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Prologue



 



 


“I will have you, human.”

The dragon’s hot breath traced fiery heat over the virgin’s skin, her pale curves arching in unconstrained ecstasy as the very concept of resistance fled her body. There were little jeweled beads of sweat dotted over her belly and upper thighs, remnants of the struggle she had entered into against her own instincts and desires when the dragon had taken her, stripped her of the clothing that had formed an artificial barrier between their bodies, and feasted his hungry eyes upon her. Now, like the resistance they represented, they were being erased, shimmering and evaporating as the dragon blew gently against her body, his lips mere inches from her bare flesh as his large, muscular body moved over hers.

She had arrived unannounced and uninvited, a delicious morsel of a woman he had wasted no time in claiming. Now he was thoroughly exploring the innocent who had wandered between the worlds without thought or care for consequence.

This was what the dragon had desired for so very long, a human woman, with all the softness and vulnerability that entailed. He could see the blue veins tracing beneath her skin, her pulse throbbing in her throat. Everything about her was intoxicating and sweet, from the bright copper falls of her hair to the tips of her toes, which curled in response to his touch. Her red lips parted as she drew breath to speak, her emerald gaze welling with feminine desire.

“You must let me go,” she moaned.

The dragon answered in a deep masculine rumble that made the little hairs on her body react, goosebumps forming over her delectable skin. “Let you go? This is what you wanted, is it not? This is what you crossed the divide between worlds to obtain. You came to mate.”

“I came to study…”

“Study? Ha!” His white teeth flashed as he let out a dark chuckle. “Young virgins do not come to a dragon’s lair to study. They come to be deflowered and made virginal no longer.”

His fingers teased her in the spot no man had touched before, finding her wet and soft and hot. “This barrier between your thighs, this little scrap of skin. It is all that stands between you and the full realization of your womanhood. It is mine. I will take it, and you, as my own.”

The dragon’s captive whimpered as those long, skillful digits continued to strum and tease, making her writhe with pleasure. Her squirming served no purpose but to make her strain against the leash wound about the dragon’s hand, a leash that led directly to the collar at her throat, a mark of total ownership.

She had come from a civilized world, but there was nothing civilized about the creature that had captured her, the man who was also dragon. His golden gaze swept over her form with unyielding lust, the kind of need that would not be denied. His instinct was to command, to consume, to make her his own in every way possible, and that possession was just beginning…



Chapter One



 



 



Earlier that day…



 


Moving furtively, her long copper hair hidden under a dark hooded sweater, Kate swiped her pass card and walked into the building. Her reflection was briefly caught in the double glazing: wide hazel-green eyes in a round face, bow-shaped lips, and a smattering of redhead freckles over the bridge of her nose and the tops of her full cheeks.

It was three a.m. and nobody, not even the campus cops, was around. This was the time she did her best work, her most important work. She wasn’t supposed to be there, of course, but Kate had gotten used to skirting the rules in the name of getting what she wanted and needed. She was toting a big backpack that contained a bunch of items technically belonging to the college, stuff she took between her apartment and the lab so she could work on it wherever she was. The lab did have a few toys she didn’t have at home though, hence the late-night visit.

Technically what she was doing was stealing. Technically it was also breaking several federal restrictions on research. Technically… she’d be in a hell of a lot of trouble if she got caught. Fortunately, Kate was able to put all those technicalities aside and focus on the task at hand. She didn’t feel bad about breaking the law. She practically considered it her duty.

Real work, real science, that didn’t take place during daylight hours. It never had. Not since the fathers of science had begun their explorations of the physical world had their work been entirely legal. That was what Kate comforted herself with anyway. As an accelerated post-grad student, she had a lot of leeway and access, but the work she was truly passionate about was banned, hence the sneaking.

As she moved toward the lab, she clutched her notebook to her chest. None of her work was on a computer. It was all contained in the simple dog-eared exercise book that she never let out of her sight. Not even when she was showering. Then it went in a plastic bag and sat on a ledge above the water spray. Some people would have called that obsessive, but Kate knew it was necessary. If any of her peers saw what was in those pages, she’d be in deep trouble.

Thus far, she’d been lucky. She’d managed to avoid both detection and even any kind of suspicion. During the day she maintained a certain blandness that made her sort of sink into the background. Her appearance wasn’t too noteworthy in either direction, which helped. To others she appeared to be a curvy young woman with long copper hair usually tied back in a ponytail. Her dress was almost always a hooded sweatshirt, jeans, and sneakers. She thought of herself as cute, when she had time to think about what she looked like, which wasn’t all that often.

“Hey there! What the hell are you doing?”

Kate jumped nearly out of her skin as a flashlight rounded the corner and the beam landed on her. She’d been wrong about the campus police. At least one of them was around, and had just found her.

“This is a restricted area.” The guard’s voice boomed down the hall forcefully, making her recoil.

“I know!” She tucked her notebook under her arm and held her hands up as best she could, as if the man with the loud voice and the torch was actual police—which he absolutely wasn’t. “I’m allowed here. Sort of. I mean, I have permission for…”

“Oh, it’s you again,” the guard said, shining the light in her eyes, temporarily blinding her. Almost simultaneously, they realized that this was not the first time they’d run into one another. The security guard’s name was Ben or Burt or…

“Brian,” she said, catching a glance of his name tag. “Sorry, I just forgot something, and I really need it for my assignment…”

“It’s Saturday night,” the man behind the flashlight snorted, as if she might not be aware of the calendar week. “You should be at a party or something, shouldn’t you? Get yourself a boyfriend before it’s too late. Got to look after your love life. Now go on, get out of here.”

“You won’t report me?”

“Why would I bother?” The guard shrugged. “It’s not like they pay attention to anything I say. Go on and get home—or just plain out!”

“I just need to get a couple of things,” Kate stammered. “I have this project due and…”

“Fine,” the guard sighed. “Get what you need, then get out of here.”

“Thank you!”

She went into the lab and pulled a couple of pieces of equipment from her nook. This was definitely not allowed, but she needed them to perform her final trial—her first real run. She didn’t need to take too many things, just a small amount of radioactive material and a couple of decent-sized electromagnets, plus a little more material to transform them—along with the bits and pieces she already had set up back home—into something extraordinary.

As she worked to gather the necessary materials, the guard’s words about a love life made her smirk to herself. “Love life? Hah.”

She’d never had anything remotely resembling a love life. There hadn’t been time. She had her sights set on more than any man could offer her. The biggest scientific breakthrough of a generation had happened when she was months from graduating high school—the discovery of a parallel world, full of sentient dragons.

It had sounded ridiculous, until you saw the footage for yourself. The Mojave was still marked with the scars of the facility where the first and thus far only portal opened by humans had once stood. She’d watched, stunned from her little home in the Mid-West as the California power station that had been heralded as the answer to humanity’s energy crisis melted down the moment it was activated. In doing so, it had ripped a hole in the sky. That had been horrific enough—but then the dragons had come, pouring through the aperture that linked the human realm to the realm of humanity’s nightmares. California was still rebuilding from the damage that had been done by those sentient lizards, creatures that not only had fearsome animal forms, but which could allegedly take a human form as well.

The world was still reeling from the events of those days, and though the war was over, the dragons vanquished, the portal closed, the fear remained. There was a lot of research going on around the accident, but it was absolutely, highly, incredibly, federal prison illegal to attempt to open any kind of portal again.

And that was precisely what Kate was preparing to do tonight.

It wouldn’t be like the first portal though. That had been a giant, uncontrolled accident. She was certain that she could do it under controlled, repeatable circumstances that would not enlarge into great tears in the fabric of time and space, but would function more like doorways between the realms. Her math was solid, but even the most elegant equations could turn to chaos when translated into reality. Reality had a way of twisting at the very last second, turning and biting a scientist in the butt. That had happened in a spectacular and devastating way with the power plant, so Kate was exercising a fair bit of caution with her experiments.

She could still remember the hour and the day on which she had started down the path she now found herself at the end of.

As part of the attempt to clean up California, the government had started running tours around the remains of the power plant. Kate was the only teenage girl there on the day she went. She’d saved up money for her plane tickets, and the tour itself, working double shifts at the grocery store.

Having lost both her parents young, Kate had come up through the foster care system, bouncing between homes several times before her eighteenth birthday. Fortunately she was smart enough to be able to bury herself in her study and not pay too much attention to the emotional deficits all around her. Being quiet, studious, and determined were qualities that had saved her a thousand times over. Her hard work had paid off to the tune of a full ride to NYU. She’d been accepted to several other colleges, some of them with more cachet, but NYU was in New York and she wouldn’t have to do another shift at the grocery store as long as she was there. She’d worked in the dining hall instead all through undergrad, until finally getting a tutoring position. Really, her journey had started a hundred times in a hundred different ways, but she’d known for certain what she wanted to do when she had found herself walking where the portal had once been, on the very land across which dragons had once soared.

She had stood there in the ruins of the power station, wearing a radiation suit and listening to the guide’s voice coming through the speakers in the headset. The guide had a Texas twang and a real enthusiasm for his subject. He was a veteran of the dragon war, had flown planes against them and was full of stories, but what had caught Kate’s attention most was when he talked about the dragon realm, and the reason humans couldn’t survive there. A very particular type of radiation, native to that realm, was highly dangerous to humans.

“Radiation shreds DNA. Burns right through it. At first you don’t know you’ve been exposed. Then the sores break out. Then everything in your body breaks down bit by bit, because the cells can’t replicate anymore, you see? You can’t get near that realm unless you have some kind of protection. The dragons have a resistance to it.”

The guide had talked in a rough, no-nonsense sort of way, designed to shock the tour group. It had stayed with Kate and it had informed her courses of study. There was an inescapable chain of cause and effect from that moment to this one. Some might have called it destiny, but Kate was not inclined to think or speak that way. Her world view had no room for fate. She and she alone would decide her future.

Then eighteen-year-old Kate had left the invasion site with two missions for that future. One: she was going to enter the dragon realm. Two: she was going to survive it. Of course, she’d had to work on mission two before mission one, and throughout her undergrad she’d not been able to even get close to a solution. The breakthrough hadn’t happened until the first few months of postgrad study, when her supervisor had let her in on a well-guarded little secret: the college had dragon tissue samples recovered from dragon bodies that had fallen in the final battle. They weren’t supposed to. Technically it was illegal. Only the government was alleged to have access to dragon tissue, but there was a fair bit of overlap between high-level academics and government research and so a few hundred grams of deceased dragon had made its way into the laboratory freezer, where it sat looking entirely unassuming in an old ice cream container.

Kate had managed to take a little of the material and after several months of research, isolate a compound she believed capable of catching and binding radiation, rendering it harmless. Initial testing had indicated that it worked, to some degree at least. The radiation of the dragon realm was not quite like Earth radiation, so it would be a trial by fire when she did step beyond the barrier of her realm.

It was surprising to her that nobody else had done it as yet, but perhaps they had and were keeping it quiet. Or maybe they just hadn’t stumbled onto the secret as yet. Science was a strange thing; as much as hard work and advanced mathematics made it possible, there was the spark of almost divine revelation that accompanied so many major discoveries. Kate had felt it when she developed her formula, and she was feeling it again now.

She could hardly stop herself from giggling with excitement as she stashed the equipment in her bag and left the lab. In the next few hours, everything was going to change. She could feel it in the air, a sense of destiny that had kept her going through all the hard times when it would have been easier to give up and just let the world crush her. Even as a small girl, Kate had known that she was capable of great things. It was an attitude a lot of foster siblings had picked on her for, so it had hidden itself deep inside her, but she’d never lost sight of it and now it seemed to surround her, like a force field, or an invisible cloak, keeping her safe no matter what.

She scuttled back to her apartment, several blocks away from the college. It was a tiny little one-room place, but that wasn’t anything out of the ordinary for New York. She paid quite a premium to have the place to herself, but it was worth it for what she was about to do.

There was almost nothing nice about the place, but Kate had gotten used to ignoring her immediate surroundings in favor of concentrating on her work anyway. She could have lived somewhere nicer if she’d had roommates, but that never seemed to go well. She kept odd hours and did odd things and she absolutely couldn’t risk having her plans discovered by someone else. Living with other people always seemed to arouse suspicion, if not outright hostility.

The apartment had a little galley kitchen next to the bathroom, and it was there that Kate set up her equipment, hastily wiping down the counters where her precious creation was going to sit. The kitchen was perfect for it, thanks to the counters on either side, which provided two stationary points for the mass of wires and the heavy electromagnets and field generators to sit.

It took several more hours to get everything situated. The sun was shining through the grime of her windows as Kate rubbed her hands together, her eyes searching the wiring to make sure everything was perfect.

“Okay,” she breathed to herself. “This is it.”

Her finger hovered over the first switch, then flipped it. There was a low hum, but nothing happened yet. That was to be expected. The portal needed at least two points of contact to open—it was both the genius and the drawback of her design.

She turned to her right and hesitated, her breath catching in her throat. There were three options as to what would happen once she threw that switch. A portal to the dragon realm could open. Her calculations indicated that was possible. She could blow her apartment to smithereens. That was much less likely. Probably. And finally, there was the possibility that nothing would happen at all. She was afraid of that outcome most of all.

“Just do it,” she lectured herself. “Do it!”

Her finger hit the switch, the current flowed…

…

…and nothing.

It was a dud. It didn’t work. She wasn’t a pioneering scientist. She wasn’t the next Marie Curie. She was just a silly woman standing in the middle of a gross old kitchen with tears in her eyes and mold growing on a half-eaten Thai takeout.

“Dammit!” She slammed her palm down on the counter, making the yet to be washed cutlery dance.

And then it happened. A small spark in the air between the electromagnetic devices. A little pinprick that lit a spark of hope in her. She scuttled back, keeping out of its way just in case it did turn out to be volatile. Her protection was an armchair she had salvaged from the side of the street. She didn’t know what material it was made of, but she knew it was old and resilient.

Over about thirty seconds to a minute, the portal blossomed before her astounded eyes. There, in her poky little kitchen, was a gateway to another world. She could see bright green grass extending from the base of the portal out into a meadow, and beyond that… she couldn’t quite make it out.

“Oh. My. God.” She murmured the words softly to herself. “This is it. I’ve done it.”

Unlike the initial portals that had ripped the sky apart, this portal was stable and small. It stood like an open doorway, inviting her through.

“I really didn’t think that would work,” she said to herself. She’d worked the math out a million ways, but the odds of the real world conforming to mathematical expectations were always much lower than, well, the odds would imply.

What now?

Should she go rushing through the portal to dance in the beckoning fields of green? It was tempting, but Kate knew the dangers of the dragon realm—well, some of them anyway—and she was definitely not a fool. Transiting through the portal could have dangers of its own.

“I need a test subject,” she murmured to herself, looking around the remainder of her kitchen. Something gleaming caught her eye.

She grabbed the spatula and tossed it through the portal, just in case it burst into flames or exploded or something. It plonked down on the grass and sat there with the warm sun of another world making it gleam.

In an instant, Kate was jealous of the spatula. It had taken the one small step before she did. Still, it was best to be cautious about these things. There were dragons on the other side of that glowing portal. None were in immediate sight though. She wondered if there were any nearby. It would be just her luck to have opened her portal to a completely uninhabited part of the dragon realm and end up not meeting any dragons at all.

Of course, there was the possibility that there were more than dragons through that doorway. A certainty, really. A world that supported dragons as an apex species had to have other creatures to support them. Some of them were likely to be aggressive.

There was literally no information regarding the flora and fauna of the dragon realm, let alone its basic geography. The view she had in the middle of her kitchen was the most in-depth look anyone had ever had into the dragon realm.

“The first human in the dragon world,” she intoned. “Well, the first one to survive the irradiated environment. Hopefully.”

She turned to the little carry case of vials all strapped in nice and neatly. They contained the formula she had been working on for years, a potentially revolutionary treatment that, when ingested, provided prophylaxis against radiation exposure for about a month. She uncorked one of the vials, put the opening to her lips, and slurped it down. It tasted vile, like battery acid mixed with mud, but she choked it down regardless. She’d taken a dose a day earlier too, figuring it would be good to give the formula a chance to saturate her tissues. This was just a top up, a good luck shot for the road. She felt a little heady charge from it, a buzz that emboldened her as she looked toward the gleaming door between worlds.

With no reason to wait anymore, Kate grabbed a few supplies and shoved them in a backpack. Her notebook was first, of course, followed swiftly by a bottle of water, more vials of her personal radiation treatment in case she needed it, and some snacks. Not much really, but she didn’t need much. Unlike most intrepid explorers, Kate was able to push the boundaries of human experience from inside her apartment.

“This is it,” she said to herself, wishing she had a better soundbite, even for herself. Something along the lines of one small step for man…
 or something like that. She was nervous. Her stomach was fluttering and her heart was pounding in her chest. That really was another world she was looking at. A world in which dragons lived.

“Don’t think about it,” she told herself. “Just do it.”

With a corporate slogan on her lips, Kate stepped through the portal, and into another world.

The grass was soft beneath her sneakers, and when she turned around she saw the portal behind her, a doorway to a dingy kitchen standing in the middle of some of the most beautiful wild landscape she had ever laid eyes on. It looked small and ugly, standing in direct opposition to this brilliant land that was bright and seemed to go on forever.

Standing less than an arm’s length from the portal, Kate turned back around and simply looked, letting her eyes feast on this new world. The most eye-catching element was a mountain rising in the distance. It was a singular feature, not part of a range as she’d usually expect to see on Earth, and surrounded by water that could have been an ocean or a large lake. Once again, that was strange. What kind of geological process could create a single mountain in an otherwise relatively flat plain? There were some rolling hills behind her that obscured her view of the land in the other direction, but none at all near the mountain.

“Either the laws of tectonics are different here too, or that mountain is up to something,” she muttered to herself. It was silly, of course, to think of a mountain as being suspicious, but Kate was given to occasional bouts of silliness—such as the kind that had brought her across realms.

Movement at the corner of her eye distracted her from the suspicious mountain and she lifted and turned her head to see something flying in the skies not too far from the peak. At first she thought it was a bird, but as it swung lower and the shape of it became more apparent, she realized that it was not a small bird relatively close, but a very large, not-at-all-a-bird, quite far away.

Silhouetted against the sky were arched wings, a powerful body lined with ridges and scales, a long tail against which the back legs were stretched, creating an aerodynamic figure, and front legs too. The head of the creature was large, set upon a powerful and sinuous neck.

Kate clapped her hands over her mouth and let out a little squeal of excitement. This was the culmination of years of dreaming and dedicated study. She was actually looking at a dragon in flight. They were real, and she truly had found the realm in which they reigned.

Part of her had always been a little skeptical, even when she was working with the dragon tissue. It was hard to believe that the flesh she was handling belonged to a mythical creature. Plenty of people thought the dragons had been a hoax from the beginning, that it was all some government psy-ops or cover-up or something. The video evidence had only heightened their suspicions—after all, in a world where you could make anything look real, everything could be fake.

A second dragon entered her field of vision, heading toward the first. Kate watched as they flew into a circling pattern around one another, a beautiful dance of flight that left her awed as they began to dart and swirl and fly back and forth almost as if they were dog fighting like a pair of fighter planes. She watched, enthralled with the way they moved. They lost a lot of height during several of their maneuvers, bringing their powerful, mystical bodies closer to her.

They moved through the air in a similar way to dolphins moving through water, with a natural alacrity that was astonishing and beautiful to behold. She was stuck there, just staring at them, not even caring that the angle was giving her a serious crick in the neck.

Time passed without her noticing, but she suddenly saw that the dragons were growing bigger, drawing closer as they dipped through the sky. They didn’t seem to be as interested in one another anymore. They seemed to be checking out a target on the ground.

“Oh, shit.”

Kate suddenly realized that she was not just watching them. They were watching her. She had been spotted from thousands of feet in the air, like a rabbit by a hawk, and they were coming for her, wings back, tails straight, necks extended in a fast dive.

Elation turned to fear. Would they be hostile? They were more than capable of killing on sight, of that she had no doubt. What if they mistook her for food, or what if she became prey? She bolted for the portal, her feet almost failing to carry her across the short distance as fast as the dragons covered vertical miles. She threw herself back into her kitchen and killed the power just as the ground beyond her world shuddered with the impact of two heavy creatures making a hard landing, great dragon heads and slitted eyes rolling in the direction of the glowing aperture.

The portal shut down a millisecond later, leaving her panting, elated, and covered in a sheen of sweat.

“Holy…” She stared at the wall where the dragon world had once been. Now it was nothing but a grease-spattered, yellow-painted wall. It was almost a shock to see it, as if her typical reality had just asserted itself even more violently than the dragons that had come for her.

For a few minutes, she had walked in another world—and she couldn’t wait to do it again.

Her little kitchen victory dance knocked the dish soap into the sink and made grumpy Mrs. Morris downstairs bang on the ceiling with her broom, but even the thudding disapproval of the world’s touchiest neighbor couldn’t impinge on Kate’s pure triumph.

“I did it! I really did it!”

There was a whole world waiting for her at the flick of a switch, and she could go there any time she pleased. Of course, she would have to plan a longer expedition, but there was no reason why she couldn’t go back sooner for a little while, just to look… she already missed the world, which seemed brighter and so much bigger than the one she inhabited.

“That’s because your world is this apartment and the lab,” she lectured herself. “Or, it was, at least.”

It took some time for her pulse and breathing rates to return to normal. When they did, and she was able to think a little more clearly, she took a shower and checked herself carefully. She monitored herself carefully for any signs of radiation exposure. Welts, burns, rashes. Nothing seemed to be present, though it could take some hours for any symptoms to show. She was confident though. The dragon compounds provided protection on a cellular level, and at the rate of radiation exposure in the dragon realm, the effects would have been more or less immediate, she was fairly sure.



