nearly come apart again just from the gentle pressure.

"My perfect treasure," he murmurs between pulls, milk glistening on his lips. "Made to nourish me. Made to be treasured. Made to be mine."

"Yes," I breathe, lost in the sensation of being consumed by him so completely. "Yours."

By the time he's finished, I'm floating in a haze of contentment unlike anything I've ever experienced. Thoroughly pleasured, properly emptied, completely satisfied in ways I never knew were possible.

"Perfect," he whispers, pressing gentle kisses to the curves of my breasts. "Absolutely fucking perfect."

As I curl against his scaled chest and feel his wings wrap around us both, I find myself wondering if he might be right.

Maybe this is who I was always meant to be.

And maybe that's not such a frightening thing after all.

"What happens now?" I whisper against his skin.

His smile is sharp and beautiful and full of dark promise. "Now, sweet treasure, we see just how much pleasure that beautiful body can handle. Because what we've done so far? That's just the beginning."


CHAPTER FIVE

I've lost track of time.

Days blur together in a haze of silk and gold, exquisite food and even more exquisite pleasure. Aurelius tends to my every need before I know I have it, creates comforts I never imagined, and worships my body with a devotion that leaves me breathless and wanting more.

Always more.

This morning, if it is morning; the eternal golden light in his lair makes it impossible to tell, I wake to find him watching me sleep again. But something is different about his expression today. Hungrier. More intense.

"Good morning, precious treasure," he rumbles, and his voice carries an edge that makes my pulse quicken. "How are you feeling?"

"Perfect," I admit, stretching among the silk sheets. It's true. My body feels more alive than it ever has, every nerve ending sensitized, every curve fuller and more responsive to his touch. "What is it? You look like you want to devour me."

His smile is sharp and beautiful. "Because I do. Today, sweet Celeste, I'm going to show you what real worship feels like."

Before I can ask what he means, he's moving. But instead of settling beside me as usual, he kneels at the foot of the silk-covered platform where I rest. The sight of this magnificent, powerful creature on his knees for me sends a thrill through my core that steals my breath.

"What are you doing?" I whisper.

"What I should have done days ago," he says, his amber eyes blazing with intent. "Worshipping every inch of you properly. Starting here."

His clawed hands slide up my calves with exquisite gentleness, and I gasp at the sensation. I've grown accustomed to his careful touch on my breasts, between my thighs, but this feels different. More reverent. Like he's mapping sacred territory.

"You're so beautiful," he murmurs, pressing soft kisses to my ankles, my shins, working his way slowly upward. "Every curve, every line, every inch of you is perfect."

"Aurelius..." I breathe, not sure if I'm protesting or encouraging.

"Shh," he soothes, his mouth moving higher. "Let me worship you, precious one. Let me show you how a treasure should be treated."

When he reaches my thighs, his breath ghosts over my most sensitive place, and I arch involuntarily toward him. But he doesn't give me what I'm craving—not yet. Instead, he continues his slow exploration, kissing and licking every inch of skin while carefully avoiding where I need him most.

His tongue traces patterns on my inner thigh that make me shiver. "Tell me what you want, sweet treasure."

"Your mouth," I gasp, past all shame. "I want your mouth on me."

"Where?" He nips gently at my skin, making me jump. "Here?"

"Lower," I beg. "You know where."

"Say it," he commands, his breath hot against my core. "Tell me exactly where you want my tongue."

"On my... on my pussy," I whisper, the crude word feeling foreign but exciting. "Please, I need your mouth on my pussy."

"Good girl," he praises, and the approval in his voice makes me clench with arousal. "My perfect treasure, learning to ask for what she needs."

When his long tongue finally makes contact with my most intimate place, I cry out so loudly it echoes through the chamber. The sensation is unlike anything I've ever experienced—wet heat and gentle pressure that builds pleasure so intense I can barely think.

"Fuck," he groans against me, the vibration making me arch off the silk. "You taste even sweeter here. Like honey and sin and everything I've been craving."

His technique is masterful, alternating between broad strokes and focused attention on my clit that has me sobbing with need. When he slides finger inside me while his mouth works, I nearly come apart immediately.

"Not yet," he says, pulling back just as I'm about to fall over the edge. "I want to taste more of you first."

What follows is the most exquisite torture I've ever endured. He brings me to the brink again and again, only to pull back and lavish attention on other parts of my body. My hipbones, my stomach, the sensitive skin of my inner arms. Every touch is reverent, worshipful, like he's memorizing every detail.

"You're trembling," he observes with satisfaction when he returns to my core. "So desperate for release. So beautiful when you're needy for me."

"Please," I sob, beyond caring how desperate I sound. "I can't take anymore. I need to come."

"Then come for me," he commands, his mouth sealing over my clit with perfect pressure. "Come all over my tongue like the good little treasure you are."

When the climax finally crashes over me, it's devastating. I scream his name as pleasure tears through me in waves so intense they seem to reach every cell in my body. He works me through every aftershock with gentle licks that prolong the sensation until I'm boneless and gasping.

"Perfect," he murmurs, pressing soft kisses to my thighs as I recover. "Absolutely perfect."

But he's not done. While I'm still floating in the aftermath, he moves up my body with deliberate intent. His mouth finds my stomach, my ribs, the sensitive underside of my breasts, all while his hands stroke and caress with reverent touches.

"So full," he observes, cupping my heavy breasts with careful hands. "Your body responded to the pleasure, didn't it? Produced more of that sweet milk for me?"

He's right. Despite the incredible orgasm, or maybe because of it, my breasts are achingly full. Fuller than they've ever been, heavy with the milk he craves.

"Yes," I gasp. "It hurts how full I am."

"Let me fix that," he says, but instead of immediately latching on as usual, he spreads his massive wings around us both.

The gold and emerald membranes create an intimate cocoon, blocking out everything except us. The light filtering through them casts everything in warm, precious hues, and I feel like I'm inside a living jewel.

"Beautiful," I breathe, reaching up to touch the delicate membrane.

"You're beautiful," he corrects, settling over me with careful precision. "My precious treasure, surrounded by gold and emerald like the goddess you are."

When his mouth finally closes around my nipple, the sensation is amplified by our intimate shelter. Every sound we make echoes softly in our cocoon, every breath shared between us. His free hand continues to stroke and worship my skin while he drinks, and I've never felt so completely consumed by another being.

"More," I whisper, pressing him closer. "Harder."

He responds immediately, his suction increasing while his tongue works against my sensitive flesh. The combination of sensations sends fresh arousal coursing through me, and I feel myself growing wet again despite how thoroughly he just satisfied me.

"Insatiable," he murmurs approvingly, switching to my other breast. "My greedy little treasure, never satisfied with just one kind of pleasure."

"I can't help it," I gasp. "Everything you do to me makes me want more."

"Good," he growls against my skin. "I want you addicted to my touch. Want you craving me every moment we're apart."

As if to prove his point, his free hand slides down my body to find me wet and ready again. When he slides two fingers inside me while continuing to nurse, I arch against him with a cry of pure pleasure.

"That's it," he encourages, his pace building steadily. "Take what you need. Show me how much you love being worshipped."

It’s all too much. Too overwhelming. His mouth at my breast, his fingers inside me, his wings creating our private world where nothing exists except pleasure and connection. When he adds his thumb to circle my clit, I'm lost.

"Come again," he commands. "Come while I drink from you."

The second orgasm is even more intense than the first, my body clenching around his fingers while waves of pleasure crash through me. Through it all, he continues to nurse steadily, grounding me with the familiar sensation even as I fall apart, my toes curling and my eyes rolling back.

"Mine," he rumbles against my breast when I finally still. "My perfect treasure. My goddess. My everything."

The possessive words should alarm me, but instead they send warmth flooding through my chest. Being claimed by him, owned by him, doesn't feel like a loss of freedom—it feels like coming home.

"Yours," I agree breathlessly. "Always yours."

We lie like that for a long time, wrapped in the shelter of his wings while he continues to worship my body with gentle touches. But as the haze of pleasure clears, I become aware of something else. A change in him, a tension that speaks of arousal he's been ignoring while focused entirely on my pleasure.

"You're hurting," I observe, my hand trailing down his scaled torso.

"I'm fine," he says, but his voice is strained. "This was about you. About worshipping you properly."

"But I want to touch you too," I say, surprising myself with my boldness. "I want to worship you the way you worship me."

His amber eyes flare with hunger and surprise, maybe even vulnerability.

I press a kiss to his scaled chest. "Show me. I want to learn your body the way you've learned mine."

His rumble of approval vibrates through both our bodies. "Touch me," he says simply. "Explore. Learn what makes me feel good."

I let my hands wander over the fascinating landscape of his body—the smooth scales that warm under my touch, the powerful muscles beneath, the places where scale gives way to softer skin. When my fingers trail lower, over his abdomen, I feel him tense.

"Here," he guides gently, and I gasp at what I discover.

His arousal isn't immediately visible like a human man's would be. Instead, there's a subtle slit in his scales that's begun to part, revealing the heated length emerging from within. It's magnificent and alien and utterly him—larger than any human, with a subtle ridged texture and a flared head that speaks to his inhuman nature.

"Oh," I breathe, fascinated despite my inexperience. "You're... different."

"Does it frighten you?" he asks, and there's vulnerability in his voice.

"No," I say honestly, wrapping my fingers around him as he fully emerges. "It's amazing."