Chapter Two



 



 


Lord Vilka, guardian of the slumbering isles, was bored. He held a rock between his hands, manipulating it lightly between his fingers. Slowly it was starting to change color and form, dull stone turning to brilliant gem. He was bringing it into being using the powers all dragons had to manipulate the physical structure of the substance. When it was finally all a bright uniform blue, he tossed it over his shoulder into the growing pile of precious stones in the corner of the room. His war chamber, a room that had never once been used for anything remotely resembling war since the fortress was first built, was beginning to grow cluttered with the hobby he kept himself occupied with.

He reached for another plain stone, held it up to his eyes, and wondered idly what he might make this time. Ruby, perhaps. As his fingers set to work on the stone, he gazed out the window and sighed a deep rumbling sigh. His posting was allegedly a highly honored one, but though he had distinguished himself in the warrior trials and earned his status many decades ahead of most other dragons, he was being sidelined having been given command of the most remote post possible, a post that looked out over the remnants of the last great war and little else. There were no homes here, no civilization of any kind, just Vilka and a hundred and one hotheaded warriors.

Hunting was the preferred pastime, hunting and training for a war that in all likelihood would never come. His father had been privileged enough to see true battle, but Vilka was beginning to think his mettle would never be tested that way. The single greatest challenge he had was managing his warriors, all of whom felt as he did, whose blood ran hot with dragon fire, and whose natural instinct for battle had distinguished them as creatures best suited for the furthest reaches of the empire. Delinquents, that was what they were, and he was their king.

“M’lord!” A voice came from somewhere behind him. “I bring news!”

Vilka answered without turning around. “What is it? Are the men restless? Do we need to announce another round of sky battles, Erias?”

“It is an infinitely more pressing matter, my lord.”

Vilka turned to look at Erias with a raised brow. There was something in the man’s tone that held excitement. Erias was never excited. He thought it beneath him.

Erias was the most steady of all those under Vilka’s command, which was why he had made him his second. Unlike most of the men who had been deployed for various disciplinary incidents, Erias had volunteered for the post. He was a deep and devout believer that the slumbering world eaters would soon emerge, an obsessive with his old scrolls, scripts, and tablets. If he had not been the second ranking officer in the fort he would no doubt have come in for a great deal of teasing. As it was, he commanded a certain amount of respect even though he was relatively young compared to Vilka.

Erias was built on a smaller, sleeker scale in both his dragon and human forms. He was dark-haired and dark-eyed and usually smiled easily, especially if he got onto one of his favorite subjects. He was almost beaming now.

“What is it?”

“Yvor and Grail claim to have seen a human emerge into the northern field below the slumbering mountain while they were practicing aerial maneuvers.”

Lord Vilka let out a snort. “Had they been drinking?”

“No, sir. I verified their reports before bringing them to you, of course. Reckless guard chatter is of no interest to you. But both men are in good standing and high esteem. They investigated, saw the human at close quarters and say that it ran back to a very small portal which closed before they could capture it.”

Vilka tapped his fingers thoughtfully against the desk. “It’s not possible for humans to walk in our realm. They are prone to illness.”

“I know, sir,” Erias said. “But at one time it was not possible for there to be any gateways between the realms either, and that changed. It could be that a human has found a way through.”

“It was just one human?”

“Just one, a young female according to the guards. They say she did not seem to be armed, or interested in conflict. She fled as soon as she became aware that contact was imminent, into an area which they described as a dark little hole.”

“We cannot have young female humans creeping about our fields, can we,” Vilka said thoughtfully. “If I have learned anything about human qualities at all, it is that they are persistent. If this human was able to enter and leave, she will likely return. Perhaps with other humans. It is imperative we do not allow our borders to be breached. The second war of the worlds could take place here if it is.”

“Yes, sir,” Erias agreed. “Human capacities cannot be assumed, they develop quickly, even in their stunted world.”

“This fortress is now on a war footing,” Vilka declared. “Put the field under constant surveillance. If another great tear is to be made in our world, it could be the last.”

“The sleeping mountain…” Erias said. “If the humans were to awaken a world eater…”

“They would realize the error of their ways too late to do anything about it,” Vilka nodded. “I think this is it, Erias. The winds of destiny are rising.”

This was what they had all been waiting for. A second breach. History was upon them and they could both feel it.

“Sound the horns, Erias, I will brief the men.”



Chapter Three



 



 


Kate couldn’t wait any longer. It had been several hours, there were no signs whatsoever of radiation sickness, and she had made up a significant batch of further formula to take with her over and above her existing supply. Her backpack was brimming with bits and pieces she’d figured could be useful on a second incursion—which she hoped would be longer than the first. The few minutes she had spent in the dragon realm had left her with a burning desire to see more, and even the sight of the dragons looming large through the portal excited her. This time she would be more careful not to be spotted. She had stood outside in the open like a fool, gawping at them. She was going to need to be more sophisticated in her approach. To that end, she had a green umbrella. She figured if she held it above her head, she would appear to blend in with the terrain at the distances the dragons seemed to fly at, instead of being a humanoid figure standing there in bright clothing.

She hit the switch of the portal and in seconds it bloomed before her, that radiant field under a blanket of otherworldly sunshine. Kate stepped through, her backpack heavy and overloaded enough to make her look a little like a beetle laboring beneath its weight, her umbrella at her side.

Aware that there could be dragons nearby, she was careful as she entered the field, deploying her umbrella. The murky green of the fabric did not match the grass very well at all, but hopefully it looked like a bush or something.

Crouching in the shade of her umbrella, Kate drew in a deep breath of the dragon air. It was fresher, richer, so much more vital than the air back in her apartment. It had a floral note and a tang to it, something a little metallic and salty perhaps, but sweet too. She liked it very much and stood there for several minutes, simply breathing in and out.

Then she got to work. Even a simple field was full of potential samples. She needed grass, pebbles, earth, any insects she could lay her hands on. They would all make rich subjects for later analysis.

She peered out from under the umbrella and scanned the sky. The sun was beginning to set in the distance, behind a very imposing mountain that made her shiver for some reason. It didn’t fit with the rest of the landscape somehow. Even at a distance it seemed older and… unnatural. Was it possible for an entire mountain to be unnatural though? Kate shrugged the question off. She did not know enough about this world to go declaring large parts of it strange.

“I’d like to thank the committee for this Nobel Prize,” she murmured to herself, practicing her acceptance speech as she plucked blades of grass and placed them into a test tube. Nobody had ever brought back samples from another universe—and that was essentially what the dragon realm was, a parallel plane of existence. Going into deep space was nothing on stepping through worlds.

She combed her fingers through the grass, finding the dirt beneath. It was quite rocky and silty, quite like sand, but coarser. The grass was deeply but loosely rooted and she was able to gain some complete samples, and some of the sandy earth as well.

A little gold and green centipede went skittering over her fingers, jeweled and gorgeous like so much of this realm. She was too slow to catch it, and reluctant to really try. The biologists could do that when they came. And they would come. One day this would probably be the site of a scientific outpost. One day, her name would be written along with the other famous mavericks of science, Galileo, Newton, Curie…

A rumbling thunder behind her made her turn her head. Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped as she saw what was causing the sound—an entire flock of dragons heading toward her out of the sky, the rumbling caused by the resonance of their wing beats with the earth below.

There was no time to run. There wasn’t even time to scream. Kate stood up, umbrella in hand and awaited her fate as the lead dragon, a great fiery red beast touched down, skidding a good few hundred feet, its claws kicking up grass and dirt.

Its head was larger than she was, its body bigger than a bus. It was a mammoth creature, and Kate’s fascination mixed with her fear to create a strange reaction she could not quite control. The other dragons landed further back, keeping what felt like a respectful distance. They were not as brightly colored as this one, nor did they seem as large, though that could have been because they were not as close.

The dragon reared, casting a massive shadow over Kate and then its front feet hit the ground hard enough to make her almost lose her own footing and the great head swung down close to her, horned nostrils drawing in a breath powerful enough to make her hair sail in the wind it created.

They were intelligent, and they had human forms. She knew that. So this must be some kind of display, or test, or… it opened its mouth, displaying rows of devastatingly sharp teeth, any one of which could have pierced her whole.

For a moment, she was paralyzed with horror, then she snapped out of her frozen fear, took her umbrella in her hand and began to rap the dragon around its great nose and mouth. “No!” she said in forceful tones. “That is not nice!”

The dragon drew back, let out a snort—and disappeared.

In its place stood a man. A very naked man. Kate let out a gasp, her umbrella still held out in front of her like a very flimsy, now quite broken, sword.

He was stunningly handsome. The lines of his face were hard and chiseled with precise masculinity and his body… she couldn’t bring herself to look at all of it, though it was all bared before her. She didn’t know where to look: at the broad, hard planes of his shoulders and chest, or at his searing eyes, which were a bright golden hue ringed with a dark circle and framed with dark lashes and thick black brows. His hair was dark, hitting his shoulders in a thick shining mane.

Kate drew in a breath and opened her mouth to speak, but there were no words. He was so handsome her brain had frozen completely. The umbrella was still raised, but she no longer had the compulsion to swing it.

“Put it down.” The voice that rumbled from the powerful man sent shivers through her body. His was a voice for the ages.

“Uhh…” She lowered the umbrella, but did not release it. Couldn’t. Her hand seemed caught around the handle, her fingers locked like stone as she stared at the male creature that had come from the dragon.

“I know you understand me,” he said, his rich voice making her feel weak at the knees. “Lay your weapon down, human.”

“It’s, uh… uh… uh… an umbrella.”

“Whatever it is, lay it down.”

When she still could not comply with his order, he grasped the umbrella and used it to pull her close, his large, strong hands taking hold of her and turning her about so she was facing away from him. A hard slap burst across her bottom, hard enough to make her both drop the umbrella and shriek in pain.

“Better,” he said, releasing her. “Obedience will save you pain, human. Remember that.”

Kate stared at him in total shock. She had never, in all her life, received any kind of physical correction. Now her face was burning almost as much as her bottom from sheer embarrassment.

“Why have you invaded our lands?”

“I… I haven’t invaded,” she stammered. “I just came to look.”

“You came to… look.” His heavy tone and the look in his golden eyes told her he did not believe a word she was saying. “This portal, who made it?”

“I did.”

“You did.” He repeated her words in that same flat yet incredulous tone. “I see.”

He reached out and took hold of her again, drawing her close so she was pressed up against the hard lines of his naked, handsome body. “You are lying to me,” he snarled down at her. “And you will be punished severely for it.”

“I’m not lying!” she gasped as she began to tremble from head to toe. “I’m really, really not lying. I promise you.”

“Your promises mean little,” he growled. “Where are the others?”

“Others? There are no others. It’s just me.”

“You mean to tell me humans have opened a second portal and sent through a single scared female to represent their species?”

“No,” she said through chattering teeth. “I made that portal. It was me. Nobody else knows about it.”

“You are lying,” he declared flatly. “But you will not lie for long.”

He stepped back and took his dragon form, man becoming winged beast in the blink of an eye. Fear and fascination warred as Kate tried to fathom how such a thing could be possible, but she did not have long to consider it because the dragon was reaching for her.

She screamed as huge claws wrapped around her and then great wings lifted her skyward. She was carried high into the air and given a view of the terrain that was interrupted when she clenched her eyes shut, her hands clinging to the dragon’s claws in fear that he might drop her. She had never liked to fly, not in commercial airliners, and certainly not dangling precariously between a furious creature’s claws.

As they continued to rise and Kate risked opening her eyes, it became apparent that nothing was as it had seemed. The sweet field in which she had been exploring was about as natural to the world as a golf course. She must have landed in the equivalent of a peninsula pasture or something, for though it was fairly vast, it was encircled by an incredibly tall wall snaking over the rolling green hills from sea to sea. Beyond the wall there was a much wilder landscape full of forests and potentially much more interesting plants and animals.

The dragon holding her wheeled about and she let out a cry of surprise as a large black, gleaming fortress came into view, turrets and parapets and towers facing toward the tall mountain in the distance. Whatever the castle was made of, it shone in the sun, reflecting bright light from its dark walls that traversed a great portion of the plane, effectively cutting off the peninsula and mountain that stood surrounded by a brilliant azure sea.

The dragon swept down behind a large portcullis and deposited Kate on the stone floor. She stumbled to her feet and swung around to face her captor. He had become human again and was coming toward her, his expression full of determination and perhaps, unless she was imagining it, desire.

Heat flashed over her. She could not think. She could not speak. The muscular man with the thick rod of flesh between his thighs and the dominance to command her very essence drew within an inch of her… and Kate fell into a dead faint.


 


* * *


 


“Is she alright?” Erias took human form a few feet above the ground, dropped the last little bit of distance, and landed in a crouched position. “What happened?”

“She fainted. If this is the harbinger of a human invasion, I do not think we have much to be concerned about,” Vilka noted as he scooped the human into his arms. Up close, she was quite beautiful. She had rounded, almost angelic features, soft cheeks, and a snub nose. Her breathing was even and deep, so she was not in any medical danger. Fear had finally caught up with her. He was not surprised. The shock of being taken by a dragon was known to kill small prey creatures. This one was stronger than that, he could tell, but every animal had its limits.

“I have her bag,” Erias said, opening it to show Vilka. “It doesn’t have any weapons that I can see. It has a lot of metal threads, what might be food, and a book…” He pulled the book from its covering and flicked through the pages. “These are technical designs of some kind. If they are hers, she may not have been lying about making the portal. These are very advanced…” His eyes scanned the pages, locked to their contents with fascination.

“We will get to the root of her presence soon enough,” Vilka said, likewise entranced. The designs did not interest him in that moment, but he was utterly unable to take his eyes off the human’s insensate features. “For now, she needs rest and quiet.”

“Perhaps you should call your mother,” Erias said. “She could help with this human, perhaps. She has a unique insight as to these creatures.”

Vilka bristled visibly. “I do not need my mother to handle one human,” he growled. “Besides, I do not want news of this leaving the fortress. It will only panic the elders and bring a storm of them to our doors.”

“And you and I will likely be sent off to yet another remote post,” Erias noted.

The men exchanged looks. Vilka had earned his post and his rank, there was no doubt about it, but he was not a favorite of the elders, and there was little he could do to change that. His bloodline was viewed with suspicion, and at times, even fear. The appearance of a human would not help that.

“We have one small human female who claims to have come alone. We can handle such a matter ourselves. We are tasked with far greater, after all. A world eater sleeps at the foot of our beds. In the meantime, keep the portal guarded at all hours. Any other humans who seek to sneak through must be apprehended immediately. I will deal with our captive.”



Chapter Four



 



 


Kate opened her eyes to find herself in the dragon’s lair. Her faint had come on so quickly that it was as if one moment she were looking into the eyes of a dragon, and the next she was lying on a very large, very soft bed with a coverlet of silk that felt like warm liquid beneath her body. The fear that had claimed her senses was still present, but a new elation was growing.

She was inside a tectonic fortress. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all formed from a black rock with a shine to it that put her in mind of obsidian. It was an imposing place, and a very large room, around the size of a small lecture hall. There was not much in the way of furniture aside from the bed, and there were a few windows that looked out over the very plains she had been taken from and toward the great mountain in the middle distance. They were barred, though she did not know why. Surely the dragon was not worried about escaping from his own bed chamber.

That was her main priority however; she had to get back to the portal. As she got up and walked across the room, she could see the field where the portal had been. She was even halfway certain that she could see the location of it, though it was hard to tell at a distance.

She took a deep breath and tried to keep calm. The dragons had all her things. Her backpack. Her treatments. Even her umbrella, which they seemed to regard as a weapon now that she had used it ineffectively as one. She had known that there would be risks with coming to the dragon realm, but she had not figured on incarceration as being one of them. She had to get her stuff back, and she had to get out of this fortress, if only to continue her studies. There was little to learn about the dragon realm inside a bedroom.

Of course, little didn’t mean nothing. Kate began to walk around the room, looking into drawers and closets. There were not many clothes, but that was probably because the dragons seemed to be very comfortable nude. It would be a pain to have to change out of clothes before expanding a hundred times bigger than one’s original size, she imagined.

Kate was still afraid, but she distracted herself with her investigations. There may yet be a way out of this room if she could find a key… or perhaps… she turned and looked at the door. She hadn’t even tried the door yet! Perhaps it wasn’t locked?

Kate made for the door, a heavy dark wood structure crisscrossed with some black metal reinforcement, but before she could reach out to turn the handle, the door swung open and the dragon who had captured her stepped inside. He was still as naked as ever, aside from leather wraps around the lower parts of his forearms, and Kate averted her gaze as her cheeks flushed red again. He was so… very… anatomically correct.

“Hello, human,” he said, his voice making her squirm where she stood. “I see you have recovered from your fright.”

“Um…” Kate looked carefully at the wall, avoiding the sight of the very large, very nude man. “Would you put some clothes on, please?”

“Why would I clothe myself? I am not cold, or in any need of armor.”

“It would make me more comfortable,” Kate blushed.

“Your comfort is yet to be of my concern,” he rumbled. “I have questions for you, human, and you will answer them.”

He was arrogant and commanding and he rubbed her very much the wrong way, but she was also incredibly shy around men. Warring impulses of irritation and embarrassment left her tongue-tied and she continued to look everywhere but at him as he began to question her.

“Why did you come here?”

“I was interested…”

“Interested,” he repeated. “You breached the barrier between worlds out of… interest.”

“I’m a scientist,” she explained. “We like to explore.”

He looked at her with a suspicion she knew she had no way to assuage. He clearly had no understanding of a curious, academic mindset. He did not strike her as the academic or inquisitive type. He was a masterful leader, a dominant male who imposed order. If he did something, he probably did it for a reason, and he couldn’t imagine anyone else doing it just for the joy of learning. She was going to have to find a way to convince him.

“Look at the samples I took,” she said. “They’re in my bag. I have grass and some dirt… I just want to learn more about this place.”

“To what end?”

“To, um, well, any end. It’s not… there’s no end point to discovery.”

“So you broke the barrier between our worlds on a whim of interest, in order to discover something for no reason at all.” He crossed his arms over his chest and looked at her with those golden eyes that seemed so wise and yet didn’t understand her at all. “You are lying to me, human.”

“I am not lying!” She looked him dead in the eye, impassioned with the hope that he would be able to believe her.

“We will see.” He reached out, took her by the arm, and drew her close as he had before, the hard lines of his body pressed against her soft, clothed curves. “I will be satisfied that you are telling me the truth when I know you no longer have the capacity to lie.”

“What do you… what?”

He began stripping her clothes from her body, her sweater disintegrating under his hand as if the very fabric simply melted away. He pulled the shredded remains of the garment from her arms and tossed it on the floor.

“Wait, how are you doing that?”

She asked the question just as his fingers found her jeans and the waistband of those gave way too, falling to the floor. There was a faint singed smell, as if they’d gotten very hot without actually catching on fire. But he hadn’t used fire, he’d just used his hands… was he able to manipulate heat through his skin somehow? Her underwear did not fare any better. In an instant, it too was gone and she was naked, her pink-tipped breasts, soft swelling stomach and thighs, and bright red patch of pubic hair all bared to his eyes.

“Hey! How… what?”

“I’m asking the questions,” the dragon growled at her, tossing her toward the bed. Her clothing was entirely gone, every last scrap of it destroyed by his great, powerful hands. Her bra was twisted as if it had been melted, the underwire poking out the end of one of the cups in a way she knew was unsalvageable.

She landed on the bed, one arm over her breasts as she tried to maintain some kind of modesty while being handled like a rag doll.

“You’re going to pay for that! Do you know how much bras cost!” She snapped her annoyance at him before it occurred to her how ludicrous her words were. She was in a world without lingerie stores, and even if he wanted to pay for what he had destroyed, nobody took dragon currency back home. Her mind was working overtime to try to normalize a desperately strange situation, and it was failing miserably.

“Silence,” he growled, approaching her again. “You talk too much and you say too little.”

She scrambled backwards, but he simply took hold of her left ankle and dragged her back toward the rear post of the bed. He was prepared, she noted. The long leather lashes wrapped around his wrists were unfurled to become shackles for her body. He was not merely content with tying her ankles and wrists to the bedposts either. Once she was subdued he fastened a loop of leather about her neck, creating a collar, and to that collar he joined a long leash, the end of which he wrapped around his hand. It was an unnecessary extra step to take; she already could not move for being bound. But perhaps he knew how that collar would make her feel, the thick band across her neck giving her a deep sense of being suddenly and thoroughly owned.

The dragon stood over her, his cock intimidatingly erect as he ran the tips of several of the remaining leather lashes down the length of her quivering belly, gently tugging on the leash with the other.

“Answer my questions,” he said, “and you will be rewarded with pleasure. Lie to me and you will feel only pain.”

“You have no way of knowing what is true and what isn’t,” she pointed out, panting in her vulnerable position.

“I will know. Your body will tell me,” he replied, letting the tips of the leather slide down toward the prominent rise of her lower lips covered in red curling down. “And it is a very beautiful body,” he added, almost in spite of himself. There was an expression of desire and admiration in his eyes that made Kate feel vulnerable and aroused at the same time.

“Please let me go,” she moaned softly. “I’m not here to cause any harm, I promise.”

“Look at me.”

“I can’t,” she whimpered softly.

The leather snapped through the air and landed with a sting between her thighs, catching her down-covered lips with a stroke that was not hard enough to hurt, but certainly enough to get her attention. She gasped and stared at him in shock, his golden gaze meeting hers with a stern smirk.

“You see, you can, when you have the right stimulation.”