He trembles under my touch, this powerful creature undone by my gentle exploration. His skin here is burning hot, and when I experiment with different pressures, he makes sounds I've never heard before—raw and desperate and completely mine.

"Fuck," he groans when I grow bolder in my touching. "Your hands feel incredible, precious treasure."

"I want to taste you," I whisper, the words surprising us both.

His pupils dilate completely. "Celeste..."

"Please," I say, already shifting position in our wing-wrapped cocoon. "Let me pleasure you the way you pleasure me."

When I take him in my mouth for the first time, the sound he makes is pure desperation. He tastes like salt and heat and draconic spice that makes my head spin with arousal. The ridged texture feels incredible against my tongue, and I explore every contour with growing confidence.

"So good," he pants, his clawed hand threading gently through my hair. "So perfect. My treasure, learning to take what she wants."

I can't take much of him—he's simply too large, too overwhelmingly male—but what I can manage seems to drive him wild. His hips jerk involuntarily, and I feel power flowing through me at his response.

"Enough," he gasps finally, pulling me away before I can make him lose control completely. "I want to be inside you when I come. Want to fill you properly."

The promise sends liquid fire straight to my core, and I realize that despite the incredible orgasms he's already given me, I want more. I want everything.

"What are you thinking about?" he asks eventually, his voice soft in our golden cocoon.

"How I never want this to end," I admit. "How I never want to leave this place, this feeling, this... us."

His smile is brilliant with satisfaction. "Then don't. Stay with me, precious treasure. Let me worship you like this for eternity."

The offer hangs between us, heavy with implication. Not just staying for a few more days, but staying forever. Choosing this life, this love, this incredible devotion over everything I've known before.

"What would that mean?" I whisper.

"It would mean you're mine completely," he says, his amber eyes burning into mine. "My mate. My treasure. The most precious thing in my hoard for all time."

"And what would I be to you?"

"Everything," he says simply. "My purpose. My obsession. My reason for existing."

The intensity of his declaration should be overwhelming, but instead it fills me with a peace I've never known. This magnificent creature offering me not just his desire, but his devotion. Not just his body, but his very soul.

"I need time to think," I say finally.

"Of course you do," he agrees, though I can sense the hunger in him—the desire to claim me completely. "But while you're thinking..."

His wings fold tighter around us, creating an even more intimate space.

"Let me continue worshipping you. Let me show you exactly what forever with me would feel like."


CHAPTER SIX

The air between us crackles with tension and unspoken promises.

I can see the struggle in Aurelius's amber eyes—the careful control warring with primal need, the desire to claim me completely balanced against his determination not to hurt me. His body trembles with restraint as he hovers over me in our wing-wrapped cocoon, and I can smell the change in his scent. Darker. More possessive. More dangerous.

"Are you certain?" he asks, his voice rougher than I've ever heard it. "Once we do this, precious treasure, there's no going back. You'll be mine in every way that matters."

The possessive promise should terrify me. Instead, it sends liquid heat pooling between my thighs.

"I'm certain," I breathe, reaching up to cup his scaled face. "I want to be yours, Aurelius. Completely."

His pupils dilate until they're almost black, and a low rumble builds in his chest. "Mine," he growls, and the word carries centuries of longing. "My precious treasure. My perfect mate."

But even as need burns in his eyes, he moves with careful deliberation. His hands stroke along my body with reverent touches, preparing me, worshipping me, ensuring I'm ready for what's to come.

"You're so small," he murmurs, one clawed finger sliding gently inside me. "So tight. I need to make sure you can take me without pain."

The careful way he stretches me, adding a second finger and then a third, sends pleasure coursing through my core. But it's more than just physical preparation—it's emotional too. The way he watches my face, reads every expression, adjusts his touch to maximize my pleasure while ensuring my comfort.

"More," I gasp, pressing against his hand. "I need more."

"Greedy little treasure," he praises, adding another finger and making me cry out. "So perfect. So ready for your dragon's cock."

When he finally deems me prepared, he positions himself above me, and I'm struck anew by just how massive he is. At over seven feet tall with the broad shoulders and powerful build of a warrior, he completely dwarfs my much smaller frame. His hands, easily twice the size of mine, brace on either side of my head as he lowers himself carefully over me.

"So small," he murmurs, voice filled with reverent wonder. "So perfectly delicate beneath me. I have to be so careful with my precious treasure."

He supports his weight on his hands and knees, creating a cage of muscle and scale around me. Even holding himself up, his chest barely clears mine, the heat of his body enveloping me completely. When he shifts slightly, I feel utterly surrounded, protected, claimed by his sheer size.

"You're so big," I breathe, my hands barely spanning the width of his scaled forearms. "I feel so small next to you."

"Because you are small," he says, pressing the blunt head of his impressive length against my entrance. "My tiny, perfect mate who's going to take every inch of her dragon's cock."

The contrast between us is overwhelming—his massive frame hovering over me, his careful control as he manages his weight, the way I'm completely surrounded by his presence. When he begins to push inside, the size difference becomes even more pronounced. My pussy lips spread over the head of his cock, already leaking.

"Look at you," he growls, watching where we're joined with possessive satisfaction. "Look how small your little cunt looks stretched around my cock. You're taking me so well, precious treasure."

I glance down and gasp at the sight. He's right—I look impossibly small compared to his impressive girth, stretched wide to accommodate him. The visual of such a massive creature claiming someone so much smaller sends fresh arousal coursing through me.

"I love how you dwarf me," I admit breathlessly. "How I disappear beneath you. How careful you have to be not to crush me."

His rumble of approval vibrates through both our bodies. "My delicate little mate," he praises, his massive hands framing my face with exquisite gentleness. "So tiny and perfect beneath her dragon. Made to be protected and treasured by someone so much stronger."

The first press of him inside me steals my breath. He's so much larger than his fingers, stretching me in ways I never imagined possible. But it's not just his size that overwhelms me—it's the way he moves. His length shifts and curves inside me with a life of its own, seeking and finding places that make me gasp with pleasure.

"Oh God," I cry out as he flexes and moves within me in ways no human ever could. "What... how are you...?"

"Dragon anatomy, precious treasure," he explains with dark satisfaction, his cock curling to stroke along my inner walls. "I can feel exactly where you need me most."

The sensation is indescribable. He moves inside me with deliberate precision, finding every sensitive spot and lavishing attention on it. The ridged texture combined with his ability to bend and flex creates pleasure so intense I can barely think.

"It's incredible," I gasp, my hands gripping his shoulders as he explores my depths. "I never knew... never imagined..."

"No human male could pleasure you like this," he rumbles possessively. "Only your dragon mate can reach every part of you. Can claim you so completely."

He's right. The way he moves inside me, shifting and curving to hit places I didn't know existed, creates sensations that border on overwhelming. When he finds a particularly sensitive spot deep inside and focuses his attention there, I arch off the silk with a scream of pleasure.

"Found it," he says with masculine satisfaction. "That sweet spot that makes my mate fall apart."

"Please," I whimper as he continues to stroke that perfect place with inhuman precision. "I can't... it's too much..."

"You can take it," he insists, his pace never faltering. "Your body was made for this. Made to be pleasured by your dragon's cock."

His rumble of approval vibrates through both our bodies as he begins a slow, careful rhythm. Each withdrawal and thrust sends pleasure cascading through me, the ridged texture creating friction that borders on overwhelming.

"So tight," he groans, his pace gradually increasing. "So perfect around my cock. You feel incredible, sweet treasure."

As my body adjusts to his size, the pleasure intensifies. The way he fills me completely, the careful control he maintains even as I can see his own need burning in his eyes—it's the most intimate thing I've ever experienced.

"Harder," I beg, wrapping my legs around his waist. "I can take it. I want to feel owned by you."

Something snaps in his control at my words. His thrusts become deeper, more possessive, each one driving him to depths that make me cry out with pleasure. But even in his passion, he maintains perfect control of his massive frame, his arms trembling slightly with the effort of keeping his full weight from crushing me.

"That's my perfect mate," he growls, one hand sliding up to cup my breast while still supporting himself above me. "Taking her dragon's cock like she was made for it. So small and delicate but able to handle everything I give you."

The sight of his enormous hand completely engulfing my breast, of how tiny I look beneath his towering frame, sends me racing toward climax faster than I've ever experienced. The power dynamic, the careful control, the way he has to manage his strength to avoid hurting me—it's the most erotic thing I've ever experienced.

"Yes," I sob, lost in sensation as he pounds into me while maintaining that careful balance above me. "I love being small for you. Love how you have to hold back your strength."

"Never want to hurt my precious treasure," he pants, his massive shoulders straining as he supports his weight. "Have to be so careful with something so delicate and perfect."

"Yes," I gasp, lost in sensation as he pounds into me. "Made for you. Only you."

The combination of his thick length stretching me and his mouth on my breast sends me racing toward climax faster than I've ever experienced. When he bites gently at my nipple while his cock hits that perfect spot inside me, I shatter completely.

"Aurelius!" I scream his name as pleasure crashes through me, my body clenching around him so tightly he roars with satisfaction.

"That's it," he snarls, his rhythm becoming almost brutal. "Come on my cock, precious treasure. Show me who you belong to."

But he doesn't stop. If anything, feeling me climax around him seems to drive him wild. He continues to thrust through my orgasm, prolonging the pleasure until I'm a blubbering mess with overstimulation.

"Again," he commands, his thumb finding my clit. "Come for me again. I want to feel that tight cunt milk my cock."

The crude words combined with his skilled touch send me over the edge a second time. This orgasm is even more intense than the first, my entire body convulsing around his impressive length.

"Mine," he roars, his own control finally snapping. "My mate. My treasure. My everything."

When he comes, it's with a force that steals my breath. I can feel him pulsing inside me, filling me with his release, claiming me in the most primitive way possible. The sensation is so intensely intimate that tears spring to my eyes.

But what surprises me most is the change I feel during our joining. Something fundamental shifting inside me, like puzzle pieces clicking into place. A connection that goes deeper than physical, touching something in my very soul.

"What's happening to me?" I gasp, feeling warmth spreading through my entire body.

"The bond," he says reverently, his amber eyes bright with satisfaction and something deeper. "You're becoming mine in ways that go beyond the physical. My mate in truth."

Mate.This magnificent creature choosing me, claiming me, making me his in every way that matters.

"Will I change?" I whisper.

"You'll live as long as I do," he says, pressing gentle kisses to my face. "You'll be stronger, healthier, more resilient. And you'll never have to fear being alone again."

"And you'll never let me go?"

His smile is fierce and possessive. "Never. You're mine now, Celeste. My mate, my treasure, my reason for existing. I'll protect you, worship you, and love you for eternity."

As we lie entwined in the aftermath of our claiming, his seed still warm inside me and his wings wrapped protectively around us, I realize my old life is truly over.

"I love you," I whisper against his scaled chest.

"And I love you," he replies, his voice full of wonder. "My brave, beautiful mate who let me claim her completely."

But even as contentment washes over me, I can feel the familiar ache building in my breasts again. The claiming, the intense emotions, the physical joining—it's all triggered my body's response in ways I've never experienced.

"I'm so full," I gasp, looking down at myself in amazement. "Fuller than I've ever been."

His eyes flare with renewed hunger as he takes in my state. "The mating bond," he explains, voice rough with desire. "Your body is responding to being claimed. Producing more for your mate."

"Will you...?" I start, then lose my nerve.

"Will I what, precious treasure?"

"Will you drink from me?" I ask softly. "While you're still inside me?"

His groan of approval is answer enough. When his mouth closes around my nipple this time, with his cock still buried deep inside me, oozing his seed where we’re joined, the sensation is so intense I nearly come apart again.

"Perfect," he murmurs against my breast. "So perfect. My mate, nourishing me while I fill her with my seed."

When I feel his length beginning to harden again inside me, still moving and flexing with that incredible draconic ability, I realize this is just the beginning.

"Again," I whisper, rolling my hips against him. "Claim me again. Use that incredible cock to make me yours."

His smile is sharp and beautiful and full of dark promise. "My insatiable mate. I'm going to spend all night showing you what it means to belong to a dragon."

As he begins to move inside me again while continuing to nurse from my breast, his length curving and stroking with inhuman precision, I realize I wouldn't have it any other way.

This is my life now. His mate, his treasure, his everything.


CHAPTER SEVEN

I wake to sunlight streaming through crystal formations in the mountain walls, casting rainbow patterns across the treasure chamber. For a moment, I'm disoriented by the beauty of it, then awareness floods back. The mate bond. What happened between us. How completely everything has changed.

Aurelius is already awake, propped on one elbow beside me, watching me with those burning amber eyes. But there's something different about his expression today—softer, more vulnerable. Walls have come down that he'd kept erected for centuries.

"Good morning, my mate," he says, and the word sends warmth through my chest. Not 'treasure' or 'precious one'—mate. Equal. Partner. Chosen.

"Good morning," I whisper back, still adjusting to the strange new awareness thrumming between us. I can feel his emotions at the edge of my consciousness: contentment, possessive satisfaction, and underneath it all, a love so profound it steals my breath.

"How do you feel?" His clawed hand comes up to stroke my cheek with infinite gentleness.

"Different," I admit. "Stronger. There's a new rhythm in my heartbeat that matches yours."

"The bond," he explains, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead. "You're no longer fully human, sweet Celeste. You're something new—my mate, enhanced by draconic magic to match my lifespan and resilience."

Heat floods my cheeks as memories of the night before wash over me. The incredible sensations of his prehensile length moving inside me, the way he filled me so completely while being so careful not to crush me with his massive size.

"I've never felt anything before," I admit softly. "The way you moved inside me... it was beyond anything I could have imagined."

"Because no one else can touch you the way I can," he says with possessive satisfaction. "No human male could pleasure you as your dragon mate does. You were made for me, Celeste. Made to take my cock, to be claimed by me."

His crude words send arousal through me, and I feel my body responding despite the tender ache between my thighs. The mate bond seems to have intensified everything—my desire for him, my body's response to his presence, the way my gift produces richer milk when he's near.

"I can smell your arousal," he observes with dark satisfaction. "Even after how thoroughly I claimed you last night, you still want more."

"I can't help it," I confess, pressing closer to his heated body. "Being near you makes me feel desperate. Needy."

"Good," he rumbles, his hand trailing down to cup my breast. "I want you always wanting me. Always craving what only I can give you."

But instead of immediately taking what we both want, he pulls back slightly, studying my face with serious amber eyes.

"There's something we need to discuss," he says carefully. "About what comes next."

"What do you mean?"

"The bond is strong, but it's not complete," he explains. "Last night was the beginning, but true mating requires more. It requires you to accept all of me—not just my humanoid form, but my true nature."

My heart skips a beat. "You mean your dragon form?"

"Yes." His expression grows uncertain, almost afraid. "I know how I must look in my true shape—massive, terrifying. Most humans can't bear to be near me when I'm fully transformed. But as my mate, you need to know that part of me too. Accept it. Even... love it."

The vulnerability in his voice breaks my heart. This powerful, magnificent creature afraid that I'll reject part of who he is.

"Show me," I say simply. Last time I saw his dragon form, I was terrified. I was a different person then.

"Celeste—"

"Show me again," I repeat, sitting up and reaching for his hands. "I want to see all of you. I want to understand every part of my mate."

His expression flickers between hope and fear. "If it still frightens you—"

"Then we'll work through it," I interrupt. "Together. But I need to see you, Aurelius. All of you."

After a long moment, he nods and stands, moving to the center of the chamber. "Don't be afraid," he says softly. "Remember that this is still me. Still the male who worships you."

The transformation is swift but breathtaking. His humanoid form expands and shifts, scales flowing as liquid metal, until he stands before me as a true dragon. Forty feet of lethal grace, gold and emerald scales gleaming in the crystal light, wings that could blot out the sky.

He's magnificent.

"Oh," I breathe, climbing to my feet to approach him. "Aurelius, you're beautiful." I feel terrible for not seeing it before.

His massive head swings toward me, amber eyes the size of shields searching my face for any sign of fear. When he sees only wonder and awe, a rumble builds in his chest—not threatening, but pleased.

"You're not afraid," he says, and his voice echoes through the chamber.

"How could I be afraid of you?" I reach out to touch his snout, and he lowers his great head to accommodate me. His scales are warm and smooth beneath my palm. "You're magnificent. Powerful and beautiful and mine."

Without thinking, I rise up on my toes and press a gentle kiss to the center of his massive forehead, right between his horns. The gesture is so tender, so intimate, that he goes completely still.

"Celeste," he breathes, and there's wonder in his voice.

"My mate," I whisper against his scaled brow. "In every form."

The possessive word makes him rumble again, but this time it's different—deeper, more emotional. I feel his overwhelming gratitude and love through our bond, centuries of loneliness finally healed by this simple act of acceptance.

"You truly accept me? All of me?"

"All of you," I confirm, pressing a kiss to his scaled cheek. "My mate in every form."

He shifts back to his humanoid shape, and I'm immediately struck by how much more intense his presence feels now. The dragon is still there, just beneath the surface, adding weight and power to every movement.

"My brave little mate," he murmurs, pulling me into his arms. "Accepting her dragon without fear. Do you know how rare that is? How precious?"

"You're precious," I correct, standing on my toes to kiss him. "My beautiful, powerful mate who's been alone too long."

Suddenly he's kissing me with desperate intensity. Not just desire, but gratitude and love and centuries of loneliness finally ended.

"Mine," he growls against my lips. "My mate. My everything."

"Yours," I agree breathlessly. "Always yours."

As we kiss, I become aware of something else—the familiar ache building in my breasts, intensified by the emotional connection we've just forged. The mate bond seems to have enhanced everything about my gift, making me fuller and more sensitive than ever before.

"I need you," I whisper against his mouth, and the words carry multiple meanings.

His amber eyes flare with understanding and hunger. "Tell me what you need, my mate."

"Everything," I breathe. "I need you to drink from me, to touch me, to fill me. I need to feel completely claimed by you again."

His rumble of approval vibrates through both our bodies as he lifts me effortlessly, carrying me back to our nest of silk and gold. But this time feels different—deeper, more meaningful. Not just physical pleasure, but the joining of true mates.

When he settles me among the silks, his hands and mouth worship my body with renewed reverence. Every touch carries the weight of our bond, every caress a promise of forever.

"So beautiful," he murmurs, positioning himself between my thighs. "My perfect mate, ready to be claimed again."

When his mouth closes around my nipple, the sensation is so intense I cry out. The mate bond has sensitized every nerve ending, making his gentle suckling feel as electric as lightning racing through my veins.

"Fuck," he groans against my breast. "You taste even sweeter now. The bond has enhanced everything about your gift."