She blushed hard enough that it was not just her face that went red, but her cleavage as well. Her squirming attempts to cover her body were of course totally useless. All she was achieving was displaying herself more erotically for the dragon who had taken her prisoner.

“Let us begin again,” he said, more calmly now that he had her under total control. “What is your name?”

“Kate Ferrier,” she said, her words catching in her throat as the leather lashes traced over her body.

“Who sent you here, Kate?”

“I sent myself here.”

The lash trailed down her stomach and dipped between her thighs, the leather running along the slit of her sex.

“You insist on that lie,” he said. “But nobody can create a rift between the worlds on their own.”

“I can,” she said, her hips squirming as she looked into his eyes with a desperate gaze. “I’ve been working on it for a long time. The physics was settled before the war. It was just a matter of containing a smaller, more controlled reaction.”

His brows quirked and the tip of the leather performed a circle around her clit. “Why?”

It was almost impossible to remember, to concentrate, to form words, but she had to or she knew that the lash would return, possibly harder.

“I… ummmm… needed to see this place for myself.”

“Why?”

The lash slid lower, drifting over her inner thighs, back and forth like a sensual pendulum.

“I just had to,” she moaned. “I don’t… I can’t explain it. Please… you have to believe me.”

Perhaps it was the note of desperation in her voice that made the dragon drop the lash, but not the leash. He kept the latter firmly in his hand as he crouched down on the bed, his fingers tracing down her belly and stopping just short of her soft mound.

“You have come a very long way for something you can’t explain,” he murmured, caressing her prone body with a gentle, appreciative touch. He wasn’t giving up his line of questioning, she realized. He was just changing tactics. He had denied her all modesty physically, and he seemed to be just as intent on laying her mind bare as well.

She squirmed and moaned as his hand moved down further and cupped her sex, handling her with a mastery that left her weak to his charms. It was as though he had total claim to her body, his fingers tracing a gentle path between her lips, the folds of her sex flowering with the dew of her juices as he began to tease her, the lash in his other hand and now trailing across the underside of her breasts.

“I can’t think when you do that,” she murmured.

“I don’t want you thinking,” he replied. “I want you telling me the truth.”

“I have,” she moaned as he massaged her pussy, his middle finger finding the wet entrance of her body. “Oh, god… I have.”

“Hmm,” he mused, sliding his thick digit in slowly until it met the barrier of her hymen. “What is this, you are closed…”

“I haven’t been with a man before.”

The finger slid away and he looked at her with an expression of wonder and concern. “But you are mature…”

“Yes.”

“How could you be untouched?”

“Not every woman has a partner,” Kate said, her hips arching almost instinctively toward his hand even though it was no longer between her legs.

“Why?”

“Because I had my work… making the portal. I had no time for men.”

“No time for men. And what of the men, they had no time for you? Such a beauty?”

“I’m…” Kate lowered her eyes. “I am not a beauty.”

The dragon’s brows lowered over his magnetic golden gaze and he ran his hand from beneath her breast, over the curve of her waist and hip.

“You are soft, you are curvy, you have delicate skin and lips which pout deliciously when you are unhappy. You are beautiful, Kate. Your men must be blind not to see that.”

“I’m usually wearing clothes too,” she said. “I don’t exactly dress to be noticed.”

“Not with me,” he said. “With me your body will rarely, if ever, be covered. I want to have your beauty on display.”

His hand slid back between her legs and she let out an appreciative little sigh. What had begun as an interrogation was turning into a slow seduction as the dragon lowered his head and began to explore her tied and leashed form with his lips and tongue, the former of which left traces of warm fire across her skin.

“I can’t stay,” she moaned. “I have to go back. You have to let me go.”

“That is out of the question.” His lips captured her nipple, his tongue playing against the pink bud as his fingertip plunged back between her lower lips, toying with the virginal entrance of her body with a sure touch.

“Please, you don’t understand…”

“I am a dragon, Kate,” he growled. “When I discover treasure, I keep it.”

“You must let me go,” she moaned.

“Let you go? This is what you wanted, is it not? This is what you crossed the divide between worlds to obtain. You came to mate.”

“I came to study…”

“Study? Ha! Young virgins do not come to a dragon’s lair to study. They come to be deflowered and made virginal no longer. This barrier between your thighs, this little scrap of skin. It is all that stands between you and the full realization of your womanhood. It is mine. I will take it, and you, as my own.”


 


* * *


 


Truth be told, Vilka found this naked woman so entrancing he was almost inclined to forget about his initial reasons for stripping and binding her. Interrogation was far from his mind as he explored her exotic body. Female dragons were very different creatures with their scaling and their relatively low libidos. With life spans as long as theirs, female dragons were not driven to mate very often and their bodies certainly did not respond the way this human woman’s did, with a perfumed scent that threatened to drive him wild with desire. Everything about her called to some part of Vilka that had long been denied, a craving he had tried to pretend did not exist.

Her body was beautiful in a way he had not encountered before. She was so responsive, his every touch drew a gasp or a moan, and her curves undulated for him in a way that enchanted a primal part of his mind. He spent long minutes simply caressing her body, examining every delicate inch of it. She seemed to have so many sensitive areas, her sex foremost among them, but there were more places too… the lobe of her ear produced a full body shiver when his lips closed about it in a kiss.

His cock was straining and throbbing. The tip of it was gleaming with traces of his seed. He wanted her badly, and her desire was just as great. The ties were entirely unnecessary to keep her beneath his body and he loosened them until they were no longer holding her in place, though they remained around her wrists and ankles. Her legs wrapped around his waist with some instinctive movement that brought the thick head of his cock in contact with the soft, wet slit leading to the entrance of her body.

Her beautiful mineral-hued eyes widened as she felt him there, the heat and hardness of his member contrasting with the soft wet skin of her folds. Vilka drew his hips back and allowed the head of his cock to run gently up and down the length of her virginal pussy, spreading her lips around his shaft before drawing back again. He would not enter her, not yet. Not until she begged in that sweet voice.

“Please…” she moaned. “This… I…”

“What do you want?” He murmured the question against her lips. “Tell me…”

She couldn’t form the words, or wouldn’t. Vilka resisted the urge to simply plunge himself inside her, keeping control of his desire. She was delicate and soft and he did not want to do her damage. She was writhing beneath him now, her hips rolling with an enticing motion that made it harder to resist her tight slit.

“Find your words, human,” he murmured, sliding down her body. “Neither one of us can resist much longer. You have been innocent too long. And I have hungered too long.”

He saw her eyes widen as his mouth made contact with her soft lower lips, his tongue finding the wet slit where her juices flowed and lapping at that secret river with a reverent desire. Her sex was a delicious little maze of soft lips protecting the little hole through which his cock would soon gain entrance to the tight confines of her pussy.

“Please… please…”

Her moans soon became incoherent, her body moving with an unmistakable invitation. The more he licked and teased and kissed her lower lips, the more desperate she became.

“Tell me what you want,” he insisted.

“I want you inside me…”

That was all Vilka needed to hear. He let his tongue trail slowly between her inner lips, find her tight little hole and push inside it. He tongued her pussy for several minutes, stoking her fires even higher. He could feel her tugging at the leash with every movement she made, her movements becoming more frantic as she came closer to the climax he had no intention of allowing her to have just yet.

“Oh!” Her cry of disappointment was almost comical as he lifted his mouth from her sex.

Wrapping the leash around his left hand several more times, Vilka slid up her body, pulling until they were face to face, his cock between her legs, the head of his manhood touching her slick, puffy lower lips.

He looked deep into her eyes, his free hand sliding down to cup her bottom and guide her hips as he pushed his cock into her tight channel in a slow, strong motion. She was hot, wet, and so tight. As he slid deeper into her body, her pussy wrapped around him, spread and stretched about the thick flesh of his cock, her mouth wide in a silent scream of ecstasy as he used the leash to control her movements as the thick head of him found the delicate membrane of her hymen and pushed through it.

“Virgin no longer,” he intoned before kissing her deeply, his tongue massaging hers as he began to urge his hips back and forth, sliding his cock in and out of the tightest cunt he had ever felt. She moaned and wailed into his mouth as he fucked her, keeping his grip firm on the leash, making sure she felt the collar holding her as he claimed her pussy.

This one was spirited and beautiful, and she would need firm handling. He was not entirely gentle in his claiming, drawing out to the very tip and then sliding home again with brisk, firm strokes that pushed his hard pubic bone against her lightly punished lips.

“Oh, oh god, oh my god…” she gasped for her deity as he broke the kiss. Her pussy was so slick around his cock he could hear the wet sound of his cock plunging deep into her again and again. She reached for his arms, her slender fingers holding onto his biceps as he fucked her harder still, the desire of what felt like eternity unleashing itself on her tender cunt.

“I’m gonna come,” she moaned. “I’m going to come on you… I’m going to…”

“Come,” he growled in response.

She let out a high-pitched wail and he felt her pussy contracting and quivering on his hard flesh, a hot rush of her feminine fluids coating his cock. He saw her face and chest and breasts flush bright red with the force of the erotic reaction and still he kept pushing himself inside her again and again, tugging on the leash to bring her mouth closer for his kiss as he claimed her fully at both ends, fucking her through her orgasm.

It was her first time and perhaps he should have let her pussy rest, but he could not. Her lips gripped him as he sluiced in and out of her wet channel, her orgasm making everything wetter and hotter. She lay back against the bed and he allowed her to do so, relaxing his grasp on the leash as he tipped her back, lifted her legs over his shoulders and plunged into her pussy, his hand descending to rub her clit and mound in circles as he approached his own climax.

She was beautiful, her blushing, flushed body laid out beneath him, the scent of her sex thick in the air, her full breasts bouncing with each and every stroke he took.

“I’m going to fill you,” he said in a growling gasp, losing eloquence in favor of rough talk. “I’m going to fuck you full of my cum.”

His words made her pussy contract again, the little bud of her clit grinding against the heel of his palm as she burst into a second orgasm, her bright red hair tossing back and forth as her hips danced against him, her bottom and pussy grinding desperately, begging for his seed.

“You’re hungry for this, aren’t you, girl, my poor, fuck-starved human,” Vilka snarled as he pounded into her, his cock gleaming with her creamy juices. He could feel his seed roiling inside his balls, desperate to fill the tight little hole he had stretched with his cock over and over again.

With a roar of release, Vilka allowed himself to come, pushing himself deep inside her and locking his body with hers so every single drop of his cum was delivered directly to her bare pussy, bathing the walls of her sex with his virile seed. He shuddered with the pure pleasure of it, pressing kisses to every part of his human lover as he urged his hips against her in little short thrusts, ensuring none of his cum was wasted. She was so filled that soon when he pushed forward it began to leak out around his cock, and when he slid from her body, he saw her flowering lips spread around the pooling of his white seed. Her pussy had been a sweet little mound, lips closed around a tight little seam, protected by the red down of her pubic hair. Now those same lips were puffy and swollen, the entrance of her body spread and marked with thick deposits of his cum. He held her in place, her thighs spread, looking at the beauty of her well fucked pussy and then up at her face, her gorgeous, flushed face that held a shy little smile.

Vilka lay down next to his beautiful mate and held her close, caressing her body in slow motions as she curled up into him, the leather bindings and her leash entwined with them as he held her close and murmured soft words of praise and care.



Chapter Five



 



 


Kate had lost her virginity to a dragon.

She could barely believe it, but her body ached with the memory, the sensation between her thighs an unrelenting reminder of how his hardness had conquered her soft sex. She felt… different. Her entire body was relaxed and full and satisfied. The dragon’s seed still coated her inner thighs and her mound. She had been filled with him over and over again and he had left his mark on her and inside her.

Now they lay together in a post-coital repose, saying nothing, simply breathing the same air and being close to one another.

Kate had to admit to herself that so far the fruits of her exploration through the portal had been very sweet. The dragon had not been entirely kind at first, he had dealt with her as an intruder, but that made sense on some level and she couldn’t precisely blame him. Now that they had coupled, he would no doubt see things from her point of view. If anyone was an invader, it was him. He had invaded her inner territory and forever transformed it.

She felt him sit up, brush her hair from her forehead and press a kiss there. It was a sweet gesture, one that made her smile. Then she felt the bed shift as he got out of it. She turned to look at him curiously.

“What are you doing?”


 


* * *


 


Vilka had hoped the human was asleep. It would have made what he had to do next much easier on both of them, but he could not exactly ignore her question. As he looked down at Kate, he felt a rush of emotion, a tenderness he had not experienced before. She was so beautiful, and every move she made spoke to him. It was more difficult than he had imagined it would be to be stern with her—and he knew she would not like the answer to her question.

He could lie to her, but Vilka did not like to lie. The truth was ultimately all he had, and he would not tell this human untruths simply to stop her from being angry.

“We are going to close the portal,” he said. “It cannot be allowed to remain open, our worlds leaking into one another. There is too much risk. Erias believes he has found a way to close it from our side.”

“No!” Kate begged. “That’s my only way back. Please, you don’t understand. I can’t stay here forever. I have a home. I have a life.”

“If what can be viewed from the portal is any indication, you do not have much of a home,” he said. “And as for a life, you seemed eager enough to possibly lose it entirely by entering our realm. I have told you, Kate, some things, once done, cannot be undone. Your arrival here in our world is one of them.”

“You can’t keep me prisoner forever,” she said, her face flushing with rebellion as she threw back the covers and sat up naked, her pink-tipped breasts drawing his gaze and moderating his ire. Even when she was being an utter brat, she was alluring.

“There you are very wrong,” he growled in response. “I can and will keep you prisoner as long as you make it necessary. You can study our world, Kate. I will grant you that. I will show you places in this realm which contain wonders beyond your imagination. But you will not return to your world. The sooner you accept that, the sooner you will have your freedom.”

Her face collapsed into a shifty pout that he knew did not bode well for either of them. Best that they closed the portal soon and shut down all discussion of the possibility. Of course, it was still technically possible to open one from their side, but doing that would require gathering resources she did not have—and that was a problem for the future. The problem of the moment was the portal she had opened already, and he would breathe much easier once the wound in their world was closed.


 


* * *


 


There had to be some way around this, some way to prevent him from having the portal closed. The very idea of being trapped in a world of dragons gave Kate the beginnings of a panic attack. It was one thing to want to explore new realms, something entirely different to be trapped within one forever.

“I think you’re overreacting,” she said. “I need to be able to return to my world. And it could be useful to you to have a working portal too. Our realms don’t have to be separate. We can work together. I could go to college during the day and return here every night.”

“Except for the fact that one day in your world is ten of ours. Your body would likely not adjust well to the constant shifting of time either.”

The time differences made things interesting. She had been in the dragon realm for almost a day, but it was doubtful that anybody would have noticed that she was missing yet—if they ever noticed at all. Her rent was paid up for another month… almost a year in the dragon realm… She sat and chewed her lower lip, trying to think her way out of the situation.

“I have to be able to go back,” she said, saying nothing new.

His golden eyes seared into her with a heat that made her quiver. “You’re not going back.”

“Why? It’s not fair!”

“You came here once. If I allow you to return again, you will be able to open new portals perhaps for humans other than yourself. Less innocent humans intent on war. The last time your kind opened a portal, we lost hundreds of our best—and humans lost thousands. I make this decision to save lives on both sides of the divide. You will stay here. You will be mine.”

“No…” Kate shook her head. “I can’t live here. You don’t understand. I have a career…”

“A career in creating chaos, I take it. That is what comes of these gates between our worlds.”

“This isn’t like the first one,” she argued desperately, repeating herself. “I opened a small, stable portal, not a gaping hole in the sky. I’ve improved on the technology hugely. It’s not dangerous the same way the last one was.”

Vilka gave her a look of pity. “Do you believe our worlds went to war because of the shape or size of the portal? Dragons and humans do not belong together. There can be no peace between our peoples. My father was a general in the first dragon war. He watched the betrayal and lies unfold before his eyes. We offered a retreat once. If war comes again, there will be no retreat. And we will not lose the battle. Do you understand why it is so essential that all portals between our worlds are destroyed?”

A cold shiver ran through Kate. “I understand,” she said. “But we already know how to make portals, so another one is inevitable.”

“But humans have never been able to survive in our realm…” He paused as if he were thinking of an exception. “Most humans,” he added. “You are curious in that regard. What allows you to withstand our atmosphere?”

“Oh, it’s an anti-radiation treatment, it’s actually based on the samples of dragon DNA held in…” She stopped talking as a bolt of rage went visibly through Vilka.

“And how did you obtain these samples?”

“They’re from the war. Colleges all over the world have samples. A lot of research is still being done on dragons. People are fascinated. This is the closest thing to true alien technology anyone has seen.”

He tapped his long fingers. “This treatment… how many people know how to make it?”

“Just me,” Kate said proudly. “I developed it myself in my spare time.”


 


* * *


 


Vilka looked at her smiling face and felt an amused pity for the girl. She was evidently intelligent in many respects, but her bragging had just sealed her fate for certain. If she knew how to create a treatment that could potentially allow humans to invade the dragon realm, then she could never be allowed to leave.

“How much of this treatment do you have?”

“Well, I have enough to last several Earth weeks. I don’t know what that means over here, there’s a time shift obviously. I might have enough to last several weeks here, or I might have almost a year’s worth, depending on whether my cellular processes stay steady, or slow with time—or I might have less than I think, if I age more quickly here. I can’t really say.”

“And how will you know?”

“I can take blood and measure my levels,” she said. “If they drop at the normal rate, I will assume that my cellular processes remain at the normal level. If they drop faster or slower… then I will know the same. But either way, I will have to return to obtain more.”

“There are other ways to allow a human to live in the realm without any need for a treatment,” he said. “I do not take them lightly, but I cannot risk your return any more than I can risk your life. And it may be that what needs to happen has already been done.”

“What are you talking about?”

Vilka ran his hand over her belly. “I am talking about what may grow when a man’s seed meets a woman’s womb.”

Her eyes went wide, as if she were shocked by the possibility. “You think I could be pregnant?”

“Do not tell me your science has left you with such little knowledge of the matter of mating,” he said with a raised brow.

“Well… no, of course not, but… you are a dragon. We are not the same species. It should not be possible for us to procreate.”

“It is possible for dragons and humans to couple successfully,” Vilka said. “I know this very well. Without a shadow of a doubt, indeed.”

“How?”

His expression became instantly guarded. “That is a subject for another time.”

“Well, I can tell you that there is no risk of me being pregnant,” she said. “I have an implant.”

“What do you mean?”

“In my arm,” she pointed to her right upper limb. “It’s a little tube. It regulates my periods. It also means I cannot conceive. So even if it is possible for a dragon and a human to mate, which seems unlikely to me, conception wouldn’t occur.”

“You have never been mated, and yet you have something embedded in your body which prevents pregnancy,” he mused. “It is a strange world you come from.”

“It also stops me from bleeding every few weeks, ruining my underwear and being unable to go anywhere or do anything because of cramps,” she said. “It’s not easy being a woman, Vilka.”

“Evidently not,” he replied, unable to hide his smirk. He reached out and ran his hand over her arm, his dragon senses more attuned now. Sure enough, he could sense it, a very small cylinder of material that was not flesh. It seemed strange that something so little could have such a powerful effect.

“That will have to be removed in time,” he said. “I want my seed to grow inside you. I want to see you grow ripe with my progeny.”

He waited for a burst of outrage, but it did not come. Instead she blushed and lowered her eyes. She could be so bold one moment, so shy the next. Everything to do with the act of mating seemed to make her retreat into a more demure state of mind.

“We hardly know one another,” she murmured toward the bedding. “How can you talk about that so soon?”

“Because I know what I want,” Vilka replied. “I have claimed you as my mate and you are mine.”

“It’s so simple for you, isn’t it,” she said. “Close the portal. Take the woman. Knock her up.”

“Almost as simple as invading another world and expecting there to be no consequences,” Vilka replied. She was spoiled, this one. She needed discipline to teach her the effect to her cause. His palms were beginning to itch with the desire to spank her bratty bottom. She did not understand how merciful he had been. There had been no punishment at all for entering his realm unbidden, and then demanding the right to continue to invade it as she pleased.

“You don’t understand,” she said, her tone returning to the strident, demanding one he really did not care for. “You have
 to let me go.”

“I think it is you who does not understand,” he said sternly. “But I think I can make it clear for you.”

He reached out, took her by the wrist and hauled her squirming, complaining body over his lap. Her bottom was adorable, and it would look even better marked red. He elevated his thigh so the rounds of her cheeks were turned up nice and high, perfectly positioned for his hand.

“God, Vilka! What are you doing? Let me go! Stop it now!”

Her demands were not met, but her bottom was swiftly introduced to the flat of his hand as he started to spank her, keeping a good hold of her waist as she immediately burst into bratty shrieks and complaints.

“You are ungrateful, demanding, and spoiled,” he lectured as his palm turned her cheeks a rosy red. “Your presence here could easily be interpreted as an invasion, an act of war. And yet I have shown you mercy. I have given you pleasure when I could have given you pain. I have explained my reasoning when I owed you no explanation at all, and in return you have taken no responsibility for the consequences of your actions and demanded that I allow you to do as you please.” His hand drummed against her writhing cheeks. “The answer is no. The answer will always be no. I am your master and you will stay on my leash if you have to, for as long as it takes for you to understand that.”

Kate squealed and swore, her legs kicking fiercely as she tried to wriggle out of the grip he had her in, but she had no chance of doing that. Vilka kept a firm hold of her as she fought against the spanking until she managed to tire herself out and lay panting across his lap, her pink bottom still ripe for punishment.