He's right. I can feel the difference—richer, more abundant, flowing freely in response to his touch. My body eager to nourish the mate it's chosen.

"Please," I gasp, arching beneath him. "I need more. Need all of you."

He doesn't make me wait. Still nursing from my breast, he positions himself at my entrance and slides home in one smooth thrust. The sensation of being filled while feeding him creates pleasure so intense I nearly black out.

"Perfect," he growls, beginning a rhythm that has me sobbing with ecstasy. "My mate, made to take my cock while nourishing me. This is how it's meant to be."

His prehensile length moves inside me with devastating skill, curving and flexing to hit every sensitive spot while his mouth works at my breast.

"Its amazing how your tight cunt feels around my cock," he grunts, his pace increasing. "How sweet your milk tastes. How perfectly you're made for me."

I come with a scream that echoes through the chamber, my body convulsing around his impressive length.

"That's it," he snarls, his thrusts becoming more demanding. "Come for your mate. Show me how perfectly you respond to my cock."

But he's not finished with me. Not nearly. What follows is hours of the most intense lovemaking I could imagine—him claiming me in every position, his massive frame always careful not to crush me while still dominating me completely. His prehensile cock drives me to heights of pleasure I didn't know existed, while the mate bond lets us share every sensation.

By the time we finally collapse together, I'm thoroughly claimed, completely satisfied, and more in love than I thought possible.

"My perfect mate," he murmurs, pressing gentle kisses to my sweat-dampened skin. "My brave little dragon's mate who accepts every part of me."

"Forever," I whisper against his chest, meaning it with every fiber of my being.

"Forever," he agrees, his wings wrapping around us both. "In this life and every one that follows."

As I drift toward sleep in his protective embrace, I realize I've found something I never knew I was searching for. Not just a mate, but a home. A place where I'm treasured not for what I can provide, but for who I am.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The first sign of trouble comes at dawn.

I wake to Aurelius's absence, his side of our silk nest already cold. Through our bond, I can feel his tension, his protective instincts flaring with dangerous intensity. A low rumble echoes through the mountain—not the content sound I've grown to love, but something harder. Threatening.

I wrap myself in silk and pad barefoot to the chamber entrance, following the sound deeper into his lair. The corridors branch and twist, leading to parts of his domain I've never seen, but the bond between us acts as a compass, drawing me toward him.

I find him in a vast cavern that opens onto the mountainside, morning light streaming across his scales as he stands in his full dragon form. But he's not alone.

Three other dragons circle in the sky beyond the ledge—smaller than Aurelius but still massive, their scales catching the early light in shades of silver, copper, and deep red. Even from here, I can sense their hunger, their predatory interest in something they've caught wind of.

Something precious.

Me.

"You need to go back to the inner chambers," Aurelius says without turning, his voice echoing with draconic authority. Through our bond, I feel his desperate need to protect me warring with his desire to keep me close.

"What do they want?" I ask, though I suspect I already know.

"What every dragon wants when they catch the scent of a treasure beyond price." His massive head turns toward me, amber eyes blazing with possessive fire. "They want to steal you from me."

The silver dragon lands first, followed by the others. In their humanoid forms, they're all impressive—tall, powerful, dangerous. But none of them have Aurelius's presence, his careful control, his obvious devotion.

"Aurelius," the silver one calls out, his voice carrying clearly across the stone. "We've come to negotiate."

"There's nothing to negotiate, Draven," Aurelius replies, his tone deadly calm. "What's mine stays mine."

"A treasure that rare shouldn't be hoarded by one dragon," the copper-scaled female interjects, her eyes finding me across the distance. "The scent of her carries for miles. Natural lactation, unlimited production, and already bonded? She's wasted on a hermit who's forgotten how to share."

"Share?" Aurelius's roar shakes the mountain, and I feel his rage through our connection as molten gold. "She's my mate, not a resource to be bartered."

The red dragon laughs, a sound of grinding stone. "Mate? You've been alone so long you've forgotten the difference between mating and keeping a pet. She's human, Aurelius. Soft and breakable and temporary."

"I'm not temporary," I say, stepping forward before I can think better of it. "And I'm not property to be traded between dragons as a commodity."

Three pairs of alien eyes fix on me with startling intensity, and I feel their assessment. But I don't back down. I've found my voice, my strength, my place. I won't let these strangers reduce me to just another treasure.

"The little mortal speaks," Draven observes with amusement. "How charming. Tell me, pet, do you even understand what you are? What you're worth?"

"I know exactly what I am," I reply firmly. "I'm Aurelius's mate. His choice, freely given and freely received. And I'm worth more to him than all your hoards combined."

The copper female, Naia, tilts her head. "Bold words for someone so fragile. But mating bonds with humans never last. You'll age and wither while he remains eternal. In fifty years, you'll be a dried husk, and he'll be alone again."

"No, she won't," Aurelius says, transforming back to his humanoid form and moving to my side. "The bond is complete. She's mine for eternity, enhanced and protected by draconic magic."

I feel their surprise through the air, their sudden reassessment of the situation. A human transformed by a mating bond is far rarer than simple breeding stock.

"Even so," Draven presses, "keeping such a treasure isolated does no one any good. Think of the bloodlines that could be strengthened, the offspring that could be—"

"Touch her and die," Aurelius interrupts, his voice carrying such lethal promise that even the other dragons step back. "Speak of breeding her to others again and I'll paint these mountains with your blood."

The threat hangs in the air, but instead of backing down completely, the red dragon, Bane, smiles. "Then prove she's truly yours, old friend. Let us see this legendary bond in action."

"What do you mean?" I ask, though Aurelius's sudden tension tells me this isn't a casual request.

"Dragons mate for power as much as pleasure," Naia explains with false sweetness. "If your bond is as strong as claimed, show us. Let us witness the depth of her submission, the completeness of your claim."

"No," Aurelius says immediately. "She's not a spectacle for your entertainment."

The words strike me strangely. A spectacle. Entertainment. Is that what they see when they look at me? Just another performance, another way to prove dominance and ownership?

My throat tightens with old fears, old shame. The familiar voice in my head whispers that this is what I've always been—something to be displayed, used, shown off for others' benefit. Just as when my family would parade my negotiating skills in front of potential partners, reducing me to my usefulness.

But then I feel Aurelius's protective fury through our bond, his desperate desire to shield me from exactly this kind of humiliation. And I realize something important: he's not trying to prove anything to them. He's trying to protect me from having to prove anything.

That changes everything.

"I'll do it," I say quietly, and feel his shock through our connection.

"Celeste."

"I'll do it," I repeat more firmly, meeting his amber eyes. But this time, it's not about proving myself to them. It's about choosing my own power, my own worth. "Let them see what real bonding looks like. Let them understand that I chose this, chose you, completely and willingly."

The difference is crucial.

I'm not being displayed—I'm choosing to display.

I'm not performing for their entertainment—I'm demonstrating my own strength.

His expression twists between pride and concern. "You don't have to prove anything to them."

"I'm not proving anything to them," I correct, reaching up to cup his scaled face. "I'm proving something to myself. That I'm not ashamed of what we are, what we have. That I'm proud to be yours."

And I am proud. For the first time in my life, I'm proud of my body, my gift, my choices. These dragons want to see submission? They'll see power. They want to witness my worth? I'll show them exactly how valuable I am—not because I produce milk or pleasure, but because I am loved and I love in return.

The other dragons exchange glances, clearly not expecting this response. They probably thought I'd cower, refuse, prove that our bond is weak.

They're about to learn otherwise.

"Very well," Aurelius says after a long moment, his voice rough with emotion and desire. "But this is the only time. The only proof they get."

He leads me to a section of the cavern where silk cushions and furs are scattered—clearly a place he's used for relaxation. Under the watching eyes of the other dragons, he begins to undress me with reverent care.

My heart pounds, but not with fear. With anticipation. With the knowledge that I'm choosing this, controlling this, owning this moment.

"Look at her," he says, his voice carrying to our audience. "See how she responds to my touch? How her body knows it belongs to me?"

It's true. Even with observers, even in this strange situation, my body reacts to his hands with eager anticipation. But more than that, I let it show. I don't hide my arousal, my pleasure, my complete trust in him.

"This isn't force or coercion," he continues, his hands worshipping my curves with obvious devotion. "This is choice. This is love. This is what true bonding looks like."

When he settles me among the cushions and kneels before me, I feel the weight of three pairs of eyes on my naked body. In the past, that would have made me want to disappear. Now, it makes me sit straighter, prouder. Let them look. Let them see what a treasured mate looks like.

"My precious mate," Aurelius murmurs, his mouth finding my breast. "My perfect treasure who chose to be mine."

When his lips close around my nipple, I don't muffle my cry of pleasure. Instead, I let it ring through the cavern, pure and unashamed. This is what I sound when I'm worshipped properly. This is what real pleasure looks like.

"Watch how she feeds me," he says between gentle pulls, his voice thick with love and desire. "How willingly she nourishes her mate. This isn't taking—it's giving. The most intimate gift one being can offer another."

I can feel the other dragons' surprise through the air. They expected to see domination, possession, a human reduced to her function. Instead, they're witnessing something they've probably never seen—true partnership, mutual worship, love made manifest.

Through our bond, I feel Aurelius's love, his pride, his desperate need to show these strangers that what we have is real. And I feel my own power in this moment, my own choice to demonstrate my worth.

"More," I whisper, loud enough for them to hear, and this time I know it's not a performance. It's genuine need, genuine desire. "Please, I need you inside me."

His growl of approval echoes through the cavern as he positions himself between my thighs. The other dragons fall silent, and I can sense their hunger, their fascination with something they've never truly understood.

When he slides inside me, his prehensile length curving to hit every perfect spot, I don't hold back my cries of pleasure. But they're not for show—they're because he makes me feel incredible, because our bodies fit together perfectly, because I love him with every fiber of my being.

"Feel how she takes me," he pants, his rhythm building. "How her body was made for mine. This is what true mating looks like—perfect compatibility, absolute trust, complete surrender to each other."

The word 'surrender' used to frighten me. Now I understand it differently. This isn't about giving up power—it's about sharing it. It's about being strong enough to be vulnerable, confident enough to submit, proud enough to let someone else take care of me.

The feeling of his cock inside me and his mouth at my breast drives me toward climax with incredible speed. When it hits, I don't try to muffle my scream of his name. I let it echo through the cavern, a declaration of love and pleasure and choice.

"Beautiful," he groans, following me over the edge. "My perfect mate, coming on my cock while feeding me. Showing everyone what real treasure looks like."

In the aftermath, as we lie entwined and breathing hard, I feel transformed. Not by shame or exposure, but by the power of choosing my own display of worth. I showed them exactly what I am—not a possession or a resource, but a mate. A partner. A woman who chose love and was chosen in return.

The cavern is silent except for our heartbeats, and I can sense the other dragons' bewilderment. This wasn't what they expected to see.

Finally, Draven speaks. "Well. That was... educational."

"Indeed," Naia agrees, her voice slightly breathless. "I don't think I've ever seen such... intensity between mates."

"Because you've never seen real mating," Aurelius says, pulling a silk covering over us both. "You've seen breeding. Convenience. Political alliances. But never this—two souls choosing each other completely."

Bane shakes his head. "You've made your point, old friend. She's clearly yours in ways that go beyond simple possession."

"Then you'll leave us in peace?" I ask, surprising myself with my boldness.

"We will," Draven confirms. "Though I admit, I'm curious about any offspring you might produce. The combination of draconic enhancement and natural lactation could be remarkable."

"Our children will be ours," Aurelius says firmly. "Not breeding stock for other dragons' ambitions."

"Of course," Naia says quickly. "We meant no offense."

After they leave, transforming to their dragon forms and disappearing into the morning sky, Aurelius and I remain curled together among the silks.

"Are you alright?" he asks softly. "I know that wasn't easy."

"Actually," I say, surprising us both, "it was rather liberating. Showing them that I chose this, that I'm proud of what we are. It felt empowering."

"My fierce little mate," he murmurs, pressing kisses to my hair. "Standing up to dragons as if you've been doing it all your life."

"I had a good teacher," I reply, snuggling closer to his warmth. "My dragon taught me that I'm worth treasuring."

"Always," he agrees, his arms tightening around me. "My most precious treasure. The only one that truly matters."

As we lie there in the aftermath of our public claiming, I realize something important has shifted. I'm not just Aurelius's mate in private. I'm his partner in every sense, strong enough to stand beside him against any challenge.

And that feels more precious than all the gold in his hoard.

I hear the weight of dragon oath in his voice. "You're mine, Celeste. Today, tomorrow, and for all eternity. Nothing will ever change that."

As I drift toward sleep in his arms, I believe him completely.

We've proven our bond to the world, and now we can focus on what really matters—each other.


CHAPTER NINE

The attack comes three days later.

I wake to the sound of roaring that shakes the entire mountain—not Aurelius's voice, but something else. Something hostile. Through our bond, I feel his rage and protective fury as he launches himself from our chamber in his full dragon form.

"Stay here," he commands, his voice echoing through the corridors as he shifts. "Do not leave the inner chambers under any circumstances."

But I can't just lie here while he faces whatever threat has come to our home. I wrap myself in silk and make my way to the crystal windows that look out over the approach to our lair.

What I see makes my blood run cold.

It's not the three dragons from before. It's twice that many, and they're moving with obvious hostile intent. At their head flies a massive black dragon, larger even than Aurelius, with scales that seem to absorb light rather than reflect it.

Even from this distance, I can feel the malevolence radiating from the creature.

They've come for me.

The battle that follows is unlike anything I could have imagined. Dragons wheel and dive through the sky, breathing fire and clashing with sounds of thunder. Aurelius moves with deadly grace, his gold and emerald scales blazing in the sunlight as he fights to protect what's his.

But there are so many of them.

I watch in terror as two of the smaller dragons manage to get past his defenses, diving toward the entrance to our lair. Without thinking, I run toward the inner chambers, my heart pounding as their roars echo behind me.

They've entered our home.

I make it to the treasure chamber before I hear them—heavy footsteps, multiple voices speaking in harsh draconic. They're searching for me, and it won't take them long to find me.

"Little human," a voice calls out, cold and amused. "We know you're here. Come out, and we won't have to tear this place apart looking for you."

I press myself against the wall behind a pile of golden artifacts, trying to stay silent. But then I hear it—a sound that freezes my blood.

Aurelius's roar of pain, echoing from outside.

They've hurt him.

Something snaps inside me at that sound. These creatures have invaded our home, threatened our sanctuary, and now they've harmed my mate. The rage that floods through me is unlike anything I've ever felt—not fear, but fury.

I'm done hiding.

"I'm here," I call out, stepping into view, brandishing a golden sword from the endless pile of treasures. "You want me? Come and take me."

Three dragons in humanoid form enter the chamber, their eyes immediately fixing on me with predatory satisfaction. But I don't cower. I stand straight, letting them see exactly what they're dealing with.

"There you are," the leader says with a cruel smile. "Aurelius's precious little treasure. You're going to come with us now."

"No," I say simply, my grip tightening on the sword. "I'm not."

He laughs. "You don't have a choice, human. You belong to whoever can take you."

"I belong to myself," I correct. "And I choose Aurelius. I'll always choose Aurelius."

"Then you've chosen poorly," he snarls, stepping toward me.

But before he can reach me, the chamber fills with a roar that dwarfs all the others. Aurelius bursts into the room in his full dragon form, fury blazing in his amber eyes as he sees the intruders threatening his mate.

"GET AWAY FROM HER!" He bellows, and the sound is so powerful it cracks the stone walls.

What follows is swift and brutal. Aurelius tears through the three dragons as if they're made of paper, his claws and teeth finding their marks with deadly precision. These aren't negotiations or posturing—this is a dragon protecting his mate, and nothing in the world is more dangerous.

By the time the last intruder falls, the chamber is painted with blood, and Aurelius stands over their bodies, breathing hard and still in the grip of protective rage.

"Celeste," he says, shifting back to his humanoid form and rushing to me. "Are you hurt? Did they touch you?"

"I'm fine," I assure him, though I'm shaking from adrenaline. "But you're bleeding."

He has long gashes along his ribs where claws found their mark, smaller wounds from teeth and talons. Nothing fatal for a dragon, but enough to make me ache with concern.

"It's nothing," he says, pulling me against his chest. "What matters is that you're safe."

"What about the others? The ones outside?"

"Dead," he says simply. "All of them. They thought numbers would give them an advantage. They were wrong."

His matter-of-fact tone sends a shiver through me. This is what he becomes when I'm threatened—not the careful, gentle creature who worships my body, but a force of nature capable of destroying anything that dares come between us.

"Why did they come?" I ask, though I think I already know.

"Because word has spread about what you are. How rare you are. How perfectly bonded we are." His arms tighten around me possessively. "They thought they could take you from me. They learned otherwise."

"And now?"

"Now everyone will know what happens to those who threaten what's mine," he says, his voice carrying deadly promise. "No one will dare approach our territory again."

He's right. As word spreads of what happened here and how completely he destroyed those who threatened his mate, other dragons will think twice before challenging him. We've bought ourselves safety through his overwhelming display of protective fury.

"You fought so hard for me," I whisper against his chest.

"I would fight the world for you," he replies simply. "Kill anyone who tried to take you from me. You're mine, Celeste. My mate. And I protect what's mine."

The possessive declaration should probably concern me, but instead it makes me feel cherished beyond measure. This magnificent creature willing to battle armies to keep me safe.

"I was so afraid they'd hurt you," I admit.

"Never," he says firmly. "I'm ancient and powerful, and I was fighting for the most precious thing in my existence. Nothing could stand against that."

"What happens now?" I ask.

"Now we clean up this mess," he says pragmatically. "And then I'm going to spend the rest of the day claiming you so thoroughly that every inch of this mountain smells our mating. I need to mark you, possess you, make sure there's no doubt in anyone's mind that you belong to me."

The crude promise sends heat flooding through me. After the terror of the attack, the idea of being thoroughly claimed by him sounds perfect.

"Yes," I breathe. "I need that too. Need to feel completely owned by you."

His smile is sharp and possessive as he lifts me in his arms. "Then let's begin, my fierce little mate. Because after today, I don't think I'll be able to let you out of my sight for quite some time."

As he carries me toward our silk nest, stepping carefully around the bodies of those who dared threaten what's his, I feel a deep satisfaction settling into my bones.

"I love you," I whisper as he settles me among the silks.

"And I love you," he replies, his hands already beginning their possessive exploration of my body. "My brave, fierce, perfect mate who stood up to dragons trying to steal her away."