“You’re going to learn, Kate,” he growled down at her. “Things are simple here. I am the lord, I am your master, I am your mate. You obey me.” With that his hand came down hard on her bottom, searing her flesh with a harsh slap that made her shriek.

He ignored the high-pitched wails and cries in favor of making sure her rear was bright red and hot to the touch by the time he was finished with her. He spanked her until she began to sniff tears back, and her tone took on less attitude.

“You stay here,” he said when he was satisfied with the state of her bottom. “I’m going to bolt these doors, fix the portal, and then I will return. Get some rest. You need it.”

He slid her from his lap with one last pat to her bottom. She curled up on the bed, muttering curse words to herself and sniffling into the bedding. He knew that she was unhappy, but that would pass. Soon he would show her the pleasures and wonders of his realm and she would remember why she had come there—and forget her desire to return to Earth.



Chapter Six



 



 


Left in the dragon’s room with her bottom stinging and her pride even more so, Kate was in no mood for surrender. She would not allow them to destroy her portal. It was more than a gateway between worlds. It was her work. Her proof of concept. If they broke it, nobody would ever know what she had achieved—and that would be the tragedy.

There was only one way to protect her portal. She had to get to it before they could break it, get through and shut it down from the Earth side. That wasn’t going to be easy. They had a head start and the ability to fly, but she couldn’t just sit there with a sore bottom and let the dragons destroy her work. She had to at least try to defend it.

“And I’m not doing it naked either,” she muttered to herself. She had no clothing of her own left, but clothing was merely the fashioning of cloth. She could walk between worlds; making something to wear should not be beyond her abilities.

In quick order, the silken sheet became a robe about her body, a comfortable and light garment that she enjoyed all the more for knowing how subversive it was to be wearing something in this realm of the ever nude.

Thankfully the dragon had left her bag in the room with her. He had no idea what a mistake that had been, probably because he was too busy being distracted by taking her virginity and spanking her shamelessly. Kate’s face took on a pink hue as the memories of his body against hers, surging inside her, threatened to derail her thought processes.

“I knew sex would be a distraction,” she lectured herself as she went through her bag to find the materials she was going to need. Getting out of the room was her first priority, and she was pretty sure she could do that.

The door did not pose as much of an obstacle as Vilka probably thought it did. It was bolted on the outside, which would have been enough to keep most people contained, but Kate’s bag held a strong magnet capable of getting traction on the bolt through the wood panel. She held it to the door, heard it catch and then slide, and grinned to herself as it fell into the open position and the doors swung free. She shut the doors behind her as she left and re-bolted the lock. If anyone came to check, they’d think she was still in there.

Stepping into the fortress proper, Kate knew she had her work cut out for her. The dragon’s flight had taken a little over five minutes. If they had traveled about a hundred miles per hour, then the portal was probably twelve miles away. That would take at least three hours to walk—but she didn’t intend on walking.

Sneaking around the campus and getting let into places she wasn’t technically supposed to be had made Kate a practiced liar. It wasn’t something she was overtly proud of, but it was a useful skill and she tried to use it for good.

“Excuse me, sir?” She addressed the first naked dragon man she found, carefully keeping eye contact. The fortress was full of muscular males with their rears and everything else on display, a playground for a promiscuous girl, probably, but Kate was not that kind of girl and she had more on her mind than sex, though she couldn’t help but blush and avert her gaze every time some nude male strolled by.

“You’re Vilka’s mate,” the dragon man said. “What are you doing?”

“Oh, I’m just helping him shut the portal,” she said, lying through her teeth with casual alacrity. “I have some extra notes that I need to get to him. They don’t realize it, but if they do what they’re planning on doing, they will create a much bigger portal, so we have to get a message to him.”

“I’ll tell him,” the dragon nodded.

“No, you’ll have to take me,” Kate insisted. “See, there are some fine equations involved. Essentially, the tangential quantum hypotenuse needs to be in line with the various cofactors, not including the enzymatic processes which are, of course, native to this realm. And then you have to account for wind speed, momentum, and the first four laws of trigonometry…”

“Alright!” The dragon held up his hands in surrender. “I’ll take you to Vilka. Come out to the landing.”

Kate tried not to grin as she followed the man she had managed to baffle with her bullshit. It was amazing how a serious face and a bunch of big words could get you almost anything you wanted. She was not looking forward to another flight, but what had to be done, had to be done.

“Make sure to drop me right next to the portal,” she said. “There’s not a moment to spare, you understand?”

The dragon shifted, taking his flight form, a brilliant jet black tipped with yellow scaling. Not for the first time, Kate noted that this dragon was quite different from Vilka. In fact, all the others seemed to be. There were quite a number of small physical variations that made her wonder if Vilka’s form was different due to his dominance—like a Silverback gorilla, or if, perhaps, there were some other reason for it.

The thoughts were driven entirely out of her head as the dragon wrapped its claws around her and took to the air. This time, Kate managed to keep her eyes open as she was buffeted by the winds and swept over the foreign realm for perhaps the last time. If she was going to open another portal, it would have to be somewhere other than her apartment. It would have to be somewhere private and discreet, and hopefully outside Vilka’s territory. He had taken her virginity, but she would not allow him to claim the rest of her existence as well.

The portal soon came into view, a small circle of dragons standing around it in their human forms. She couldn’t make out what they were doing, exactly, but the sight made her stomach clench all the tighter with fear. They were truly going to try to close it, and if they did, she did not know how long it would take her to generate another one on this side of the divide. The dragons didn’t seem to use any kind of persistent electrical circuitry, which meant there was no generator or grid to draw from. If she had to make her own portal, she’d have to create a power station first. It would be a technical nightmare.

“Okay!” she shouted to the dragon carrying her, not knowing if it could hear her or not. “Right next to the portal! Right next to Vilka!”

The dragon began to circle down low, and Kate felt her heart thundering in her chest. The portal was still open. She could see the inside of her dingy little kitchen already as the ground came rushing toward them.

“Pull!”

She realized too late how they had decided to turn the portal off. They were using a mechanism much like a very small trebuchet that hurled rocks through the portal and into her kitchen. It was a stupid, brutish method to close the portal, but if they managed to hit the generators, or the power, it would probably work.

“Down! Let me down!” She started to squirm furiously in the dragon’s claws, though she was still twenty feet from the ground and would have mostly been squished if she’d actually fallen from that height. The dragon dropped the last few feet, wings out to slow their descent and deposited her right next to Vilka, just in time to see a rock fly through the air into her kitchen and knock the left hand side generator over. She was less than an inch away from the portal when it disappeared, a howl of disappointment and anguish escaping her as she clutched as what was now nothing but grass in an empty field, falling to her knees with tears streaming down her face.

“No! Dammit! You assholes! You absolute bastards! You’ve… No!” She cursed and wailed, rolling about on the ground, grass staining her sheet dress as anger and despair washed over her in twin waves.

She was hauled up from the ground and given a swift shake by Vilka. She looked into his face with tears welling in her eyes and the expression she saw there would have been priceless if Kate had not just watched the doorway to her world, her only exit, be closed seconds earlier. Under less miserable circumstances she would have laughed out loud at the sheer disbelief written on his masculine features.

“What the blazes are you doing here?” He growled the words at her, then turned his ire on the dragon who had brought her. “Why did you take her from my chamber?”

“I did not take her from your chamber, m’lord,” the unfortunate dragon stammered. “She came to me in the grand hall and asked for my assistance to bring you important news regarding the portal. She said it was important that she got to you urgently. She had a lot to say on the matter and I believed her.”

“She had a lot to say…” Vilka growled softly, glaring at Kate with his gleaming golden gaze. “Oh, I can believe that. This one always has a great deal to say.”

“Like you’re an idiot for closing that portal,” Kate scowled at him. “You’ve just destroyed my life’s work, you’ve imprisoned me here for a simple mistake. I hate you!”

She did not care that there were a half dozen other dragon men standing around looking at her with various expressions ranging from disdain to pity. She didn’t care that she was melting down in a way that did not allow for much in the way of dignity.

“You don’t even know what you’ve broken! And by throwing rocks! Like some kind of Neanderthal. Is that how stupid you creatures are? You see something amazing and beyond your comprehension, and all you can think to do is break it?”

Vilka’s arms were folded over his chest as she issued her tirade, stamping back and forth over crushed grass stems.

“Are you quite finished, human?”

“No. I am not quite finished,” she sneered. “I don’t think I will ever be finished telling you how goddamn stupid you are. Go to fucking hell, asshole.”

If she had not been so very upset, she might have realized that she was being allowed enough rope to hang herself with many times over. As it was, she was too full of righteous indignation to consider anything other than the absolute certainty that she was right and he was wrong.


 


* * *


 


He shouldn’t have been surprised, Vilka thought to himself. She had never indicated any intent to obey him, and she was obviously inventive. Manipulating one of his own men into almost helping her escape was impressive. He didn’t have any time to stop to be impressed though; she was literally crying out for discipline—and she was going to get it.

Taking hold of his disobedient and reckless young mate, Vilka tore the sheet dress from her, leaving her naked before not just him, but all the men.

She let out a shriek of outrage and tried to cover herself, one hand cupping her sex, the other arm wrapped over her breasts. It did little to provide her with modesty, and if anything, only served to increase the shame she seemed to feel. Her face was flushed so bright red she would likely have glowed in the dark, her eyes filled with outrage and the glimmer of tears too.

“Give that back,” she demanded. “You freakin’ pervert!”

“You use your powers of speech badly, human,” Vilka informed her in those dominant, calm tones that were far more scary than his anger ever could be. “I told you before that you were spoiled, and I punished you then, but obviously it had little lasting effect. Perhaps a more public reminder will.”

He tore a strip from the sheet and used it to gag her, wrapping it around her head and settling it between her teeth several times so that she could not use her tongue to hurl any more insults. Kate squirmed and wriggled, fighting his bindings, but he made them secure and she could not find a way to escape them, especially when he pulled her hands behind her back and tied them with a second strip of sheet, which left her completely vulnerable to his touch—and utterly bared to all the dragon men, who were now watching with open interest. Kate tried to avert her eyes from the group, but Vilka was smart enough to make sure that she was unable to look at the ground and hide her shame that way. He held her chin and lifted it until she looked him in the eyes, her nostrils flaring with each angry breath she took.

“You have behaved very poorly,” Vilka lectured. “Screeching like a whelpling will not get you what you want in this world. It will only earn you punishment and pain.” He turned his head and looked toward one of the slimmer, darker dragon men. “Erias! Cut me a switch. This human needs a taste of wood.”

A series of what he was sure were curse words were emitted through the gag. Her struggles had quietened a little now that she was totally restrained, but he could see the hellfire in her spitting eyes.

Vilka understood the human’s rage. She was shaking with it, but she had to learn the same lesson every rebellious dragon that came to his fortress did—that she was not in control and that she could be punished if she crossed him.

Her shyness would make a public punishment all the more effective, he was sure of that. Her blush consumed her skin from head to toe, and he could see glimmering tears of frustration as she looked at him.

In short order, Erias had cut three switches, long whippy lengths of wood thinner than Vilka’s little finger, but strong enough to stand being brought down across a disobedient behind. He handed one to Vilka, who thanked him even as Kate struggled in his grasp.

She had made it impossible to be kind. There was no way he could allow an outburst like that to stand in front of his men. Discipline was the only thing holding his fleet of unruly dragons together, and Kate could not, would not, be an exception.

Vilka propped his knee up on the trebuchet device and put his naked mate over his thigh, pinning her in place by her bound wrists. Her bottom was nice and high, her pale, full cheeks making an ample target for his discipline.

Without further lecturing, Vilka laid the switch across her cheeks with a rapid fire lashing that left red line after red line blooming on her bottom. Kate’s squeals cut through the gag without any trouble, and she kicked her legs both furiously and to no avail.

He wasn’t getting any satisfaction out of doing this to her. He wished he’d been able to settle her earlier in the day and help her to see his point of view, but Kate didn’t seem to care about any point of view other than her own. Urging her to see that she was putting potentially thousands of lives at risk had had precisely zero effect, so he was reduced to spanking her long and hard, whipping the tender skin of her bottom so she considered her pain, even if not the potential pain of others.

Vilka delivered a total of twelve strokes, enough to leave a dozen red lines across her buttocks, not enough to seriously harm her in any way, though by the way she squealed and carried on anyone would have been forgiven for thinking she was dying.

He stood her up and turned her around, using a firm grip at the back of her head to keep her eyes on him.

“Don’t you ever
 disobey a direct order from me again, girl,” he growled at her, keeping his face stern, his tone harsh like he was gargling rocks. It was a technique he’d perfected in the process of dressing down damn near every dragon in his command at one time or another, and it was just as effective on Kate as it was on a three-hundred-pound dragon soldier. “You want to mouth off, you’ll lose the privilege of speech. You want to try to undermine my orders, subvert my command, and use my men against me? You’ll find yourself in the deepest dungeon I’ve got, girl. I make the law here, understand?”

She let out a little whimper behind the gag. Vilka thought for a second about taking it off and making her apologize in front of the men, but there was every chance she’d mouth off again more or less right away and force him to punish her further, which he did not want to do in that moment. He’d finish dealing with her privately, where he could let himself be fully affected by the sight of her gorgeous hips and full butt squirming against his body.

“Move on out, men,” he said, addressing the dragons whose eyes were locked on them. “We’re done here. Good work.”

The dragons took flight, and Vilka and Kate with them. He didn’t know how it felt for her to be carried through the air with her bottom blazing bright red and he didn’t bother to ask because she was still gagged. A little silence from the mouthy human wasn’t a bad thing.

As soon as they returned to the fortress, he took Kate to his chambers. The doors were still closed, much to his surprise, and bolted. He’d half expected to find the doors hanging off on their hinges or something equally dramatic. Instead, they looked entirely untouched. Vilka stood there for a second, trying to figure it out. The windows in his rooms were not possible to escape through, and the drop beneath them was deadly. How had she done it?

Kate was managing to smirk through the gag, quite an achievement.

“Okay,” he said. “You’re going to have to tell me how you did that.”

He unwound the gag from her mouth to allow her to speak, and immediately regretted it.

“Magic,” Kate answered bitterly. “Abraca-fucking-dabra, motherfucker.”

The public thrashing hadn’t broken her spirit, obviously.

“You want another dose of discipline, girl?”

She fell into a disgruntled silence as he opened the doors and led her back into his chambers. Once again, aside from the missing sheet she’d decided to wear, nothing had been disturbed. It was almost as if she’d managed to walk through the wall.

“I didn’t think so,” he said, opening the doors and walking her back through. It was pretty obvious that doors alone couldn’t hold his mate, so he was going to have to take extra precautions to secure her. First things first, he took her to the bed, got her to lie down on her back—which wasn’t the most comfortable position for her to be in. It made her sore bottom press against the bedding, but the ties at the corners of the bed were still there and it was the work of a minute to secure her the same way he had the previous day, spread-eagled and blushing beneath him.

“I reckon this might be the only way to keep you in one place,” he said, standing over her. “What do you think?”

“You lack the education and intellect to understand what I think,” she shot back, arrogant and angry. “How fucking dare you.”

“Easy there,” Vilka said. “Don’t let that temper of yours get the better of you, Kate. You got punished like anyone else would be punished. I don’t tolerate disrespect among my ranks, and I will not have my mate disrupt my plans and disrespect me in front of my men. You got lucky.”

“How exactly did I get lucky?”

“I could have done a lot more than whip your butt in front of them,” he said. “I could have had you service me with your mouth, your pussy, or even that tight little hole between your cheeks.”

Kate’s eyes went wide.

“That’s right,” he said. “There’s no limit to what I could do with you, so you’d better thank me now for being so lenient—before I change my mind.”

“Thank you,” she mumbled resentfully. He knew she wasn’t grateful. She was resistant and pissed off. He’d seen that a thousand times before. She needed some time to cool off, which suited him because he needed some time to prepare.

“You lie there,” he said. “And I know you’re going to be thinking about how to get out of here, but try to spend a little time thinking about why you’re tied to the bed with your bottom marked with my lash. Try learning something from this, Kate, so I don’t have to do it again.”

She bit her lower lip angrily, but managed to keep her mouth shut. Maybe she had learned something.



Chapter Seven



 



 


Kate was humiliated and so damn angry she wished she were a hundred feet tall and she could squash Vilka like a bug. But she wasn’t. She was 5′4 and she was totally at the mercy of the commanding dragon. She couldn’t do anything about her predicament this time either. Being tied spread-eagled on the bed left her totally vulnerable and made it impossible to escape.

She did not know how long he left her there, but it was long enough for her body to calm itself and her tension and struggles against the binds, even the small ones, to cease. She was caught. Totally and utterly and she couldn’t do anything about it.

The door creaked as it opened and her mood lifted as Vilka entered the room. She didn’t want to be happy to see him, she just was. She couldn’t help it, even though it made her feel like a chained-up puppy wagging its tail desperately upon her master’s return.

“You’re still here,” Vilka observed, wearing a triumphant smile. “Good. Simple ties can best your ability to disappear from a locked room. Fortunately for you, I have an alternative to having you tied to the bed for years.”

“I’m not feeling fortunate,” Kate said, squirming. She hated the way the position left her sex spread, the bright copper down covering her lips failing to hide the way her body responded to restraint. Just looking at him made her react, her clit tingling as she started to get wet. Her nipples were two taut little buds atop her breasts as well, her belly rising and falling with the faster breaths she couldn’t help but take in her aroused state.

His hands clasped behind his back, his body positioned so that he was facing her with every step, Vilka walked slowly around the bed, taking her in. He was wearing clothing for once, jet black leather armor constructed in heavy plates across his chest and torso and legs, curving over the broad lines of his shoulders and jointed with heavy studs at every point of articulation. She found her gaze drawn to the V-shaped plate that covered his groin and the thick, hard member that she knew lurked beneath. Her pussy quivered at the memory of him surging inside her, no small part of her wishing that he was not covered now. There was no denying that Vilka cut a much more intimidating figure clothed. It enhanced his size and made her feel much more vulnerable by comparison.

“This fortress is designed to deal with the most troublesome soldiers we have. Did you know that?”

She shook her head.

“I’ve had hundreds of soldiers under my command,” he said, speaking while walking in a semi-circle, back and forth, his eyes roaming her body in a way that made her almost feel as though she was being touched. He could make heat flash across her skin with a mere look. “I have men here who have been found guilty of every crime this realm has a name for. And not one of them has been as much trouble as you, Kate.”

She tried to stop a prideful little smile from rising to her lips, and failed.

“Oh, you like that fact, hmmm?”

“I didn’t come here to make your life easy,” she said. “And all I’m trying to do is get home. You’re making my life difficult, so I’m glad I’m doing the same to you. Makes this more fair.”

“Fair,” he said, raising a brow at her. “Fairness is a strange concept, isn’t it, Kate. It is always clung to so fiercely by people who have no ability to get what they want.”

He was toying with her, and there wasn’t anything she could do about it. She fell silent, waiting to see what he had in store for her. There was definitely something. She could feel it.

Vilka stepped to the foot of the bed and loosened the ties at her feet, then walked to her head and repeated the process. She sat up quickly, curling up on herself to hide some of her nude shame.

“I know you’re not going to tell me how you got out of my chambers…”

“Damn right I’m not,” she interrupted.

“That does not concern me,” Vilka said. “I do not know precisely how you opened a portal either, but I closed it anyway. I do not know how you escaped earlier, but I assure you that you will not have the same opportunity again. There are many ways of restraining a prisoner, ways I guarantee you will not find so easy to overcome.”

“I’m going to escape, no matter what you do,” Kate snarled. “There’s nothing that can stop me, no matter how long it takes.”

“I think differently,” Vilka said. “For starters, I have this, which will certainly pose more of a challenge than a locked door.” He took his hand from behind his back and revealed a slim round band of golden-hued metal shaped in a collar, open at a hinge. Attached to the collar was a chain of similar hue, stark and probably strong. Likely not actually gold, Kate figured, too soft for the purpose it was clearly intended for—taking her as a slave.

Vilka reached for her, kneeling on the bed, his large body looming over her naked form as he snapped the collar around her neck and ran his fingers over the seam so that, like her clothing that had fizzled away beneath his touch, the metal sealed into one continuous ring.

“You’re really going to have to show me how to do that sometime,” she said, trying to keep her tone light. In spite of her sore rear and the frustration of being captive once more, she couldn’t help but be fascinated by the ancillary abilities dragons had in their human forms.

“The way you’ve been behaving, you will not be shown anything at all besides the rod, the lash, and my bed,” Vilka growled. “I will keep you locked to my bed, straining on my leash and I will take every one of your sins out on your flesh. You will beg for clemency, human, and unless your attitude changes, you will not receive it.”

His threats made her stomach flutter as he tugged at the chain connected to the collar. She felt her neck move, and the rest of her body with it. He now had almost total control of her with the smallest of motions on his part. Wherever he chose to move the chain, that was where she would be.

“This suits you,” he murmured, running his hand down the length of the chain and wrapping it about his palm. “Almost as if you were made to be captive, but you’re too free-spirited and headstrong to be domesticated or obedient, aren’t you, Kate.”

“Are you trying to threaten me, or compliment me?”

“Both,” he smiled, pulling her close and taking her mouth in a passionate kiss that consumed her senses as long as his tongue subjugated hers, his breath hot in her mouth as she sank against him, her erect nipples rubbing against the leather of his armor, her thighs spreading out of instinct, her sex pressing against the smooth, hard line of his thigh.

His free hand clasped her bottom, the touch of his skin making the welts from the switch sting again, but in a way that felt good. Kate moaned into his mouth as her hips began to grind, Vilka’s hand helping her, urging her on as she rutted herself against him.