"They could never steal me," I tell him honestly. "I belong exactly where I am."

"Yes," he agrees, his mouth finding the sensitive spot on my throat where he loves to mark me. "You do. And I'm going to spend the rest of our very long lives making sure you never forget it."

As his hands and mouth begin their thorough claiming of my body, I realize he's right about one thing—after today, I'll never forget where I belong.

Right here, in the arms of the dragon who would burn the world to ashes to protect me.


CHAPTER TEN

Two months have passed since the battle, and the changes in both of us are undeniable.

Aurelius has become even more protective, if such a thing were possible. He rarely leaves me alone for more than an hour, and when he does venture out to hunt or patrol his territory, I feel his constant awareness through our bond. Any dragon who approaches our mountain receives a warning display so violent that none have dared come close since word spread of what happened to those who threatened his mate.

But it's the changes in my body that confirm what we both hoped and suspected.

I wake this morning to the familiar routine that's developed over the past weeks—Aurelius already awake beside me, one large hand resting protectively over the small but definite curve of my belly. At three months pregnant, there's no hiding the evidence anymore.

"Good morning, my beautiful mate," he murmurs, pressing a gentle kiss to my shoulder. "How are you feeling?"

"Perfect," I admit, stretching among the silk sheets. It's true. Despite the morning sickness that plagued me for the first few weeks, I've never felt better. Stronger, healthier, more alive than ever before.

"And our child?"

His hand spreads wider over my stomach, and I feel the now-familiar flutter of movement in response to his touch. Our baby always seems to recognize their father's presence, becoming more active whenever he's near.

"Active," I laugh, covering his hand with mine. "I swear they know when you're touching me."

"Of course they do," he says with absolute certainty. "Dragon offspring bond with their fathers before birth. They can sense my presence, my emotions, my love for them through you."

The wonder in his voice still moves me, even after months of pregnancy. This ancient, powerful creature who's lived for centuries, reduced to awe by the simple miracle of new life growing inside me.

"Are you ready for this?" I ask softly, voicing the question that's been on my mind lately. "Really ready to be a father?"

"I've been ready for five centuries," he says simply. "I just didn't know it until I found you."

Before I can respond, my stomach growls audibly, and Aurelius's expression immediately shifts to something protective and concerned.

"You need to eat," he says, already reaching for the breakfast he's prepared. "The child is growing rapidly now—they need proper nourishment."

I let him feed me by hand, a ritual that's become even more tender since discovering my pregnancy. Fresh fruits and rich pastries, all chosen specifically to support my changing body and our growing child.

"You spoil me," I murmur, accepting a piece of honey-drizzled bread.

"I treasure you," he corrects. "Both of you. My mate and my child, more precious than all the gold in my hoard."

"Speaking of treasure," I say, glancing around our transformed chamber. Over the past months, he's continued rearranging his hoard, but now it's not just about surrounding me with luxury. He's been preparing for our child—creating safe spaces, gathering soft blankets and beautiful toys, building what will be the most opulent nursery imaginable.

"I've been thinking," he continues, settling beside me with careful attention to my rounded form. "About names. About what we'll call our little one."

"Any preferences?" I ask, though I can see the excitement in his amber eyes.

"If it's a boy, perhaps something strong. Draconic. If it's a girl..." His expression grows soft. "Something beautiful."

The casual assumption that a daughter would resemble me makes my heart flutter. "What about traditional dragon names?"

"Those are earned," he says seriously. "Dragons choose their adult names based on their achievements, their nature. But for now, something meaningful to both of us."

Before I can suggest anything, I feel it—the familiar ache building in my breasts, more intense than ever before. Pregnancy has enhanced my gift beyond anything I experienced previously. I produce more milk, richer and sweeter, and Aurelius's hunger for it has grown correspondingly intense.

"You're full again," he observes, his pupils dilating as he scents my arousal and the sweet promise of nourishment. "So much more than before. The pregnancy has made you incredible."

"Please," I breathe, already reaching for the ties of my silk nightgown. "It hurts how full I am."

He helps me undress with care, his hands gentle on my changed body. My breasts are larger now, heavy with milk, and my belly shows the clear evidence of our child growing within.

"So beautiful," he murmurs, cupping my swollen breasts with infinite tenderness. "So perfect. My pregnant little treasure, round with my offspring."

When his mouth closes around my nipple, the relief is overwhelming. The connection between us, enhanced by pregnancy and our growing family, makes every feeding feel sacred.

"Fuck," he groans against my breast, his voice muffled by passion. "You taste even sweeter now. Rich and perfect. I could drink from you forever."

"Then don't stop," I gasp, threading my fingers through his hair. "Never stop."

His free hand slides down to rest on my belly, gentle and protective. "Our child can probably feel this," he murmurs between pulls. "Can sense how much I worship their mother, how much I treasure what she gives me."

The thought sends warmth flooding through me. "Good. They should know how much their parents love each other."

"They should know how precious they are," he agrees, switching to my other breast. "How wanted, how protected, how treasured they'll be from the moment they're born."

The feeling of being consumed while pregnant creates pleasure unlike anything I've experienced before. Every nerve ending seems heightened, every touch more intense. When his hand slides lower, finding me wet and ready despite my condition, I arch against him with a cry of need.

"Please," I whimper. "I need you inside me."

"Are you certain?" His voice is strained with desire and concern. "I don't want to hurt you or the baby."

"You won't," I assure him, already shifting to accommodate his size. "The baby is protected, and I need to feel connected to you. Completely."

He positions himself carefully, mindful of my belly and his own considerable size. When he slides inside me, the sensation is even more intense than usual. The pregnancy has made me more sensitive, more responsive to his touch.

"God," he breathes, beginning a gentle rhythm. "You feel incredible. So warm, so tight around me. My perfect pregnant mate."

His prehensile length moves inside me with exquisite care, finding all the right spots while being careful not to thrust too deeply. Half in, half out. His massive cock works in and out of my tight hole. The combination of his mouth at my breast and his cock filling me creates pleasure so intense I can barely think.

"I love you like this," he pants, his pace carefully controlled. "Round with my child, glowing with health, so responsive to my touch. You were made for this, weren't you? Made to carry my offspring."

"Yes," I gasp, lost in sensation. "Made for you, made for this, made to be yours completely."

When the climax crashes over me, he loses control and fills me with his seed.

"Perfect," he murmurs, following me over the edge with careful restraint. "My beautiful pregnant mate, coming so perfectly on my cock. You're going to be such an incredible mother."

As we lie together in the aftermath, his hand protective over our child, I feel a contentment so profound it brings tears to my eyes.

"What is it?" he asks, concerned.

"I'm just so happy," I whisper. "Happier than I ever thought possible. A year ago, I was hiding my gift, ashamed of what I was. Now..."

"Now you're exactly where you belong," he finishes. "Treasured, protected, carrying our child in the safest place in the world."

"Our child is going to be so loved," I say, one hand joining his on my belly.

"Spoiled rotten," he agrees with a smile. "Raised in luxury, surrounded by treasure, knowing they're the most precious thing in their parents' world."

"And they'll have siblings eventually," I add, surprised by how much I want that.

His eyes flare with renewed hunger. "Many siblings. I want to keep you pregnant and glowing for decades, want to fill our home with the sound of children's laughter."

The possessive promise sends warmth through me. "I'd like that too. A house full of little dragons, all treasured and loved."

"All ours," he adds, pressing a kiss to my temple. "Our family, our sanctuary, our perfect life together."

As I drift toward sleep in his protective embrace, I think about how completely my world has transformed. From lonely merchant's daughter to beloved dragon's mate, from hiding my gift to having it treasured and enhanced by pregnancy.

But even as contentment washes over me, there's something I need to address. Something that's been weighing on my mind for weeks.

"Aurelius," I say softly, "we need to talk about my family."

His arms tighten around me slightly. "What about them?"

"They think I'm still negotiating trade routes. It's been months. They must be worried sick, wondering what's happened to me."

There’s conflict in his expression, the desire to keep me safely hidden away warring with his understanding that I need closure with my old life.

"What do you want to do?" he asks carefully.

"I want to tell them the truth. Well, part of it anyway. That I've found someone, that I'm happy and safe, that they don't need to worry about me anymore."

"And our child?"

"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it," I say. "But Aurelius, I can't just disappear from their lives completely. They love me, even if they never fully understood me."

He's quiet for a long moment, thinking. "I could send word," he says finally. "Arrange a meeting in neutral territory. But I won't let you go alone, and I won't risk our child's safety."

"I wouldn't ask you to," I assure him. "But maybe it's time they knew that I've found where I belong."

"Very well," he agrees, though I can feel his reluctance. "We'll arrange something. Soon, before your condition becomes too obvious to outsiders."

*****

The next few weeks pass in a blur of preparation. Aurelius sends careful messages through his network of contacts, arranging for my family to meet us in a trading post two days' flight from our mountain. It's neutral ground, well-protected, and far enough from our sanctuary that he feels comfortable with the arrangement.

Meanwhile, our child continues to grow, and with each passing day, Aurelius becomes more amazed by the changes in my body. Dragon pregnancies, he explains, are different from human ones—faster in some ways, slower in others, and always magical.

"The child will be born with abilities," he tells me one morning as we feel a particularly strong kick. "Not full dragon powers, but enhanced strength, longevity, perhaps even limited shape-shifting when they're older."

"What about their appearance?" I ask, curious.

"Hard to say. They might look mostly human with some draconic features, or they might be more obviously mixed heritage. Either way, they'll be perfect."

The absolute certainty in his voice makes me smile. To him, our child could be born with scales, horns, and breathing fire, and he'd still think they were the most beautiful thing in existence.

The day of the meeting arrives faster than I expected. Aurelius insists on carrying me in his full dragon form rather than making me ride horseback in my condition, and I have to admit the flight is far more comfortable than any other form of travel.

When we land at the trading post, I can see my family's caravan in the distance. My heart pounds with nervousness and anticipation as Aurelius transforms back to his humanoid form.

"Remember," he says, adjusting the cloak that hides his more obvious features, "if anything feels wrong, we leave immediately."

"I know," I assure him, though I'm grateful for his protective instincts.

My father spots me first, his face transforming with relief and joy before shifting to wariness as he takes in my companion. But it's my younger sister Lydia who runs to me first, tears streaming down her face.

"Celeste! We were so worried! Father was ready to send armed men into the mountains to find you!"

"I'm fine," I say, hugging her tightly. "Better than fine. I'm happy."

When my parents approach, I can see them taking in the changes in my appearance—the glow of health, the obvious contentment, and yes, the small but definite curve of my belly beneath my carefully chosen dress.

"Daughter," my father says carefully, his merchant's eyes missing nothing. "You look well."

"I am well, Father. I've found where I belong."

I introduce Aurelius as a trader I met during negotiations, someone who swept me off my feet and convinced me to stay. It's not technically a lie, just a very edited version of the truth.

The conversation is awkward at first, my family clearly struggling to understand how their practical, business-focused daughter could abandon everything for love. But as they watch us together, see how carefully Aurelius treats me, how he anticipates my needs and protects me without being possessive, their wariness begins to fade.

"He makes you happy," my mother observes quietly during a moment when the men are discussing trade routes.

"Completely," I tell her honestly. "More than I ever thought possible."

"And the child?" she asks, having noticed what she doubtless suspects.

"Will be loved and treasured beyond measure," I say, my hand moving protectively to my belly.

We don't stay long—Aurelius's discomfort with being so far from our sanctuary is palpable, and I'm getting tired more easily these days. But we stay long enough for my family to see that I'm genuinely happy, genuinely safe, and that my mysterious new husband adores me.

"You'll write?" my sister asks as we prepare to leave.

"When I can," I promise, though I know it will be difficult to maintain contact without revealing too much about our true circumstances.

The flight home is peaceful, and I find myself feeling lighter than I have in weeks. My family knows I'm alive and happy. They've met Aurelius and approved of him, even if they don't know what he really is. It feels like closure and new beginnings all at once.

"Thank you," I tell him as we settle back into our silk nest that evening. "For understanding why I needed to see them."

"You don't need to thank me for caring about your happiness," he says, pulling me against his chest. "Though I'm glad they approved. It would have been... difficult if they'd tried to convince you to leave."

"Nothing could convince me to leave," I assure him, pressing a kiss to his scaled chest. "This is my home now. You and our child—this is my family."


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Eleven months.

The thought runs through my mind as I wake to the familiar sensation of tiny feet pressing against my ribs. Eleven months of carrying our child, and according to Aurelius, dragon pregnancies last a full year. We're almost there—just a few more weeks until I hold our baby in my arms.

The waiting is both exciting and exhausting.

"Good morning, my radiant treasure," Aurelius murmurs from beside me, his voice filled with the wonder that's only grown stronger as my pregnancy has progressed. "How are my beautiful girls feeling today?"

His hand spreads across my heavily rounded belly, massive enough to span almost its entire width. At this stage, I'm gloriously, unmistakably pregnant—my body transformed into something lush and fertile that he worships with increasing devotion each day.

"We're good," I say softly, covering his hand with mine. "Active. I think she's trying to rearrange my internal organs this morning."

"She's strong," he says with fierce pride, feeling our daughter's movements beneath his palm. "Perfect and healthy and eager to meet her parents."

Three months ago, his enhanced senses finally confirmed what we'd hoped—a daughter, growing strong and magical within me. The knowledge has only intensified his protectiveness, his absolute certainty that she'll be the most precious thing in his hoard.

"Are you ready for this?" I ask, the question taking on new urgency as my due date approaches. "Really ready to share me with someone else?"

His amber eyes burn with emotion as he leans down to press a gentle kiss to the peak of my belly. "I'm ready to love her as much as I love you. To protect both my treasures with everything I have."

The sincerity in his voice makes my throat tight with happiness. This magnificent creature, preparing to become a father with the same intensity he brings to everything else.

"You're going to be an amazing father," I tell him, running my fingers through his dark hair.

"And you're going to be a perfect mother," he replies, shifting to settle more comfortably beside my changed form. "Look how beautifully you've carried her. How you've grown and thrived and glowed with health."

His hands begin their morning worship of my body, tracing reverent patterns over my swollen curves. These daily rituals have become sacred to us both, his adoration of my pregnant form, and my acceptance of being treasured so completely.

"So magnificent," he murmurs, cupping my heavy breasts with infinite care. "So perfectly round and ripe. You've never been more beautiful than you are right now."

Pregnancy has transformed me in ways I never expected. My breasts are fuller than ever, constantly producing the rich milk he craves. My hips have rounded, my skin glows with health, and every curve has become more pronounced. But it's the way he looks at me—reverent and worshipful—that makes me feel truly beautiful.

"I feel huge," I admit with a self-conscious laugh. "I'm going to burst."

"You feel perfect," he corrects, his mouth finding the sensitive skin of my throat. "Lush and fertile and absolutely magnificent. Do you know what it does to me, seeing you so round with my child?"

His voice drops to something rough with desire, and I feel the familiar heat building between us despite my size. Pregnancy has made me constantly aroused, constantly hungry for his touch.

"I think I know, but you could show me again," I breathe, already arching into his gentle caresses.

"Always so eager," he praises, his hands worshipping my changed body with reverent touches. "My insatiable little mate, even when she's round with my offspring."

When his mouth finds my breast, the sensation is incredible. Pregnancy has made me so sensitive that every touch feels electric, and the relief as he drinks from me is overwhelming.

"Fuck," he groans against my skin. "You taste perfect. So rich, so sweet. Our daughter is going to love this as much as I do."

The thought of nursing our child, of sharing this intimate gift between my mate and my baby, sends warmth flooding through me. "I can't wait to feed her. To hold her while she drinks from me."

"You'll be radiant," he says with certainty, switching to my other breast. "Nursing our daughter while I watch, both my treasures getting what they need from your perfect body."

His free hand slides down to rest on my belly, feeling for our daughter's movements. As if responding to his touch, she gives a particularly strong kick that makes me gasp.

"She knows it's you," I observe with a smile. "She always moves when you touch me."

"She's bonding with me already," he says with masculine pride. "My little dragon, recognizing her father's presence." He chuckles. "She'll be part dragon, part human, part something uniquely ours," he explains, his hand gentle on my rounded form. "Beautiful and strong and magical, just like her mother."

The love in his voice when he talks about our unborn daughter makes my heart ache with happiness. This child will never doubt she's wanted, cherished, treasured beyond measure.

"I love how devoted you are to her already," I murmur, threading my fingers through his hair as he continues to nurse.

"How could I not be?" he asks between gentle pulls. "She's part of you, created from our love. She's already the second most precious thing in my world."

"Second?" I tease.

"You'll always be first," he says seriously, lifting his head to meet my eyes. "My mate, my treasure, the woman who gave me everything I never knew I needed. But she'll be a very close second."

When he's finished feeding from me, he doesn't pull away.

"What are you doing?" I breathe.

"Worshipping you," he says simply, pressing soft kisses to the curve of my belly. "Showing you how beautiful you are, how perfect, how absolutely magnificent."

His mouth trails across my skin with infinite patience, finding places that pregnancy has made more sensitive. When he reaches the peak of my rounded stomach, he pauses to speak directly to our daughter.

"Hello, little treasure," he murmurs against my skin. "Your father loves you very much. And your mother is the most beautiful, brave, perfect woman in the world."

The intimacy of him talking to our unborn child while worshipping my pregnant form brings tears to my eyes. "She's going to be so loved."

When his mouth finds more intimate places, I gasp at the intensity of sensation. Pregnancy has made me incredibly responsive, and his skilled attention soon has me writhing with need.

"Please," I whimper. "I need you."

"Carefully," he murmurs, positioning himself with exquisite gentleness. "Have to be so careful with my pregnant treasure." We’ve learned what works throughout the pregnancy, he’s gentle but fierce.

When he slides inside me, the sensation is mind-blowing. Every movement is calculated to bring pleasure without strain, and the care he takes makes me feel cherished beyond words.

"So perfect," he breathes, beginning a rhythm that's gentle but devastating. "My beautiful pregnant mate, taking me so perfectly while our daughter rests safely inside you."

As my body adjusts to his size, the pleasure intensifies. The way he fills me completely, the careful control he maintains even as I can see his own need burning in his eyes—it's the most intimate thing I've ever experienced.

"Harder," I beg, arching my hips upward. "I can take it. I want to feel owned by you."

Something snaps in his control at my words. His thrusts become deeper, more possessive, each one driving him to depths that make me cry out with pleasure. But even in his passion, he maintains perfect control of his massive frame, his arms trembling slightly with the effort of keeping his full weight from crushing me.