“I should have fucked you in front of my men,” he growled against her lips. “That would teach you, wouldn’t it.”

Kate let out another embarrassed moan, her pussy squirming against his hard thigh, leaving a trail of wetness against his leg as she kept humping him. He was an unrepentant asshole, but he turned her on. Her appetite for sex suddenly seemed to be insatiable, perhaps because she had waited so long for it. Or perhaps because there were no cultural constraints anymore, even if there were physical restraints involved. Vilka was an erotic beast, and she was no longer a shy little virgin. With him, she was as wanton a woman as ever drew breath.

“If you attempt to interfere with my orders again, if you so much as think the word portal, I will do it, Kate. I will have you punished and fucked in front of every single man you’re putting at risk. You understand?”

She answered his question by nipping at his lip and shaking her head. She was close to coming, her clit grinding hard against him in a way that made her lower tummy muscles clench all the harder the closer she got.

“Little wench!” Vilka let out a growl of arousal and pushed her back against the bed, her legs spreading as he rose over her, chain in hand as he pushed at the leather panel covering his groin. It slid to the side, allowing the thick rod of his cock to spring free.

This time there was no warmup, no tender oral ministrations. Vilka lined his cock up with her wet pussy and slid home in one long stroke, spreading her pussy around his hard flesh. He fucked her mercilessly, his cock plunging in and out of her pussy, the wet sounds of her cunt being plundered filling the room along with her cries of pleasure.

The rough thrusting sent them both over the edge of climax in very short order, orgasms ripping through their bodies as Vilka growled and Kate squealed. He soaked her clenching pussy with his seed as she shuddered with her own rough orgasm, and they fell back against the bed together, his hand still wrapped around the chain leading to the collar.

“Are you going to hold on to me forever?”

“Yes,” he said gruffly. “But I don’t need to keep this chain in my hand.”

She watched, breathless and aching as he fastened the chain to the bed frame, using his dragon touch to seal the links into one solid mass.


 


* * *


 


Satisfied that he had his human contained for the moment, one end of her leash attached to her collar, the other locked to the bed frame, Vilka relaxed. Kate was capable of many things, but disappearing before his very eyes was not one of them.

They lay together, coated in the sweat of their lovemaking, looking into one another’s eyes. He never tired of feasting his gaze on her. Every single part of this human woman was alluring to him, even the little things like the way her cute lobe met the side of her head with her red hair softly curling about it. He leaned over and put his mouth to that spot and was rewarded as she let out one of her moans of contented pleasure. She was covered in erogenous zones, so it seemed, and he was continuously finding new ways to touch her.

The exploration went both ways. Her curiosity was just as strong as his, and her observation skills were keen. Even now, in the aftermath of an orgasm that had left her almost insensate, she was looking at him with a curious expression he didn’t quite like. When around Kate, he could almost hear the gears and cogs in her mind whirring, taking in information and transforming it into something useful for her own ends. She was not just smart, she was also a little wicked. He liked that, but it concerned him. Her capacity to work for extended periods of time to bring about changes in the world that otherwise would not have been possible was a strength that could be easily overlooked if he allowed himself to be blinded by her beauty. She was always working on something, this human of his, and he would have to be mindful of that fact.

“Why do you look at me that way?”

“You’re different from the others,” she said thoughtfully.

He stiffened. “What do you mean?”

“Your eyes,” she said. “You have round pupils. Like a human, almost.”

“Ah,” he nodded. “That is true.”

“And your skin,” she said, running her fingers over his shoulders and chest. “It has a much stronger feel to it than human skin, but the others I’ve seen have some scaling over their shoulders and lower, er… regions, and you barely have traces of it. And your dragon form… it is a different color to the others. You have solid markings, they are all two-toned. You are different, aren’t you? Is it some kind of mutation? Do others carry it?”

“It is not a matter I care to discuss.” The reasons for his differences being known by Kate would only make the situation more complicated.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”

She looked a little hurt, which was interesting. She had not been sorry for anything at all since she had arrived, but she did seem sorry about the possibility of hurting his feelings… what a strange creature she was, so brash in some ways and so very sensitive in others.

“There is no offense,” he said. “It’s… complicated. And this situation is complicated enough for the moment.”

“I’m good with complicated,” she said, a familiar spark of interest coming into her eyes. “Tell me more… please…”

“If you can manage to pass more than a few hours without an escape attempt, I will consider telling you.”

She would not take the deal, he knew that, but that didn’t matter.

It had always been a matter of time before she noticed his differences, and she was curious and persistent enough to eventually get to the bottom of them. But that was not necessarily a bad thing. If she diverted her mental energies to figuring out his secrets, she might have less time to devote to more dangerous intellectual pursuits.

“Well, whatever is going on with you, you know you can’t keep me here forever,” she said, returning to her old harping point. “People will notice I’m gone. They’ll look for me.”

“They won’t find you here. Even if they did somehow realize that a portal had been opened, and that you had gone through it, and even if they were to risk war by opening another portal, which I very much doubt, they still would not be able to survive here. Unlike you, they do not have a treatment which allows them to do so.”

“What if I left a note, telling someone what I’d done if I wasn’t back by a certain time? What then, Mr. Smart Dragon? What if I also left the formula to my radiation treatment as well? What if, instead of keeping me here to prevent others from finding out how to come here, you’re actually sealing that fate?”

“You didn’t do that,” he said confidently.

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do,” he said. “You came here alone. That tells me everything I need to know. Coming here alone was dangerous. You should have had at least one person on the other side of the portal, ready to take your formula and come through to get you, but you didn’t. And if you didn’t have anyone with you then, I doubt you have anyone to leave a note for either. You came here without a safety net, Kate. Maybe because you didn’t want to be saved.”

“Oh, you just know me so well, don’t you,” she sighed. “After all of three hours, you’ve got my psyche mapped right out.”

“You’re not as much of a mystery to me as I am to you,” Vilka drawled, provoking a spark of outrage in her eyes.

“How is that even possible? I’m human. There are no humans here. You don’t know anything about me, so how could I not be a mystery? I am a mystery. You’re just not curious.”

Vilka restrained a smile as his lovely mate pouted next to him, her pride wounded by the concept that she was not an ineffable enigma.

He gave a light tug on the chain to snap her out of it and leaned close, his lips just barely touching her ear. “You are my mate now,” he reminded her. “I know you in ways no man in any realm knows you.”

“Yeah, but you don’t know humans,” she insisted, squirming on her leash. She looked as though she wanted to get up and storm about, but she couldn’t. She was trapped there, her naked body coated with his scent and his seed.

“Tell me about humans then,” he said, trying not to chuckle.

“Well, for one, they will come for me, and do you know why? Because we know that this realm exists, and that is all humans need to come here. We’re not a species that likes to live in boxes. We need to explore. So the humans are coming here, Mr. Dragon. Maybe not many of us, maybe not all at once, but people can’t help but want to go where they’re not allowed to go.”

“So humans are insolent, undisciplined whelplings with no respect for boundaries.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah. We see a boundary and we go right through it. That’s why we live in highly evolved cities and you don’t even seem to have running water. It works for us.”

“So you say humans are poised for invasion of our realm,” Vilka said, tying her with her own words. “And yet you object to my attempts to stop such an outcome. You are barbaric little things, aren’t you.”

“The only barbarian is the man who orders gateways between worlds destroyed,” Kate scowled. “That wasn’t just my way home, it was a potential line of communication between our worlds, and you severed it without consulting anybody.”

“That’s right,” he growled down at her. “Because these are my lands. Here, I rule. I do not know why you find this concept so hard to grasp.”

“Because it’s stupid! One person, dragon, whatever, can’t make decisions for everyone! You don’t know enough to do that.”

“I know more than you think,” Vilka said. “I know, for instance, that you are best kept stripped, contained, and well fucked. It is the only time you are not actively causing trouble, I think, when you are beneath me, filled with my flesh.”

Her blush was bright red and she swallowed deeply, as if she didn’t know what to say, or even how to take his words.

“Is that what I need to do, Kate? Do I need to fuck you again?”

His hand slid down her belly. She let out a whimper as his fingers found her swollen pussy. She had been taken twice today. She had lost her virginity and she had been ridden hard. He did not want to hurt her, and had no intention of taking her again, though his cock was already rampant at the hint of the idea.

“You’re sore,” he told her. “You’re tired and although you don’t want to admit it, you’re weaker than I am. There is no shame in that. It is what you are. It is how you were made. So stop arguing with me for a little while and let yourself get some rest.”

She bit her lower lip and didn’t say anything. That was probably the closest he was going to get to agreement from her. He slid his hand back and pulled her against his body again, cradling her precious form against his hard frame. He loved how she felt against him, so soft and tender, so sweet in spite of her sour tongue.

They lay there in silence for some time, drifting in their thoughts. He felt her begin to relax, the tension leaving her muscles little by little.

“If humans expect to be able to invade any territory they find, are they not concerned that we could be the same way inclined?”

“I don’t know,” Kate said, lifting her eyes to look at him. “There’s not really anything anyone can do if it happens.”

“So humans live in fear of a dragon invasion?”

“Not really,” Kate said. “I mean, some do, I suppose. Some people have bunkers and things and are trying to buy heavy artillery—not that they’re allowed to, and not that they weren’t doing that before dragons came. But in general… no. I don’t think so.”

“No? That is strange,” Vilka observed. “Did the war not leave a lasting impression?”

“Yes and no,” Kate said, happy to talk, it seemed. “Most people are sort of in denial about it. I mean, outside the areas which were directly affected. There’s conspiracy theories that there never was an invasion, that the government dosed everyone in California on LSD in the water supply and it was just a grand hallucination.”

“You cannot be serious,” Vilka snorted. “My father’s legions rained fire over your lands and whole cities were destroyed, if his stories are to be believed. How could such an event be erased from the collective memory?”

Kate nibbled at her lower lip as she thought. It was a little idiosyncrasy he found quite charming.

“I think maybe people can’t really live with the thought of giant lizard creatures breathing fire behind every atom,” she mused. “It scares them too much. It’s easier to think that the government is experimenting on its own people than to think that we’re at the mercy of forces beyond all our control.”

“So nothing has been done,” he said incredulously. “You’re telling me your realm is simply there for the taking?”

“Don’t get any ideas,” she said sharply. “Obviously we have weapons capable of doing damage to dragons. I’m just saying there’s nothing public or obvious. I’m sure there are other people working on it too; it’s the sort of thing that captures a scientific imagination. And the military, they’re probably working on some things, but they’re also rebuilding after the war and the budgets aren’t really there and…” She shrugged. “It’s just life.”

“It’s just life,” he said. “To ignore a significant threat on your borders and leave the next foray into the world beyond to a young woman with a death wish.”

“I don’t have a death wish!” Her eyes widened at him and she looked utterly confused.

“You certainly don’t have a sense for self-preservation,” he said. “It amounts to the same thing.”

“It does not,” she scowled. “I just think some risks are worth taking. I guess you can’t understand that.”

He looked at her, half wishing he could share his secrets, but knowing that someone like Kate would almost certainly exploit them for her own ends. They would have to wait until she accepted her place in his realm. Then he would tell her everything. Until then, he was left with platitudes to express himself.

“I can understand it more than you imagine.”

“Sure you can,” Kate said, rolling her eyes. “You think you know everything, but you really don’t.”

“How frustrating for you,” Vilka deadpanned, “to be in conversation with someone who insists they know better even though they seem to know nothing at all.”

She made a face at him and tucked herself into his arms, her eyes closing as she started to lose the battle against sleep. Vilka’s heart swelled in his chest, a protective, loving urge rising so powerfully in him that for a moment he did not know how to contain it.

“Good night, my human,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to the top of her fire-red hair.

Kate mumbled something back. He suspected it was probably something rude.



Chapter Eight



 



 


The following days and weeks were filled with conversations, or verbal sparring sessions to be more precise. Vilka’s assessment of Kate remained as it had initially been, that she was beautiful, bright, and a great deal of trouble. He watched her like a hawk and kept her on her leash and collar even though she whined and complained about them incessantly. One concession he did make was a woven wrap dress. She was prone to chills. Little bumps would lift on the skin all over her body and she would shiver and huddle into the blankets to avoid the cold. He did not like to see her uncomfortable, though it was difficult to make her entirely comfortable while also keeping her under the kind of confinement she had shown was necessary.

Unfortunately, the fortress did not run itself. After a few days, Erias gave him a respectful reminder that his presence was necessary for several matters and perhaps the human could be left chained up for a few hours at a time without the world crashing and burning.

He was right, of course. Vilka knew he was probably being paranoid. Kate had no way to escape now, even if she did get loose again, there were no portals and she had no way of making one. She was a woman adrift in a world of unfamiliar technology. And yet he had an unsettling feeling that simply would not abate that she was capable of almost anything. Those two impulses warred, distracting him in the carrying out of his duties, much to Erias’ hyper-respectful chagrin.

“Sir…”

“Sir…?”

“Sir
 !”

“What is it, Erias?” Vilka broke from his reverie and turned to his second in command who was standing next to him with an armful of papers and a concerned expression.

“Sir,” Erias said. “I know you have been preoccupied with the human situation, but there is another you must attend to. I have been detecting movement below the mountain. It began when the portal first opened, and it appears to be growing stronger by the day. The movements are very small, but they are registering on the scales and they continue to do so in greater numbers.”

Vilka rubbed his hands over his face. There must be a reason for what Erias was telling him, but he could not imagine why some practically undetectable tremors should be of such concern. “What does that mean?”

“I am concerned that the world eater may be awakening. Avastias may breach the surface sooner than expected.”

Vilka stared at his second in command. What Erias had just said was literally impossible. It was like saying that the sun and the moon had decided to switch places. World eaters did not just wake up and look for a snack. They were ancient entities responding to rhythms many centuries in duration. He would have said that Kate was more likely to grow wings and start spitting fire than the world eater was to awaken.

“This is not… it is not his time.”

“I believe he determines that, sir,” Erias said. “There have been many disturbances of late. The world eater could simply be stirring, but it is essential that we maintain clearance of that area—and that no more portals are opened. There is no doubt in my mind that he is reacting to the fields generated by them. It is probably the equivalent of having someone come into your bedchamber with two pot lids and smashing them together. It is imperative that there are no more disruptions, if you pardon my bold speech, sir.”

“There should not be any more such disruptions,” Vilka said. “Unless there is some other human waiting in the wings to arrive in our lands, we have closed the portal and there should be no further disturbance.”

“The young woman,” Erias said. “She is quite determined to return to her realm, and I believe she could potentially create a new portal if she were to get loose. She is uniquely inventive.”

“I have her chained to my bed, quite literally, Erias,” Vilka said. “She cannot build anything whatsoever.” He threw open the door to his chamber. “You see?”

Erias looked into the room, then at Vilka’s face. “Sir?”

Vilka turned to see the chain broken upon the floor, his room empty.

“Not again,” he groaned. “How does she do this?”


 



* * *



 


How she had done it was taking the sheer forces of the metal he’d used in the chain into account. It had incredible impact resistance, but it had not taken repetitive torque well—which was to say that she had wound a loop of the chain around a bedpost and used a separate piece of metal scavenged from the long pins that kept Vilka’s bed together to twist the chain upon itself until the link popped open. It had not taken long to do, but it had taken her longer than she liked to get enough time alone to put her plan into action.

She had picked her way through the fortress at meal time. There were no dragons on guard, which she thought was strange. What kind of fortress required no guard? What exactly was the fortress supposed to be a defense against? Perhaps the dragons had once been invaded from the ocean. She didn’t know, and for the moment, she didn’t care.

Escape was at the forefront of her mind. It had become an obsession, even though she was falling for the one who kept her captive, she still had to make it out of there. It was a point of honor, if nothing else.

Her time with Vilka had been intoxicating. He had changed her life and her body. Of course, she wasn’t planning on leaving him forever. She was hoping that once he realized that she really couldn’t be contained, he would stop trying to imprison her and simply allow her to travel back and forth between the worlds. Kate had no intention of telling others what she was doing, not yet anyway. Her research could take years, decades even. Plenty of time for them to have a relationship, and plenty of time for the relationship between the dragon realm and the human world to change. It didn’t have to be adversarial. She’d tried to tell him that so many times, but he thought she was naive.

Vilka was the most headstrong, stubborn, commanding, domineering man she had ever encountered in her existence. Of course, he wasn’t a man. He was a dragon, and maybe her judgment was clouded because his form was so human, and when he touched her, kissed her, held her, joined with her and slid inside her he always felt human to her.

Now that she was free of the fortress, Kate headed toward the mountain. She needed to open another portal, and in a world without electricity running through every wall, that meant generating power. There weren’t too many ways to generate electricity in a world without so much of modern infrastructure, but the wind blew here—and that would work. The idea had struck her several days earlier, and she had immediately set to work scavenging little bits and pieces from Vilka’s rooms, putting them together in the moments she got to herself.

Fortunately, Vilka had not confiscated her backpack. He really should have, but he didn’t know what she had in there or what it could be used for. Dragons interacted with the world very differently from humans. Coils of copper wire were not of concern to creatures that could spin ore out of rock and create fire at the tips of their fingers. There was definitely some kind of innate molecular manipulation happening, a mystery Kate was eager to solve in the future.

For the moment, getting home was the priority. She had picked out the tall mountain as the ideal spot to locate a couple of small electromagnetic generators that would operate simply by spinning little fans fashioned from bits of stick and cloth, attached through a shaft and turning fragments of the magnets she had brought with her inside coiled wire, thereby creating enough of a field to begin to power the necessary reaction. It was going to be a mucky, rough field solution, and there was every chance that it would not work but she had to try.

Staying in the shadow of a ridge had protected her from being spotted as she made her way out toward the mountain. She knew her time was limited. Sooner or later her absence would be noted and then the dragons would start searching for her. The prevailing wind seemed to be on the fortress side of the mountain, which was a pity. She was going to have to risk being spotted in setting up her mini windmills.

Kate ascended the mountain as quickly as she could. She wasn’t heading for the top of it, that wasn’t necessary. The lower slopes would work, exposed as they were to the prevailing winds. But it was still hard physical work getting there, and she was grimy with sweat by the time she got to a place where she felt comfortable setting up her gear. Hours had passed since her escape and she could feel an impending sense of doom. Vilka would almost certainly have figured that she was missing by now. With any luck he was searching the fortress first. It was a big place with a lot of little nooks and crannies and a full search wouldn’t be over in a hurry.

She wound the wires around one another, connecting the generators to the little samples of material that powered the portal reactors. Almost immediately the fans began to spin, generating current. Perfect. She smiled to herself as she set up several more of the little stations, linking them all together. By themselves they didn’t generate much power, but together they might just make enough.

She sat back and waited for the spark that would spring to life between them, biting her nails and crouching against the cold. The wrap dress Vilka had finally relented and allowed her to wear wasn’t warm enough for this. She couldn’t wait to get back into her apartment and have a nice long hot shower, eat something that was cooked in a toaster or a microwave.

As she watched the fans spinning, she frowned, suddenly noticing that they were vibrating. She’d written her own trembling off as adrenaline, but now she paid some proper attention, she could feel the rock humming beneath her feet.

The mountain seemed to be… moving? Was it an earthquake? An avalanche? It didn’t feel like either of those things. It was too localized. Perhaps it was some reaction to the portal. It wasn’t powered up yet, but the reactions had certainly begun to take place. It would take a few minutes for the portal to open. The damn things went out like a light if they were disrupted, and were pretty quick with AC power, but this wind source… she didn’t know if she could even hit critical mass.

A bright spark between the two metal blocks that would contain the walls of the portal made her heart skip a beat and then start thundering in her chest with hope. It was going to work. It was working.

The throbbing beneath her feet was intensifying. Perhaps a resonance with the soon-to-be-opened portal. The elements of the dragon realm did not seem to be entirely identical to the ones on earth, something she would study when she returned to her laboratory.

The portal was opening, there was no doubt about it. Sparks were flying, little apertures into the world beyond, the world she so badly wanted to return to. Kate kept her eyes focused on it, crouched and ready with her backpack on her shoulders. As soon as it was big enough for her to get through, she was going to jump. The odds that she’d end up in someone else’s apartment, in another building, or even in the middle of the street were pretty high, but she’d deal with that problem later.

Just as she was sure she was about to escape, a flash of red out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. Kate turned her head and sucked in a deep breath as she realized what that bright meteor was—Vilka’s dragon form thundering toward her.

“God! No! Come on!” she screamed in frustration as the dragon covered the space between them with an agility and speed that defied belief.

She cowered away from him, hoping to somehow be spared capture, but she should have been paying more attention to the increasing vibration beneath her feet. Looking down, she saw pebbles dancing between her feet, and cracks opening up between them, small at first but growing by the millisecond and expanding wider too.

Caught between crumbling rock and a furious dragon, Kate was out of options. Vilka was on top of her. His claws closed around her and swept her into the air just as the rock beneath her crumbled and fell into a void.

Kate let out a cry of pure fear as she hurtled above the collapsing mountainside, propelled once more by the wings of the dragon who owned her. She had been saved from one disaster, but there was another playing out before her.

The mountain was splitting open and hot air was spurting from the fissures in the rock. She had never seen anything like it, a current from deep within the ground that carried her windmills into the air and the portal generators as well.

Kate watched all her hard work be blown into the ether, a total waste of…


Bang!


A sudden booming sound deafened her for a moment or two, her blink reflex making her eyes close. When she opened them again, she saw that her mission had not been a total failure. The portal had opened. But it was not a small, manageable aperture like the first one had been. It was a long, narrow gash in the sky. There was no way she could ever fit through it, even if she had the ability to fly, which she didn’t. Unlike the smaller portal, which had been sustained by steady current and closed when the power was cut, this one seemed to be self-sustaining—much like the one that had started the first dragon war.

She stared and screamed out of fear and frustration and sheer anger and shock. This was a mess unlike any other. The whole thing had been a complete disaster. Her last chance at escape had led to some kind of cave-in of a mountain and a slit in the sky that was of no use to her whatsoever. Kate would have cried bitter tears if she were not too transfixed by the passing of the ground far below her dangling feet. Traveling by dragon was never going to come naturally to her. Her knuckles were bright white with the effort of holding fast to Vilka’s claws.

The return to the fortress was eye-wateringly fast and in minutes Vilka was setting her down on the parapets. He transformed instantly and took hold of her with strong hands, giving her a none-too-gentle shake as he thundered his anger at her. “What have you done!”

“I was trying to go home,” she explained frantically. “I don’t know what went wrong, I don’t know why the mountain did that!”

“You’re about to find out,” he said grimly, looking toward the mountain, which was still quaking and rumbling so violently that even the fortress beneath their feet shook. His hand was locked on the collar she still wore, keeping her close to him as she watched what to her eyes looked like the world crumbling in on itself entirely.

The mountain was growling, a deep, primal sound that she knew was the grinding of rocks together, but that almost sounded like the fury of a wild creature. Kate had never felt fear like this before. She was being confronted with the capacity of the very ground beneath her feet to reshape itself at will. If Vilka had not come for her, she would have been turned into human bacon, seared on the elemental explosion destroying the terrain. Even at a distance it was obvious that the mountain was crumbling, opening up into a grand crater that seemed to have been lurking beneath it for a very long time.

The chaos was not limited to the terrain either; all around the fortress, the dragon men, Vilka’s soldiers, were taking their flight forms and speeding into the sky. There was something almost involuntary about their actions, the way they screamed and whirled and called to one another as they sped toward the crater and cartwheeled in the turbulent draughts rising from the chasm.

“What’s happening! Why are they flying around like that?”

She had to yell to be heard over the cacophony, and still her voice was almost carried away in the cry of a hundred dragons circling above what had been the mountain but was now a jagged crater from which a roar continued to issue.

A volcano? Was that what it was? There was a strong smell in the air, something like sulfur, but not quite. It was bitter and acrid and it filled her nostrils with every breath. But there was no lava and there were no plumes of smoke—though there did seem to be heat, judging by the way the air above the crater waved and wriggled and made everything behind it shimmer like a mirage.

Her eyes went wide as something emerged from the hole. A dragon, but not like any of the dragons she had seen so far. This dragon had a head so large it seemed to be as big as the mountain it had destroyed in emerging. It was massive, monolithic, leviathan, scales gleaming green and gold, great eyes bulging as a mouth full of teeth like skyscrapers opened and let out a cry that sent the flying dragons into a frenzy of diving and darting, like moths around a light bulb.

Frozen with horror, Kate watched as the dragon emerged from the ground much like a train passing at crossing; it seemed to go on forever, the length of its neck winding into the sky as the larger bulk of its body began to ascend and suddenly wings burst from the earth, showering the surrounding areas with dirt and stone for miles. They cast a shadow over the sun, blotting out the light over the entire plain and fortress besides. Their span was unthinkable, and every beat of its wings sent powerful winds buffeting across the plains, snapping trees like twigs.

She quaked, her knees weak, her stomach churning with a fear she could barely contain. What she was seeing was so majestic and frightening, so undeniably dangerous and yet so awe-inspiring tears coursed down her face and she was unable to take her eyes off it. Green, gold, turquoise, it shone with bright colors that looked to her as fresh as a newly shed reptile.

It flew high into the sky and out toward the ocean, taking Vilka’s dragon legions with it in its wake, arcing around to return toward the ground that had once served as its chamber and then passing over the fortress proper, before repeating the circuit. It let out regular rending cries that made pure fear spear through Kate’s heart.

Vilka dragged her into the fortress, which mercifully had clearly been built to withstand the emergence of the massive dragon.

“What was that!?”

“That is a world eater,” Vilka said. “His name is Avastias and this fortress is here to guard over his slumber.” He spoke somewhat mechanically, as if he were in some measure of shock.

“You’ve never seen one of those before, have you,” Kate said. “That was… he’s…it…” She couldn’t find the words to express herself. What words could there be for something that seemed to defy the very laws of creation. The dragon, the world eater, it was so large and so terrible, and it had been beneath the ground the whole time she had been there, totally undetected. She could barely believe what she had seen, but adrenaline was coursing through her body, making her hands shake and her breath come in short, fast little gasps. There was no doubting the physical manifestation of seeing such a creature—and she could still hear its cries as it performed its waking ritual in the skies outside.

“I was never meant to see him,” Vilka said, his tone tense. “The world eaters are supposed to remain asleep. They awake every few thousand years. Most dragons will never see one—they call to the souls of our kind in a way which takes them in thrall. I have lost my legion to Avastias.”

“Wow. That’s… what are the odds of that?”

“Rather high, thanks to you,” Vilka snarled at her suddenly.

“Me? What do you mean, me?”

“Your portal seems to have had a major hand in waking Avastias. His slumber has been a disturbed one, and there is no telling what the consequences of that will be. His calls have taken the dragons who once roosted here, and they will not return to earth or take their walking forms again until he sleeps.” His hand clasped around the nape of her neck, holding her almost uncomfortably tight. “Thanks to you, I have lost not just the world eater I was posted to guard, but my entire legion with him.”

“Sounds like a bad day for you,” Kate said. “Sounds like you should have let me go when you had the chance.” Her words were unsympathetic because she was still terrified, but more than that, she was angry. She would not take the blame for this. Vilka had never told her not to make a portal because of the giant dragon. He had never mentioned anything like this.

“It has been a very bad day,” Vilka agreed. “And it will prove to be an equally bad day for you, I promise you that.” His hand tightened on the back of her neck. “You are more trouble than Avastias himself. You are the very definition of trouble. And you are not sorry at all, are you.”

“Of course I’m not sorry!” There was nothing resembling repentance in her tone, because she didn’t feel bad for what had happened. She’d told Vilka from the beginning that she needed to return home, and that she wouldn’t stop trying until she did. The fact that he didn’t seem to understand what that actually meant wasn’t her fault. “You should have let me go!”

Vilka’s golden gaze seared fiercely into her very soul. “You have created not one, but two serious problems, awakened a world eater and opened a portal.”

“I’ve had a busy day,” she said, taking refuge in smartass responses. What the hell was she supposed to do about any of this? The portal, by all rights, should probably close on itself. Maybe. She wasn’t actually sure. As for the dragon, that was way beyond her pay grade.

Vilka gritted his teeth and for a moment she was not sure what he was going to do to her. She was baiting him and she knew she should stop. He was a man suddenly alone against the ferocity of a creature more powerful than any dragon. Many men in his position would probably have crumbled under the pressure, taken their anger out on the defenseless female in their grasp, but Vilka was better than that.

He took a deep breath and a slow smile spread over his face, a smile that Kate was certain did not bode well for her immediate future.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do about the world eater right now,” he said. “But I know what I’m going to do with you.”

“With me? Shouldn’t you be doing something about the massive fucking dragon out there?”

“There is little I can do about Avastias in this moment. We are in no danger here; this fortress was built to withstand a direct hit from a world eater. I am certain that Avastias’ emergence will draw attention and assistance—and if it doesn’t, the portal certainly will.”

He walked on, taking her with him, marching her before him.

“I have time to deal with you,” he said. “And I intend to deal with you thoroughly. If this is to be the end of one world, or perhaps even two, it will not end without you being thoroughly punished.”

They soon arrived back in his chambers, where her broken leash still hung from the bedpost, scattered links on the floor a silent reminder of just how hard she had worked to unintentionally unleash a beast of Armageddon.

“It’s a prisoner’s right to try to escape,” she said before he could say anything. “I just want to go home. Is that so wrong?”

“Yes,” he ground out. “For reasons I have explained to you several times already. You do not listen, and you do not obey. I have been too kind to you, human. I have allowed your weak flesh and your softness to make me treat you the same way—and it has done neither of us any good. Tonight you will face a proper dragon punishment. You will feel my fire and you will be chastised to the full extent of my capabilities.”

“Vilka…”

“Do not use my name on your lips,” he growled, his expression so furious she felt a true tremor of fear. “You have not earned the right to speak my name. You will call me Master and you will beg my forgiveness.”

Kate stared at him, uncomfortable with the knowledge that she had in some way brought this consequence upon herself. She kept forgetting that this was not a human man. He had not been raised in good society. He did not know about concepts like equality. He was the ruler of his domain and he expected to be obeyed. She had trespassed against him in a way he likely found unforgivable and she knew there was no easy way out.

“I don’t think you will be able to forgive me,” she said softly, casting her eyes toward the floor.

“You do not know my mind, human,” he growled. “Or my heart. I would ask that you stop presuming the state of either.”

“I mean,” she said with the beginnings of tears pricking her eyes. “I mean that I will never submit to this realm, or to your rule. This is not my world and you are not my master.”

She expected rage. Instead, his hand cupped her chin and tipped her face up toward his own. “You are wrong,” he said in tones that were determined and deeply controlled. “You are so wrong, you cannot begin to understand how wrong you are—but you will soon. You are going back on a leash. And I do not mean a pretty, malleable leash like the one you destroyed. I mean one forged from chains you will never break if you work on them for a hundred years. You are not going to leave my sight. Ever. I cannot trust you even a foot from me, I think, human.”

“You better not close your eyes, in that case,” Kate said petulantly. She was so frustrated with him and with herself for botching what would probably be her only opportunity for escape. The equipment had all been destroyed, leaving her with nothing. “I could escape beneath your nose, given enough time. You will never be able to keep me here against my will.”

“I know you are an intelligent woman,” he growled. “And I know that you feel something for me. I know you feel some measure of guilt for what has befallen the fortress, for Avastias’ rising. I can see it in your eyes, even as you lie to me and tell me that you do not care. So why is it you continue to try to plunge our worlds back into war?”

“I’m trying to go home!” she gasped in a plaintive attempt for him to understand that which he had thus far utterly refused to comprehend.

“This is your home,” Vilka said firmly. “You will have my progeny and you will live out your life here.”

His arrogance never ceased to stun Kate.

“You can’t just tell me what I am going to do with my life! I did not spend all those years studying to be dictated to by some… some…”

“Dragon,” he finished her sentence for her. “You came into my world. You made yourself my problem, and whether you like it or not, little human, your actions have consequences. I will never allow you to return to the human realm. You have everything you need here to make your radiation treatments, and when the time comes and my seed finds the spark of life which dances inside you—you will no longer need them.”

They seethed at one another, she so small and furious, he so large and angry.

“I am not going to carry your, your… progeny,” she spluttered. “How could you think of something like that at a time like this?”

“I think of it every time I look at you.”

The simple sentence took her breath away. Truth rang in his words. This was not merely some barbaric act of claiming he was speaking of; this was a yearning she could feel answered in her own heart—not that she would ever have admitted to it, and not that she planned to give in to it. Freedom was what she desired above all. Above anything. The desire to mate, to procreate, those were baser desires she had always considered herself above. She hated the way he brought them forth in her and made her feel so totally out of control.

“Well… don’t!” She stamped her foot as he smirked darkly at her. “And don’t look at me like that. There is a disaster going on, remember?”

“There is a disaster melting down in front of me,” Vilka purred, reaching for her again. His hand curled in her hair and his mouth descended on hers with a dominant passion that drove all thought and resistance from her mind. His tongue lashed against hers, stoking those animal urges that were so unfair.

He took her to the bed and laid her down, his naked body covering hers, his powerful frame holding her prone as his mouth began to trace trails of liquid fire over her skin. The curve of her neck, the swell of her breasts, the tips of her nipples and down the middle of her belly to find the curls that were such poor guardians of her sex.

Kate let out a cry as Vilka’s lips found their lower counterparts and he began to kiss and lick and suckle at the tender folds, giving her no quarter, no hope of resistance. She was soaked with need, a physical reaction to being held down and pleasured, her hips bucking against his mouth over and over as his hands encircled her wrist and her thighs splayed with an instinctive surrender.

“What must I do to you for you to realize that neither of us truly have a choice, Kate?” He growled the question against her cunt. “From the moment I saw you, I have wanted you. I have been consumed with need for you. I have thought of little else besides sinking inside you, filling you with my essence, making you my mate. I have seen our lives together in my mind. There are places I wish to take you, things I wish to show you, a whole world lies at your feet and you insist on trying to run from it because you cannot stand to be owned.”

His tongue plunged deep inside her and Kate arced with desire. Tremors ran through her body, jolts of pleasure that would not be contained as the dragon’s tongue speared in and out of her pussy, fucking her tender little hole with hot, wet, muscular strokes.

Tears beaded at the corners of her eyes, tears of a sadness that she could not simply allow herself to fall for this man. She had created her entire identity and existence around being an independent woman of the mind. She could not believe that she was tempted in even the smallest way to simply surrender to him and become what he wanted her to be.

Her body was not so conflicted. Her body was riding his mouth, her clit a tight bud of desire so erect Vilka took advantage and pinched it, his fingers strumming up and down the little bud until she wailed and cried on the verge of ultimate release.

Before she could come, her dragon lover slid up her body and his mouth met hers. She tasted herself in his kiss as he plundered her yet again and then broke the kiss, leaving her breathless as he looked deep into her eyes and spoke words too powerful to deny.

“You do not love me, Kate? You do not need me as much as I need you? Then why does your heart leap every time you see me? Why do your palms begin to perspire, your pupils widen? Why does the very breath you take change when we are together, if I am not the master of you?”

His thick fingers found the clenching entrance of her body and slid slowly inside. Kate let out a sigh of satisfaction as she felt her desperate pussy clasp his digits and draw them deeper. Vilka was whipping her body into an erotic frenzy and she was not sure she could contain herself much longer. She wanted to come so badly, but he was keeping her on the edge, denying her clit the rubbing it needed, denying her pussy the depth and power of the strokes that would have sent her over the edge.

“I…” she gasped against his lips, unable to reach climax and yet so desperate for it.

“Why can I hold your pleasure to my will?” he continued relentlessly. “Why can you not attain the climax you are so desperate for without me, if I am not the man who commands your flesh?”

“Just fuck me already!”

“You have not earned my cock, or my seed, my rebellious human.” Vilka shook his head with a husky low chuckle. “Rutting on my hand is all you deserve, and truly, not even that.”

He drew his fingers from her pussy, and her resulting cry of complaint turned into a squeal as they returned in a stinging slap that caught her between her legs, not hard enough to truly hurt, but more than forcefully enough to get her attention.

“You have earned a thrashing,” he growled down at her. “For being a spoiled, destructive, wanton woman who thinks she is above everything, even her own needs, desires, her own truth. I should spank your pussy every day before I fuck it to remind you who owns you—and who knows what you are even though you try desperately to deny it.”

“Please! Please…” she gasped and begged, both to avoid the spanking and to gain the release only his cock could give her. “I didn’t know, I’m sorry!”

“You might not have known about Avastias, but you knew about me,” Vilka snarled, his hand swatting her pussy lips again, making her hips buck with pain. “You knew what my orders were, and you knew what I would do to you if you tried to open another portal.”

His palm caught her pussy again with another sharp swat. “I think you must want punishment,” he said. “I think you must want your pussy spanked and fucked. I think you must need my chain, my lash. There is no other explanation for it.”

Her pussy was hot and stinging, her clit standing erect and proud, slicked with her juices as her reddened lips parted for the man who had taken her.

His naked body stoked her desire, the sight of his thick proud cock standing rampant against his belly making her almost mad with need. He was spanking her sex, his fingers flicking her clit and swatting her lips and the more she writhed, the more he punished her pussy until finally neither of them could stand it another moment and Vilka slammed his cock into her tightness with one long, hard stroke that made her spread around him in an instant.

“What am I, Kate?” He growled the question as his cock pistoned in and out of her desperate pussy, fucking her so hard and so fast she could not tell one motion from another.

“You are my master!” The words were torn from her in a crashing orgasm that seemed to threaten to take her very consciousness apart. She felt an influx of pleasure so strong she could hardly contain it, her mind was blank, her body quivering and bucking, her sex greedily drinking his seed, drawing it deep into her clenching womb.

When Vilka’s seed was spilled and the last vestiges of their joint climax faded, leaving them in one another’s arms, Vilka and Kate lay together, listening to the not so distant cries of the world eater.

They were frightening, primal sounds, somehow evoking the deepest animal horrors lurking in the oldest parts of Kate’s brain. They made her heart beat faster and her breathing quicken. She buried her head in Vilka’s arms to block some of the creature’s sound.

“We cannot hide from it forever,” Vilka said, easing her up out of bed. “Let us see what he has done.”

Kate trailed after Vilka to the window, where they watched the beautiful and yet terrible creature circling around. It seemed to be looking for something. Food, perhaps. Having headed around the site of its mountain nest several times, it flew over the fortress, the sound of the wind displaced by its wings so loud Kate covered her ears.

“What is it doing?”

“Claiming territory,” Vilka said. “It has been centuries since Avastias reigned here. He must once more see what is his to take. When he has taken the measure of his territory, he will begin to feed.”

“What does he eat?”

“Everything,” Vilka said. “Animals, grasses, trees, rocks, even the earth itself. There is a reason why these creatures are known as world eaters. Our world is formed by their appetites, mountains, valleys, and plains.”

“Um… he’s getting really near the portal,” Kate said, her fingers wrapped nervously around Vilka’s broad arm. Holding on to him made her feel a little better.

“It is not large enough to allow him passage,” Vilka said. “He is almost certainly curious about it. I doubt he has ever seen one.”

Kate watched, holding her breath as Avastias approached the portal and with his wings still beating in the air, stopped like a massive hummingbird and put his head through it.

“Oh, my god!” She screamed the words, imagining the sight as it would be playing out on the New York skyline. A massive dragon’s head appearing through a glimmering portal. God. The panic and chaos would be widespread.

Avastias pulled his head back into the dragon realm and Kate breathed a sigh of relief. It was a very short spell of respite, however. The world eater circled the portal, once, twice, three times, built up some speed on its massive wings—and then flew directly into the portal. The little glimmering slit was not nearly large enough, but it expanded as the beast burst through, allowing the massive dragon to pass from the world entirely. In less than a minute, it was gone, the tip of its scaly tail disappearing with one final gleam from the portal’s walls.

Kate turned to Vilka, a look of horror plastered across her face. “We just unleashed an ancient dragon on New York!”

“You
 just unleashed an ancient dragon on New York, whatever that may be,” Vilka said grimly. He was standing there stoically, watching events unfold with a certain detachment that she envied in that moment. “You just plunged two worlds into crisis. Congratulations, Kate; in a few short days you have managed to undo centuries of peace in the dragon realm—and decades of whatever truce existed between our world and the human world with it.”

He spoke with a disturbing calm, and when Kate looked into his face she saw that he didn’t look mad. He looked so far beyond mad that he was entirely calm. The worst had happened and they were standing in its wake, caught up in a chain of events that was, undeniably, her fault. He had tried to stop her, but she had not listened and now it seemed that the technology she had so proudly pursued was going to ruin or maybe even take the lives of thousands.

Kate couldn’t quite understand it; maybe she couldn’t even admit it to herself.

The flock of dragons that had been in thrall around the world eater turned as the world eater disappeared from the world, sheared away from the portal and headed back toward the fortress in an exhausted cloud.

“What do we do? How do we get it back?”

“Some things, once done, cannot be undone,” he said. “They must simply run their terrible course.”

“Vilka! There has to be something!”

“Very well. If you insist on saving humanity from the wrath of a world eater, there is something to be done,” he said. “Someone can bait it from your world, return it to the dragon realm, defeat it in battle and return it to its den.”

“Oh,” she said. “Sounds, um… difficult.”

“No more difficult than tearing a hole in space and time and waking him in the first place, I am sure,” Vilka sighed. “Really, Kate, I did not think this situation could have been worsened, but thanks to your efforts, it has. Avastias rising almost certainly has the elders of our people en route to our door. Their wrath would have been terrible enough when they realized the circumstances of his awakening, but now when they arrive, they will have the additional question of what we’ve done with the creature.”

“Well, I guess I’ll just explain to them,” Kate said simply. “That’s all anyone can do.”

“The elders will not be interested in your explanations. They will want to know how a human stole an ancient dragon.”

“I didn’t steal anything!”

“Well, we had a world eater here, and now we don’t,” Vilka said. “And the difference between those two things is you. Believe me, I know how they think. They will be furious at the waking of the beast, and even more furious at its loss.”

“Then we get it back,” she said simply. “Before they arrive.”

“This is not like baking another cake because you ate half the first one, Kate,” he growled. “We cannot simply put part of the world eater back in the cake tin and hope for the best.”

“No, but if we get it back, that will make things better. And maybe… what if you got your dragons to reconstruct the mountain where it escaped? I mean, can they really tell that it’s gone? If we close the portal, it will be like nothing ever happened.”

“Aside from the nightmare of a species wreaking havoc on the human plane,” Vilka said, his tone thick with sarcasm. “Yes, precisely as if nothing ever happened.”

“I’m just trying to help,” Kate said. “I don’t know what to tell you. It’s not as if you had a sign saying ‘huge dragon, do not wake’ on the mountain! I didn’t intend for this to happen, I was just trying to get back home. If anything, this is your fault.”

“How is this my fault, precisely, human?”

“You should have let me go when I told you to.”

“I should have clapped you in chains and kept you in the deepest, darkest dungeon I have, you mean,” he said, his eyes narrowed to two angry slits. “Have you no remorse, girl? Do you not understand your role in all these things? How much destruction will be done before you see that you have some hand here?”