"That's my perfect mate," he growls, one hand sliding up to cup my breast while still supporting himself above me. "Taking her dragon's cock just right. So small and delicate but able to handle everything I give you."

The sight of his enormous hand completely engulfing my breast, of how tiny I look beneath his towering frame, sends me racing toward climax faster than I've ever experienced. The power dynamic, the careful control, the way he has to manage his strength to avoid hurting me—it's the most erotic thing I've ever experienced.

"Yes," I whimper, lost in sensation as he pounds into me while maintaining that careful balance above me. "I love being small for you. Love how you have to hold back your strength."

"Never want to hurt my precious treasure," he pants, his massive shoulders straining as he supports his weight. "Have to be so careful with something so delicate and perfect."

The combination of his thick length stretching me and the emotional intensity of our connection drives me toward climax with surprising speed.

"I love you," I sob against his chest as waves of pleasure wash through me.

"And I love you," he replies, tightening his grip with careful restraint. "Both of you. My perfect family." He roars as he comes, filling me with his hot dragon seed until it drips down my legs.

As I drift toward sleep in his protective embrace, our daughter moving gently within me, I think about the miracle of what we've created. Not just a child, but a future. A family built on love and choice and the promise of forever.

Soon, very soon, our daughter will be here. And our perfect life will become even more complete.

I can hardly wait.


CHAPTER TWELVE

The contractions start at before dawn, when the cave is still dark.

I wake to the familiar sensation of Aurelius's hands on my belly, but this time his touch is different—urgent, alert. Through our bond, I feel his mixture of excitement and protective concern.

"It's time, little treasure," he says softly, amber eyes bright with anticipation. "Our daughter is ready to meet us."

The labor is long but not difficult. Aurelius never leaves my side, his presence a steady anchor as I work to bring our child into the world. His massive hands support me, his voice encourages me, and when the pain becomes intense, he lets me grip his fingers with strength that would break a human man's bones.

"That's it," he murmurs as another contraction builds. "You're so strong, so perfect. Our daughter is almost here."

When she arrives, her cries filling the chamber with life, I wail with relief and joy. She's perfect: ten tiny fingers, ten tiny toes, and the amber eyes of her father already alert and aware. Small scale patterns decorate her temples, marking her clearly as her father's child.

"Aria," I breathe, cradling her against my chest. "Our little dragon."

Aurelius's eyes are bright with unshed tears as he touches our daughter's face with one careful finger. "She's magnificent. Just like her mother."

Without any prompting, without any thought, Aria turns her head toward my breast with unmistakable purpose. Her tiny mouth finds my nipple with the precision of someone who's been waiting for this moment her entire short life.

"Oh," I gasp as she latches on immediately, her suckling strong and sure despite her age. "She knows exactly what to do."

"Dragon instincts," Aurelius explains, his voice thick with emotion. "She was born knowing how to take nourishment from her mother."

The sensation is incredible—different from when Aurelius nurses from me, but no less intense. This is what my body was made for, what my gift was meant to provide. Not just pleasure for my mate, but life itself for our child.

"She's hungry," I observe with wonder, watching her tiny fists knead against my breast.

"She's been waiting twelve months to taste her mother's milk," Aurelius says with masculine pride. "Look how perfectly she feeds. How naturally this comes to her."

He's right. Aria nurses with the focused intensity of someone who's found exactly what she needs, her amber eyes never leaving my face. The connection between us is immediate and universal—mother and daughter, nourisher and nourished.

"I love her so much already," I whisper, stroking her downy hair.

"She's perfect," he agrees, settling beside us both with infinite care. "Our beautiful daughter, healthy and strong and already showing her dragon heritage."

When Aria finally falls asleep, milk-drunk and content, I expect to feel empty or drained. Instead, I feel fuller than ever—not physically, but emotionally. Complete in ways I never imagined possible.

"How do you feel?" Aurelius asks softly, watching as I settle our sleeping daughter against my chest.

"I finally understand my purpose," I admit. "Not just carrying her, but nourishing her. Being her mother."

"And being my mate," he adds, leaning down to press a gentle kiss to my forehead. "Don't forget that part."

"Never," I promise. "But Aurelius... I need you to understand something."

His expression grows attentive, concerned. "What is it?"

"She's going to need to nurse frequently," I explain. "Especially at first. But that doesn't mean I can't still feed you. I want to continue what we have—I need to. You're not losing anything by gaining her."

Relief floods his features, followed by something darker and more possessive. "You're saying you want to nourish us both? Your mate and your daughter?"

"I'm saying my body produces enough for both of you," I correct, then smile. "And I'm saying I'm not ready to give up that connection with you. It's too precious, too much a part of who we are."

His rumble of approval vibrates through the chamber. "My perfect mate, generous enough to share her gift between the two most important people in her life."

As if summoned by our conversation, Aria begins to stir against my chest. Her tiny mouth roots against my skin, seeking nourishment with the single-minded focus of the very young.

"Someone's hungry again," I observe with amusement.

"Dragon children feed frequently," Aurelius explains, positioning pillows to support my arms. "Especially daughters. They need the connection as much as the nourishment."

When I help Aria latch on again, the sensation is even more intense than before. She nurses with determined purpose, her tiny hands gripping my finger with surprising strength.

"She's beautiful," Aurelius murmurs, studying our daughter's perfect features. "Look at those scales along her temples—they're exactly the same color as mine."

"And her eyes," I add. "Definitely her father's eyes."

"But her face is all you," he counters. "The shape of her nose, the curve of her lips. She's going to be stunning when she grows up."

The thought of our daughter growing up, of watching her develop her own personality and powers, fills me with anticipation and a little trepidation.

"What will she be able to do?" I ask. "As she gets older, I mean."

"Enhanced strength and longevity, just like you," he explains. "Probably some shape-shifting ability when she reaches maturity. Perhaps limited fire immunity. But mostly, she'll be herself—unique, powerful in her own right, the perfect blend of her parents."

When Aria finishes nursing and falls asleep again, Aurelius reaches for her with careful hands. She settles against his scaled chest as if she belongs there, her tiny fist curling around one of his claws.

"My daughter," he says wonderingly, slow and sweet. "My little dragon."

*****

As evening approaches, I feel the familiar ache building in my breasts again. It's different—fuller, richer, as if my body has somehow adapted to provide for both my daughter and my mate.

"You're full again," Aurelius observes, his nostrils flaring slightly.

"Very," I confirm. "Aria's been asleep for three hours. I think it's time you had your turn."

His eyes flare with hunger and gratitude that I still want to share this with him.

"Are you certain? You must be exhausted."

"I'm certain," I say, settling our sleeping daughter in her cradle before turning back to him. "This is important. What we share is important."

When his mouth closes around my nipple, the sensation is familiar yet different. Richer, sweeter, enhanced by motherhood and the deep contentment of having given birth to our child.

"Fuck," he groans against my breast. "You taste incredible. Richer than before. More... profound."

"That's exactly what it is," I murmur, threading my fingers through his hair. "Love made manifest. For both of you."

He nurses with the same desperate hunger as always, but there's something more reverent about it now. As if he understands even more deeply what a gift this is, how precious it is to be nourished by someone who chooses to give rather than being forced to provide.

"I love you," he says between gentle pulls. "Both of you. My mate and my daughter, the two most precious things in existence."

"And we love you," I reply, feeling our daughter's peaceful presence in her cradle nearby. "Our protector, our provider, our everything."

When he's finished, he doesn't pull away immediately. Instead, he stays close, his forehead resting against my chest, his arms carefully encircling both me and the space where our daughter sleeps.

"This is perfect," he murmurs. "This moment, this life, this family we've created. I never imagined I could be this happy."

"It's only the beginning," I tell him, pressing a kiss to the top of his head. "We have centuries ahead of us. Watching her grow, maybe giving her siblings, building something beautiful together."

"Siblings," he repeats with renewed interest. "How many siblings do you think our little dragon should have?"

"Lots," I say with a smile. "This mountain is big enough for a large family, and I'd love to see it filled with children's laughter."

"My insatiable mate," he praises. "Already planning to expand our family."

"Our family," I correct. "Which started with you saving a lost merchant's daughter and ends with... well, whatever we want it to end with."

"It doesn't end," he says firmly. "Not ever. What we have, what we've built—this is forever, Celeste. You, me, our children, and all the love we can give them."

As if hearing her father's voice, Aria stirs in her cradle and makes a small sound that could be agreement or just baby noise. Either way, it makes us both smile.

"Forever," I agree, settling back into his arms with our daughter close enough to touch. "I can't think of anything I want more."

"Then you'll have it," he promises. "Everything you want, everything you need, everything you deserve. My treasured mate, mother of my children, love of my eternal life."

Outside, the mountain settles into peaceful silence. Inside our sanctuary, surrounded by more wealth than most people see in a lifetime, the three of us rest together in perfect contentment.

A dragon, his treasured mate, and the first of what will surely be many children to call this place home. A family built on love, choice, and the promise that some treasures are too precious to ever be traded away.

"I love you," I whisper into the golden darkness, unsure if I'm speaking to my mate or my daughter or both.

"And we love you," Aurelius replies, his voice soft with sleep and satisfaction. "Forever and always, our perfect treasure."

As I drift toward sleep, nursing our daughter while nestled against my mate's warmth, I can’t help but let out a happy sigh.

This is happiness. This is home. This is the rest of my very long and very precious life.

And I wouldn't change a single moment of it.
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