“I don’t think you see your role in this,” she countered. “You kept me here against my will. You expected me to roll over and obey you, why? Because I am a woman? You think just because you have sex with me I’m going to stay here forever?”

“I think because I have claimed you as mine, that I will keep you here,” he growled. “I think you have no choice in it, and I think that is a good thing because you take no responsibility for what you break. You think you are entitled to do anything you please. Even now, as the world eater could be visiting any kind of horror on your people, and you would rather argue with me than admit the error of your ways.”

“I have confidence in our military to handle a dragon, even one as big as that one.”

“You don’t understand, do you.” He shook his head and drew a deep breath. “Kate, Avastias is not a dragon. He is terror incarnate, he is fear and predation made flesh. Your militaries have weapons of great power, but he will not be defeated by their physical means. It will not be as it was at the end of the last war, when cowards trained their weapons on a gracious retreating force.”

“So this is about me being human. You hate me because I’m human.”

He let out a short laugh. “You can’t begin to know how wrong you are.”

“What does that mean?”

“You will find out soon enough,” he declared, taking her in hand. Kate tried to squirm out of his grasp, but it was a token struggle and she knew it. Vilka was determined to make sure she did not escape again and he showed it by wrapping his hands around her and holding her fast as he attached new chains pulled from a nearby chest. They were made of the same material from which the fortress itself was forged. The links were obsidian black, gleaming with a dark light. He clapped two irons around her wrists and a new collar replaced the pretty one she had worn before. That fell to the floor, shattered by the dragon’s grip and was replaced with a thicker, much less comfortable collar that was heavy around her neck, and to which the wrist irons were attached with more chains, smaller links that did not strain her overly, but that absolutely made her feel the intellectual weight of the shackles.

“The elders will be here soon,” Vilka said. “I will present them to you and your fate will be decided.”

“My fate was decided a long time ago,” Kate said defiantly, her shackles clinking as she stood defiantly before her irate lover and so-called master. “I decided it, and these chains and your elders don’t make any difference. You can slow me down, but you can’t stop me. I will get back home.”

“Defying me will not undo your destruction,” Vilka said. “I know you prefer fighting me to looking at yourself, but I will not allow you that luxury. You will await your true fate—the fate arising from the consequences of your actions, not the fate you imagine you deserve based on your fantasies.”

Not content with the chains and shackles, Vilka produced the last implement of his displeasure… a length of velvet fabric that he wrapped three times about her head, making the world go dark.

She felt another length of chain fastened about her waist, and then her wrist shackles clipped to it. She could no longer reach her face, not even to scratch her nose—and definitely not to remove the blindfold.

“Where are you taking me? What are you doing?”

“To your destiny.”

She could hear the dark smirk in his voice and let out a little growl as he tugged her forward. Wherever she was going, she doubted she was going to like it.



Chapter Nine



 



 


“Vilka!? Are you there? I need to pee!”

Vilka stood at the end of the grand hall, within earshot of his fragile human mate’s whimpering. She did not like being blind, shackled, and alone, which was understandable. Her current circumstances were not comfortable, but she had not earned comfort. She was naked, naturally, her beautiful curves displayed to full advantage as she squirmed back and forth.

“Seriously! I’m going to make a puddle!”

He smirked to himself. He knew for a fact that she had relieved herself shortly before being taken to the hall. This was about the tenth strategy she had used to try to get herself out of her predicament. None of them had worked, and none of them would work.

“Hush,” he said. “Our guests are about to arrive. If you wish to urinate before them, that is your choice.”

He had already greeted the elders by himself as they arrived at the fortress as a single contingent, heavily attended by royal guardsmen who even now were populating his fortress and irritating his own legion who were still recovering from their hours flying with Avastias. A visit from the elders was deeply unpleasant for all concerned, but under the circumstances, could not be avoided.

Vilka had certainly not greeted them with any eagerness. They looked upon him as a mere pup, he knew that, and they made no attempt to hide it. He had much to prove, and he had proved nothing at all thus far, besides a talent for chaos. Kate’s actions were judged as if they were his own, and for good reason. He was lord of the fortress. Anything that went wrong on his watch was his fault. Vilka knew this and understood it.

“Here they come,” he said, moving closer to his chained mate as the elders began to file into the hall. They wore their ceremonial robes, blue and gold. Like Kate, Vilka wore nothing at all. Unlike her, he was not ashamed.

“Welcome, elders,” he said, addressing the small gathering. “You are here because an event in a hundred generations has occurred. Avastias has awakened. We thought it was impossible to wake a world eater before its time, but we now know otherwise, thanks to this woman.”

He gestured toward Kate and unwound the blindfold from around her head, allowing the elders to look upon Kate and her to look upon them.

“This is Kate,” Vilka said. “She is a young human female who decided to take it upon herself to generate a portal capable not only of allowing her passage to our world, but of waking Avastias in the process.”


 


* * *


 


Light poured in as the blindfold slid away, the slitted eyes of a dozen dragon men fell on her, and all Kate could manage was a cringing embarrassed smile of sorts.

“Sorry,” she squeaked. “I, um, didn’t mean to.”

Playing dumb was probably her best defense, she figured. Dragons seemed to think humans were stupid and simple anyway. And these ones looking at her now seemed particularly inclined to believe that she was a feeble-minded lump of female flesh.

“Do not let her demeanor fool you,” Vilka said, blowing her cover immediately. “She is very intelligent, dangerously so, but I have ascertained she did not intend direct harm. She is not malicious. Avastias’ waking was simply a byproduct of her reckless actions.”

“Sounds human,” one of the dragons snorted. “Why did you not send her back immediately?”

“I closed the portal, but elected to keep her…”

“Like father, like son,” someone guffawed.

“…because she has developed technology which would allow any number of humans to live in our world without becoming pregnant to a dragon,” Vilka finished his sentence with a glower. “She is a liability, but one I prefer in my control than loose in another world.”

There was a rumble of what might have been agreement or disagreement, Kate couldn’t tell.

“And Avastias?”

“That is the greater problem,” Vilka admitted. “After we closed the first portal, Kate decided to try to open a second one. She did so on the mountain. As a result, Avastias awoke and the portal was burned into the sky. Unfortunately, the world eater has flown through that portal and is now somewhere in the Earth realm.”

A rumble went through the dragon elders, men who showed signs of age about their faces and frames, but who were obviously still quite vital. They were an intimidating, handsome crowd and Kate wished she could cover herself up. Many of them seemed intrigued by her form and she could feel their gazes running over every inch of her naked body.

The lead elder, a man Kate took an immediate dislike to, spoke for the group. “This human has entered our realm unbidden and caused a great calamity to unfold. For this, she must be punished. She must do her penance thoroughly before our eyes. If you are to keep custody of her, Vilka, we must be satisfied that you are in some way capable of controlling her. When that matter is settled, the matter of Avastias will be attended to.”

“Naturally,” Vilka said, as if what the elder had just asked for was reasonable. “I intend to prove that this young woman is not only capable of contrition, she is capable of submission. You will see that in spite of the mistakes she has made, she is trainable. In due course, she will not only make an excellent mate, but her skills may very well be put to use in the service of our realm. She is capable of great things…”

“We are only interested as to whether she is capable of taking discipline,” the elder interrupted bluntly.

Kate looked up at Vilka with wide eyes. “You can’t do this,” she whimpered. “Not in front of them.”

“Not only front of them,” Vilka said. “Before the eyes of the fortress, the men who were trapped in their dragon forms, flying until exhaustion nearly took them. There are many you must atone to, Kate.” He lifted his voice. “Summon the legion!”

As he spoke, a hundred dragon men filed in behind the elders, filling the hall row after row. She recognized many of them as men she had seen around the fortress before. There was an air of anticipation in the room, as well over a hundred souls waited for her to receive her due at Vilka’s hands.

Kate let out a little whimpering moan, shaking her head as she whispered desperately to him, “I’ve never begged you for anything but my freedom, but seriously, Vilka, please don’t do this.”

“You are beautiful, and you will show that beauty in all its glory,” he said gently as his hands went to the fastenings that attached the chains of her wrists to the chain at her waist. He freed her hands from by her sides, but she knew that was not a good sign. He was merely preparing her for what was to come next, his hands guiding her around on the dais.

“This is not merely about punishing you, Kate,” he murmured so that only she could hear him. “It is about showing that I have command of you. If I cannot do that, then they will attempt to take you from me, and I promise you, lives will be lost if that comes to pass. I will not allow them to imprison you. They will not be as kind as I am… and I have been kind, Kate, whether you realize it or not. Do you know how these men think of you? As a pet. You are little more than a canary in a cage to them, and they will have you treated as such. I want more for you than that, but I have to prove my ability to handle you first, and let’s face it, Kate, I haven’t precisely done that so far, have I?”

She let out a little whimper as he turned her so her back was to the audience. It was a small mercy to not have to look at them, though she could still feel their eyes upon her.

“Kneel,” he said, pointing to a place at the middle of the dais.

She did so, sinking gracefully to the dais, her knees pressing against the pillow he had put there for the purpose. It was made of a green silk, which showed her coloring to full advantage, the pale creamy curves of her body, and the copper waves of hair that fell over her shoulders and hid her breasts. This did not come naturally to her. She was flushed with embarrassment at having her body exposed, and at making a display of submission.

But there was more than embarrassment. There was a welling between her thighs, a wetness that was already slicking her inner lips. She couldn’t help her hips, which squirmed slowly back and forth as she looked up at Vilka. He had always been strong and masterful, but in that moment all the qualities that made her melt were amplified. The hard lines of his jaw, the sharp angle of his brow, the regal set of his head, and the broadness of his shoulders tapering to a muscular midsection and a powerful waist. The elders whose older frames were cloaked in robes looked on with what Kate thought might have been some sparks of jealousy.

Vilka was a man in his prime, and there could have been no doubt in anyone’s mind that he was in control of not just her, but the room. They seemed to breathe as one when he moved.

“You have called on me to prove my mastery of this woman,” he announced. “And I tell you now, defeating Avastias himself is not as great a task as mastering such a creature. She is willful and she is tempestuous and she will not submit easily—but that does not mean it is impossible to take her in hand and turn her energies to positive ends.”

His speech ended with him taking her wrists and pulling them in front of her so that her hands moved toward an iron ring in the floor. He fastened her shackles there, leaving her kneeling facing away from the audience. She felt him step around her, lean down and tap her bottom.

“Lift,” he ordered. “And spread your thighs.”

Burning with embarrassment, Kate lifted her hips a little, but it was not enough to satisfy Vilka. He pushed her legs apart with his foot and lifted her hips higher so that she was left in a position that put her bottom and sex on display for all to see.

“Human flesh is tender,” he announced to the elders and the audience beyond. “And it will not surprise you that a woman as reckless as this one has not received much discipline.”

She felt the leather tongue of a lash draping lightly across her bottom, then felt it draw away and return with a sharp swat that made her hiss with pain. Vilka repeated the treatment several more times, heating her rear with a slow process of strokes, the leather kissing her butt over and over again until she began to squeak and complain.

“She responds instantly to any disciplinary action,” he said, lifting his voice. “Look how her sex is flowing with need. She is physically entirely submissive, and her body craves to be mastered. Though she is shy and reluctant, she is keeping herself in position in order to please her master, and she is willing to take her punishment too.”

Kate’s instinct for contradiction was lost entirely as Vilka suddenly unleashed a flurry of harder cuts of the leather lash against her bottom, the tongues hissing through the air and snapping hard against her round buttocks. It was without a doubt the most humiliating thing she had ever endured, and yet she did not feel outraged as she had expected. Her body was humming with sensation, her clit felt tight and hot. Everyone was looking at her bottom, at the tight little hole between her cheeks, and at her pussy, which she could feel was already swelling in response to the treatment.

Vilka walked around the dais and took up a position on a level that was not as raised as she was. The result was his rampant cock being at the level of her mouth. “Take me in your mouth,” he ordered. “Suck me while you take your punishment.”

Kate did as she was told, receiving the thick head of his hot cock between her lips. Her sex was dripping with need and yet he still did not touch her pussy. He left it there displayed in all its wet desire as he traced the leather lashes over her rear.

“A woman may be chaos,” he said as she lapped and suckled at his hard rod. “But it is the place and duty of her mate to tame that chaos. Her arrival has unleashed the world eater, but she was an innocent in that matter. It was the human world that failed her. She will do better here in the realm of dragons, where proper punishment can be given and where she can be guided by the lash and the palm.”

He snapped the leather over and over, making the very tip of the lash kiss her bottom and leave hot pools of stinging sensation growing one after the other over her bottom. The dragons watched silently as she took every stroke, her mouth occupied with Vilka’s hard rod so her cries and moans were stifled.

With one last hard crack of the lash, Vilka pulled his cock from her mouth, his shaft glistening with her wetness.

“Beg for your punishment,” he ordered. “Plead with me to fuck you.”

Words that would have once outraged her had they been spoken on Earth were transformed into the hottest thing she had ever heard. Her body reacted viscerally and erotically, her natural lubrication slicking her tight channel evermore as she ground her hips and whimpered.

“Please, sir… please… fuck me…”

“Fuck you how?”

“Fuck me… hard,” she gasped the final word, her entire body flushed with the heat of naming the act.

She had never known she had the capacity to submit so totally. Perhaps it was the guilt she felt at finally realizing that opening portals without care did have tremendous consequences for thousands of other people. Or perhaps it was simply how very hot it was to be handled by a dragon that had no regard for her modesty.

There was a table to the left of the dais. Vilka snapped the chains off her wrists, picked her up and pushed her over it. She was now facing the assembly of dragons as he spread her legs and ran his cock along the wet seam of her lips.

“Look at them, Kate,” he insisted, grabbing a handful of hair at the back of her head. “Watch them as they watch you take your punishment fucking.”

He pushed inside her and her mouth opened in a soft O as her pussy spread wide around his cock, taking him hard and deep. Vilka was unhurried, his cock pounding her pussy with a slow but powerful rhythm that gave her plenty of time to feel the eyes of the dragons upon her, to take quick little glances in between overwhelming blushes and see them watching her be fucked by her master, the twin orbs of her breasts beneath her chest rolling with the motion of his cock inside her cunt.

His fingers drifted low underneath her belly and found the tight little bud of her clit. They clamped there, sending a bolt of sensation through her body that made her scream with the force of a sudden climax. Her wet, slippery pussy grasped his cock, milking it with the motions of her orgasm, but Vilka was not done with her. Not yet. He fucked her through that climax and into another one. He kept her facing forward the entire time, using the grip he had on her hair to keep her head up and looking at the dragons that were now showing some signs of reaction, their expressions intense and satisfied as she transformed to a blushing, sweating, moaning, crying little wretch having her pussy fucked for their edification.

“Tell them you are sorry,” he instructed, strumming her clit again, holding his cock deep inside her. “Tell the elders and the dragons of this legion how thoughtless and reckless you have been and beg for their forgiveness.”

He pulled his cock out of her creamy pussy and laid his palm against her bottom again, spanking her with hard, brisk swats as he held her in place.

“I’m sorrryyy!” Kate gasped the words. “I was wrong, I’m sorry, I was bad… I’m so sorrrry!”

It was not an eloquent apology, but it was given in such heartfelt, desperate tones that it seemed to have the desired effect. The leader of the elders held up his hands, indicating that he had seen enough and Vilka stopped spanking her bottom and instead began to rub it gently.

“Very well,” the elder said. “The human is clearly controllable. You have met one challenge, Vilka. Now you must meet the next.”

“What is it?” Vilka ran his hand over Kate’s back, gentling and soothing her as she lay panting over the table, her pussy and bottom aching from the punishment and orgasms. She hoped the elders had some way of summoning the great dragon back, closing the portal and restoring peace. She had gone to the very depths of her capacity for submission to help Vilka; it had to pay off, otherwise she was going to be left very embarrassed all for nothing.

“The world eater must be brought back to the dragon realm, and it must be defeated in battle,” the elder intoned.

“What legion could destroy Avastias?” Vilka asked the question as he helped Kate stand, pulling her against his body and pressing soft kisses to her temple.

“Not a legion,” the elder smiled darkly. “One dragon. You.”



Chapter Ten



 



 


“So the elders just came here to watch you have sex with me and now they’re going to leave the whole ‘massive dragon’ thing to you?” Kate asked the question with no shortage of irritated attitude. They were back in Vilka’s quarters, far from the elders by the time the erotic haze that had made her temporarily malleable had faded. And it was just as well, because Kate was not happy. After all she had sacrificed, she had expected more and better. She had pulled out all the curse words she knew, and developed a few more just to describe what she insisted was their betrayal.

“Settle down,” Vilka said. “There are still some elders yet to arrive. I suspect they will be of more use.”

“Oh? Will you be stripping and fucking me again, then?”

“Not quite,” Vilka smirked as if she had said something particularly funny.

“Why not? They missed the show. That’s not fair, is it?”

If anything, Kate was more mouthy than she had ever been, making up time for all the abject obedience she had displayed before the gathered elders and Vilka’s legion. She had a lot of making up to do, and she was not wasting any time doing it.

“The elders in question are my parents. My father is a veteran of the first war, as is my mother.”

“Oh. Well,” Kate said. “So I guess that would be weird if we had sex in front of them, huh. Good to know you have some boundaries.”

“I wish to present you to them,” Vilka said. “And not solely because you are the cause of this crisis, but also because you are my mate.”

“So you want me to meet your parents,” Kate said, stunned. “And will I have to do that naked too?”

“No,” Vilka snorted. “This will be a clothed event. And though it will not be formal, I would appreciate it if you could at least try to be polite.”

Kate watched him as he dressed, fussing over his leather armor. He had adjusted it several times and still did not seem entirely comfortable in it.

“Why are you so nervous?” She tilted her head at him curiously. “You were less worried about the world eater, and losing all your men and the elders coming.”

Vilka hesitated for a moment before answering her. “My father is a demanding man, and I have been less than a perfect son.”

“How?” Kate frowned. She couldn’t comprehend how Vilka could be considered anything other than perfect. He was handsome, intelligent, commanding… “You have your own fortress and everything. What kind of high expectations does he have that you’re not meeting?”

“I was once on track for much more than command of a fortress this far from civilization,” Vilka admitted. “You understand, Kate, there was never any indication that Avastias would wake in my lifetime. This is not a post of honor. This is a place where those who are too much trouble for other places end up.”

“Oh, so the perfect place for me, I guess,” she said with a little grin.

“Yes,” Vilka agreed. “I believe so. Though you seem determined as ever to go back and wreak havoc…”

“Aren’t you?” Kate cocked her head to the side and fiddled with the length of her hair, braiding a few strands loosely with her fingers. “I mean, before I came here, were you content to look at a mountain all day?”

“No,” Vilka admitted. “But I had already brought enough shame to my family name.”

Kate’s curiosity spiked. “What did you do?”

Vilka hesitated for a moment. “I am sure I will regret telling you this, but as all highborn men do, I joined the winged guard when I was of age. I did well, but I was not promoted as often as I should have been because they did not care for me. My father’s choice of mate was, and still is, controversial among many. I paid the price for that controversy many times over, being passed over for promotions, spoken to in a condescending and often cruel fashion… it became clear that they would not respect me, no matter how many times I proved myself to my command. So I did something which made it impossible for them to ignore me any longer.”

“What did you do?”

“I really should not tell you,” Vilka repeated. “It will only make you even more difficult to deal with.”

“Are you kidding me? This is the most likeable you’ve ever been,” Kate exclaimed. “You’re always so stiff and perfect. I want to know what you did.”

“There is a king of dragons,” Vilka said. “Becoming one of his personal guard is the highest honor. It is given to the fastest, fiercest, and most adept warriors. I proved myself in the seven trials and was among the top three initiates in the final counting, but when the time came for the king’s guard to be chosen, I was not among their number.”

“Okay…”

“You must understand, my father was of the king’s guard. And his father before him, and his father before him. As long as we have existed, my line has guarded the king’s riches—a vast trove which lies buried deep in the king’s castle. To not be chosen was not just a slight against me; it was a denial of my entire lineage.”

“Mhmm…” Kate nodded along. He was going to get to the point soon, she was sure. The way he kept avoiding telling her precisely what he had done made her certain it was something he did not want her to know. “So what did you actually do?”

A dark, attractive smirk settled itself on Vilka’s features. “The greatest treasure of all is the dragon crown. It weighs half a ton, and is worn by the king when he takes his dragon form. It is studded with all manner of jewels, laden with gold and silver and many more valuables besides. It is guarded at all times by four of the royal guard who rotate around the chamber, and there are many other layers of protection… I was so angry, so desperate to prove my worth and ability, that I decided the best way to do it would be to steal the crown.”

“Oh, god,” Kate half-groaned.

“I was successful,” Vilka said, his smile broadening. “But the result was not what I’d thought it would be. I was young and foolish and I thought it would earn me admiration and respect. Instead I was denounced as everything from a thief, to a traitor—even though I did not take it for myself, but instead left it on display on the tallest spire of the king’s castle. There was talk of banishing me from the realm, but my father spoke on my behalf and instead I was sent here, to the farthest reaches. I have been here ten long years, and in that time I have not seen or spoken to my father. I had hoped to redeem myself somehow, but all I have to present him with now is a crisis.”

“Well, this is more my fault than yours,” Kate said. “I’ll tell your dad that when I see him.”

“Oh, is it? You have spent so much time denying your role, I am surprised to hear you say that.”

“Well, of course I have,” Kate sighed. “I’m not going to go around taking the blame and just… admitting I was wrong. Where would that leave me?”

“In less trouble than you are currently?”

She gave a little shrug. “I don’t think it matters really anymore, degrees of trouble. There’s a giant beast somewhere on the East Coast of the United States and I’m stuck here as the sex prisoner of a fallen dragon.”

Vilka’s eyes gleamed with good humor as he leaned in and kissed her. “I love you,” he said. “You may be my prisoner, I may have to whip your bottom frequently, and perhaps you would give anything to be free of me, but I do love you anyway.”

“Okay, seeing as you’re being so sweet, before I escape, I’ll tell your dad not to be disappointed in you,” she said with a wink. “I promise.”

“You’re such an intractable brat!” Vilka took her by the hand and twisted her over onto her stomach, his palm catching her bottom hard enough to sting, but not nearly hard enough to punish. Kate squealed with laughter as he mock-spanked her, taking out his frustrations on the rounds of her bottom. “You are never going to escape, so you can forget about it.”

“I will always escape, so you can never forget about it,” she countered at the top of her lungs. “I’m going to be freeeeeeeeee
 !” Her squeal reached new pitches as his hand delved between her thighs and found her wet lower lips.

“You enjoy being a terrible minx, don’t you,” he lectured, toying with her sex. She always got wet when he spanked her, some effect of her animal brain that made her body well with willingness for the one who could dominate her completely. “I think you would be disappointed if you did somehow manage to escape now. You would probably come back and put yourself in chains so you could escape all over again.”

Kate’s response was lost in the moan of her arousal as they once more fell to making love in the face of almost certain doom.



Chapter Eleven



 



 



Several hours later…



 


Dressed in a soft gown that she rather liked, Kate waited in Vilka’s chambers. The collar and chains had been removed, a nice touch in deference to Vilka’s parents. Apparently he did not want them to know that he was keeping her like a chained animal.

Vilka had gone to meet his parents without her, a move she did not blame him for. It must be an awkward reunion after such a length of time, and in such a dire situation. Vilka having stolen a crown was nothing on Vilka presiding over the clusterfuck that was the world eater situation.

She looked up as the door opened and Vilka came in, looking somewhat relieved, and somewhat worried.

“My father, Vyktor, wishes an audience with you,” Vilka said. “And he wishes to speak with you alone. I believe he thinks you could be coerced if I am present. I tried to explain that it is not possible to coerce you, but he will have to learn that for himself.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I will put in a good word for you.”

“Just try not to create more chaos, if you can possibly help it,” he said, taking her by the hand. He led her through the fortress to one of the higher towers, which led out to a landing area. Stopping before the great doors of one of the rooms, Vilka pressed a kiss to her lips and reminded her to be good.

“I’ll try,” she said with a smile. She was looking forward to meeting Vilka’s father. The man who had created him must be quite a beast.

Vilka pushed the door open and called out, “Father! Kate is here to see you.”

“Send her in,” Vyktor called from somewhere in the depths of the very large room. “I would speak with her alone.”

“Call out if she runs,” Vilka called back. “She’s a flight risk.”

“I’ve got some experience with that, son,” Vyktor replied. He came into view, turning a corner from behind a tall weapons case. Kate looked at him with intense interest as Vilka left, closing the door behind them.

Vyktor was much like Kate had imagined him, an older version of Vilka, more heavily lined, a gray beard and hair. There was a weight to his presence, an imposing agedness—though there was nothing bowed or weak about him. She could see how this man could be frightening, but there was a warmth to him, and maybe even a familiarity that made her feel comfortable talking to him.

“So this isn’t Vilka’s fault,” she said. “I mean, he is holding me captive, and he does lock me up at night in case I chew the chains off and run away, but I opened the portal that woke your dragon nightmare up, so that’s more on me, so don’t be too angry at him, okay?”

Vyktor’s lips quirked. “That’s quite an introduction, young lady.”

“I like to get the important things out of the way first, in case I don’t have time to say them later,” she said. “Like I said, I keep getting chained up places, and we might not get another chance to talk. I haven’t been gagged recently, but it’s probably only a matter of time.”

“I see,” Vyktor rumbled. “Very practical of you.”

“Oh, yes, I am practical,” she said. “That’s part of the problem. You see, your son tried to keep me prisoner, but it’s actually pretty hard to keep me prisoner, so it’s been difficult, but you shouldn’t hold that against him either, because probably nobody could keep me prisoner for as long as he has, and I am still here, so…” She trailed off, realizing that she was babbling nervously—and realizing that the reason that she was nervous was because this dragon man was Vilka’s father, and she actually cared about that.

Dammit. She could not afford to totally give into her feelings for Vilka. That wouldn’t work. A relationship between a human and a dragon was literally impossible. What realm would they even live in? What sort of holidays would they take? The lifespans wouldn’t line up either, and that would just be sad.

“I’m somewhat familiar with how difficult humans, especially young human women can be to keep in any way contained,” Vyktor said, surprising her.

“Oh?”

“He hasn’t told you, has he?” Vyktor let out a chuckle. “He is still ashamed of it, I think.”

“Ashamed of what?” Kate was now thoroughly confused.

“His human side.”

“What?
 ”

Vyktor let out a laugh. “For a perceptive scientist, you have missed an awful lot about the man who has taken you.”

“Well, I can’t be perceptive all the time about everything,” she mumbled, embarrassed. “I have been trying to escape, that takes up a lot of my time… what do you mean, Vilka has a human side?”

“I think you will enjoy meeting my wife,” Vyktor said. “She has taken to the sky for the moment, but she will land soon, I believe. She wished to look at the portal.”

“Well, it’s a big one,” Kate said.

“Not as large as some we have seen,” Vyktor noted. “But significant enough,” he added, as if she might be disappointed by his assessment. “Large enough to allow a world eater to pass through.”

“It squeezed right through it, like it couldn’t help itself,” Kate mused, remembering. “Are world eaters like cats? Do they have to see if they can fit in small spaces?”

“I don’t know,” Vyktor chuckled. “Perhaps.”

He was very different from the elders, and not just because he was Vilka’s father. The other elders were tense and angry and stiff and unhappy. Vyktor seemed to be quite comfortable standing there on the verge of the chaos she had created. He seemed to almost be enjoying it.

“This reminds me of when I met my wife,” he said. “The air was then as it is now, charged with the winds of change. They have been stale in this realm too long, I think. What seems to be a disaster may yet prove to be an opportunity.”

“Tell that to Vilka,” Kate said. “He needs to hear it.”

“I will speak with my son soon. For now, come meet my wife, I believe she is about to land.”

He led Kate out of a balcony door that looked out over the landing. Looking into the sky, Kate saw the strangest dragon she had ever laid eyes on circling above.

“What kind of dragon is that?”

It really didn’t look like a dragon. It was partially see-through, structured in a way that dragons were not. It seemed to have struts and gears and… was it somehow mechanical?

The creature swooped lower and Kate strained to get a good look at it, leaning so far over the balcony ledge that Vyktor grabbed the back of her dress in order to ensure that she did not tumble out of it completely.

“Easy,” he rumbled. “You’ll see soon enough.”

Kate felt a rush of shyness sufficient enough to make her stand back and wait for the dragon to land. It did so on the landing a few dozen feet from the window, and with wide, stunned eyes, Kate saw that it was not a dragon, but a flying machine made to very much resemble one. It was the most sophisticated piece of machinery she had seen in all her time in the dragon realm—but what, or rather who was inside it was even more of a shock. It was a woman, wearing a silken flight suit. Even at a distance, Kate was certain that it was not a dragon who sat there, but a human.

The woman stepped out of the contraption and waved in Vyktor’s direction. Kate saw a broad smile establish itself on the older man’s face. The look on his visage was one of pure adoration.

Kate put two and two together and came up with the only solution that fitted: Vilka’s mother was human. Vilka was half-dragon, half-human.

He had kept that very quiet, and she couldn’t help but wonder why. Though perhaps, she did not have to. He had told her in some way, in the story of the events that had led up to him stealing the king’s crown—the reason he had been passed over for promotions, ostracized from the higher echelons of society. He was half human, and he was obviously still suffering for it.

Kate felt a wave of protective anger rush through her. No wonder he was so conflicted, and no wonder he was so insistent about holding on to her. She was the only human he had ever known that was not his mother. Maybe she was a lifeline to the world that he clearly rejected in spite of it being part of him.

There was a thin gangway between the landing pad and the room in which they were standing. Kate watched as the woman drew closer, and was puzzled to see that she had to be in her early fifties. Her hair was streaked with gray and her face was lined with the effects of the sun, but that in no way marred her beauty, or took anything away from the adventurous gleam in her eyes. She had a youthful demeanor, and as she drew closer, Kate could see touches of Vilka in her face.

“Kate, this is my wife, Aria. Aria, this is Kate,” Vyktor said. “She opened the portal and woke the world eater.”

“All by yourself, very impressive,” Aria noted with a smile.

“Um… thank you?” Kate was confused not only by the fact that a human seemed to have been living here for a very long time, but that she was the mother of the man she had seen take flight in the form of a dragon. How could a human mother a dragon? And how similar must the essential structure of dragons and humans be to allow such a DNA synthesis? Vilka had said that it was possible, but she had assumed that he was wrong.

“She’s looking at me like I’m a ghost,” Aria said to Vyktor. “Is she alright?”

“I think she assumed she was the first human here,” Vyktor said.

“Second,” Aria corrected Kate. “Well, third, but the first one did not last very long unfortunately. How are you managing? Are you already pregnant?”

“No!” Kate blushed bright red. “I certainly am not…”

“But you are not suffering the effects of the radiation?”

“I made a formula which protects human cells from the radiation present in this realm. It’s quite a different form than the kinds which are so dangerous on Earth. The particles are larger and don’t tend to penetrate the DNA, so it’s really a matter of shielding the cell proper and…” She was babbling and she knew it. Aria and Vyktor exchanged amused looks.

“You must be very smart,” Aria said kindly.

“Not smart enough to be able to get out of here.”

“Well, when a dragon takes a prisoner, he tends to do a thorough job of it,” Aria said with another smile at her husband. “Don’t be too down on yourself for failing to escape. I had little success myself.”

“How did you come to be here? Were you taken through a portal? How long have you been here?” Kate was full of questions, fired at rapid pace.

Aria smiled indulgently and answered them without hesitation. “It was at the very end of the dragon war. I was a rookie fighter pilot. I tangled with this lizard,” she said, nudging Vyktor affectionately, “and got more than I bargained for,” she laughed.

“The dragon war? But that was only three years ago. And you’re… well…” Kate’s voice trailed off. “More mature than I would have expected for a rookie fighter pilot.”

“Three years on Earth, yes, but I have lived thirty years here in this realm,” Aria said. “I have not left it, not even for a day, so I have aged in this world, not the one I came from.”

“That is incredible,” Kate said. “You have more knowledge of this place than any human, decades of research potential in a few short years.”

“Earth years, yes,” Aria agreed. “But as you see, time passes just the same.”

Kate nodded. There was a price to be paid for living in the dragon realm, and that price was to miss much of human history, for so little of it passed compared to dragon years.

“Mathematics aside, we have greater problems to worry about,” Aria changed the subject. “Like closing the portal. Can you do that?”

“The portal I made, the first one, it was a small one which needed continuous power. That’s how I made something stable. These huge portals, they’re self-sustaining, but they’re also unstable. A significant electrical charge can destabilize and evaporate them, but I can’t really figure out how to generate one of those over here. I probably could with time, but the elements are sort of out of phase and electricity doesn’t seem popular, so there’s no infrastructure, and besides, that massive dragon is still on the wrong side…” She trailed off. “You know you’re the first person to even bother to ask me if I know how to close the portal?”

“Dragons tend to act first and ask questions later,” Aria said. “I’m surprised Vilka is still in this realm at all and hasn’t flown through to deal with Avastias himself.”

“He’s worried I’ll escape if he takes his eyes off me,” Kate shrugged.

“Which you probably would.”

“Of course,” Kate agreed. “Though I have no idea how I’d get that high into the sky. Maybe you could drop me off through it?”

“And who is going to stop you from falling to your death on the other side?” Aria shook her head. “I think that plan may need a little more thought.”

“That plan will have no more thought given to it,” Vyktor interjected. “Do not give her ideas. We did not come here to create more trouble for Vilka.”

“Yes, dear,” Aria said. “Best behavior, I promise.” She flickered a little wink at Kate, who couldn’t help but smile.

Aria made Kate feel as if perhaps she were not such a terrible person. Vilka had never said that she was, of course, but the sense of guilt had been building for quite some time and as much as she had tried to resist it, it had crept up inside her soul. This was all her fault, and she knew it. She just couldn’t bear to admit it, any more than she could bear to think what was going on back in New York with a dragon on the loose that made the Empire State Building look like a toothpick.

It occurred to Kate that out of all those who had come to the fortress, only Vyktor and Aria were real elders. They were the only ones who had spoken to her directly, and they were certainly the only ones who had made the situation feel containable and who seemed to be prepared to offer some assistance, even if it was only of the moral kind—quite unlike the others who seemed to have made an appearance to leer at the misfortune of the unfavored son.



Chapter Twelve



 



 


“You’re human! At least, halfway human.” Kate burst into Vilka’s chambers with the accusation. She found him sitting naked on the bed and stopped dead a few feet into the room before turning and pushing the doors closed.

“Is it true? Are you part human? Is your mother a fighter pilot from the first war?”

“Yes,” Vilka admitted. “That is true. My mother is a human. She’s lived here for the last thirty or so years with my father after she was arrested for treason in the first war for helping the dragons.”

“And you never figured that might be worth mentioning?” Kate put her hands on her hips and cocked her head at Vilka in a sassy fashion. She couldn’t believe he had kept so much to himself. It wasn’t as though she’d felt that she knew everything about him, but she’d at least assumed she knew what species he was.

“We have not precisely had a great deal of time for self-revelation,” Vilka pointed out. “You have created chaos from the moment we met. It is not strange that I did not mention my parentage. You have not mentioned yours.”

“That’s because I don’t have any,” Kate said.

“You were spawned without parents?” It was Vilka’s turn to give a look of disbelief.

“I lost my parents when I was really young,” she said. “So that was that. I wasn’t hiding anything from you. Not like you, hiding the fact that you’re human
 !”

“You didn’t have parents?” Vilka seemed genuinely concerned by the revelation.

“No, well, I mean, there were people who looked after me for a few years at a time, but not in the way most people do. It doesn’t matter. I turned out fine.”

“You turned out on another planet,” Vilka said. “So much makes sense now… you poor little thing.”

“Don’t you dare pity me,” she growled. “I don’t need your pity.”

“Maybe you don’t need my pity, but you definitely need my palm meeting your butt,” he growled right back at her. “Lack of discipline has been your problem from the beginning.”

“I’m self-disciplined.”

“That’s only half of it,” Vilka informed her. “You need to be externally disciplined as well. It can’t be all one or the other.”

“Says the crown thief.”

“I was punished for that, and I accepted my fate. You never accept yours.”

“Damn right I don’t! To hell with fate! And to hell with you and your perfect parents. Your amazing mom and your dragon dad. You don’t know a damn thing about me,” Kate snapped defensively. Meeting Vilka’s parents had made her feel a strange sort of very uncomfortable jealousy. Both of them were obviously amazing, outstanding people, and they both supported him unconditionally in spite of everything that had happened.

“I may not know the particulars,” Vilka said. “But I know you. I know how lonely you are at your core. I know how far you came to find something that might fill the hole inside—and I also know you’ve found it. You’d know that too if you could stop fighting me for five seconds.”

“Shut up, Vilka,” she said unhappily. “You lied to me.”

“How did I lie to you?”

“By omission. You could have told me any time that you’re half human. But you didn’t want me to know you, so don’t bullshit me and tell me I could fill some hole inside myself if I would just trust you. You haven’t exactly given me much to trust, have you?”

“You’re upset,” he said, stating the obvious. “Was it so important?”

“Yes! Yes, it damn well was! You never told me anything
 , Vilka! You never told me about the massive dragon underneath the mountain. You never told me who you really were. You never told me anything that actually mattered.”

“If you had obeyed, I might have had the chance to…”

“Oh, no.” Kate shook her head. “Don’t try to act like this is my fault. You’re half human and you hate it because the other dragons are cruel to you. But to hell with them! Who cares what they think? And hey, to hell with this place! You don’t have to stay here on this rock at the end of nowhere! You could have come to Earth and fit right in. You don’t have scaling on your body, your eyes aren’t slitted. You’d pass for human easily. Aren’t you even curious about what’s on the other side of that portal?”

“Of course I am,” he said. “And that curiosity will be sated soon enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I intend to go through the portal and lure him back here by acting as bait,” Vilka said. “Then I will do battle with him and defeat him.”

Kate stared at Vilka. “You’ll do battle with a dragon a thousand times your size? Do you want to die? That thing could swallow a small village. It could inhale
 you, Vilka!”

“There are ways of battling Avastias which do not end in death,” Vilka said. “It is difficult, but it is not entirely impossible—and it must be done. It has always been this way. When the world eater wakes, it must either feed or be defeated. I am the lord of this fortress. It falls to me to do battle with the beast.”

“No,” Kate said, shaking her head emphatically. “I won’t let you.”

He was an overbearing dominating meathead who broke things with rocks, but she cared about him and she definitely didn’t want him to die. They were bonded now, for better or worse and she couldn’t imagine her life without him.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t have a choice anymore. The moment Avastias woke, this was my fate.”

“I won’t let you!”

Vilka reached for the obsidian black collar and leash. “You won’t have a choice, Kate. You will be chained here until the outcome is settled one way or another.”

“The hell I will!” Kate struggled as he reached for her and clapped the collar about her neck. There was nothing she could really do to stop him, but she wanted him to know just how furious she was. “I will break out of here, Vilka! I always do.”

He shook his head. “Not this time you won’t,” he said. “Not until I have done what I have to do.”

“Vilka!” She shouted his name as he turned and walked out of the room. “Vilka, don’t you damn well leave me here!”

The doors of his chambers closed, and Kate was left alone once more, swearing furiously to herself.



Chapter Thirteen



 



 


Vilka went to his father. The old man had given him many speeches over the years, and he had never appreciated a single one of them. Now he was anxious to hear whatever wisdom Vyktor might have for him. He was beginning to feel exceptionally lonely, knowing that he would face the world eater by himself, and knowing that the odds of besting the creature were minimal. The prospect of the end was very real, and nobody knew that better than his father.

“You have chosen a fine mate,” Vyktor said, the first words out of his mouth ones of unexpected praise. “I am proud of you, Vilka.”

“Proud of me? For making myself a pariah and now unleashing a world eater? You have little to be proud of.”

“I have pride in you because you have never shied away from the consequences of your actions. You could have fled with your human mate through the portal and left Avastias to the elders to contain.”

“That didn’t actually occur to me,” Vilka said thoughtfully. “That’s actually a very good idea.”

“It did not occur to you because you are honorable,” Vyktor said with a chuckle. “It did not cross your mind, even for a second, to run from the beast. Many would have taken that option. There was a giant exit in the sky. Your mate could likely have closed it from the other side, and yet you did not even think to flee. You have courage enough for an army, my son, and it will stand you in good stead. You should be proud of yourself, and your mate.”

“Mate? I call her that, but she hates the very notion,” Vilka said. “She hates me.”

“She certainly does not. I have seen that look she wears in her eyes before. It is the look of a woman who hates what she desires. It was necessary for your mother to briefly be a prisoner of mine. I will spare you the details, but she was fierce.”

“Kate is not just fierce, she is relentless,” Vilka said. “Every chance she gets she tries to escape. If she cared for me at all, she would not do that. Even now, she curses my name.”

“Women are more complex than you might imagine,” Vyktor said. “Her desire for freedom is understandable and I do not doubt it, but it is likely made stronger by your refusal to grant her it. If you had forbidden her from setting foot in this realm, you would likely never have been rid of her. She is contrary, like so many of her kind.”

“What are you saying, Father?”

“I am saying, if she wishes to be free, perhaps you should allow her to be free.”

“What? She cannot go free! She will run at the first chance. I have enough trouble to deal with already without letting the agent of chaos loose!”

“I suspect she does not truly desire her freedom as much as she once might have. Keeping her chained allows her to continue to deny what is between you,” Vyktor said. “You cannot keep her on a leash forever, and if you try you will eventually destroy what you love about her.”

His father’s words rang true, evoking thoughts that had occurred to Vilka, but that he had pushed away. There was an ancient beast to do battle with, and yet he was talking about the problems with his love life, like a teenager.

“There is another more pressing matter, Father,” he reminded Vyktor. “I must do battle with Avastias.”

“I do not know if one matter is more pressing than the other,” Vyktor said. “I think they are one and the same. You have grown strong, my son, and now you are a warrior and leader in your own right. You are everything I hoped you would be. You have a legion of your own, and a mate of your own. My time was the first war. Yours is now. I know you will do what is right. I know you will bring this matter to a peaceful conclusion and I know, no matter what, that you will make me proud.”

Vilka had never heard his father speak in such terms before. Vyktor had been a demanding and at times even harsh parent, always pushing him to do more, be more. Vilka’s distant posting had been something of a mercy given the strained relationship between them. His mother had claimed it was because they were too alike, but Vilka had always suspected that it was for the same reason he was suspected by the other elders—his human blood. He no longer thought that. His father’s clear admiration for all things human was suddenly abundantly clear. Perhaps it always had been and it had been Vilka’s shame that had made him think that his father abhorred it. What else had he not been able to see? What else was hiding in plain sight? Perhaps his father was right. Perhaps chaining Kate was the wrong thing to do.


 



* * *



 


Kate sat despondently in Vilka’s chambers, the knowledge of her extreme failure weighing heavy on her heart. How could she have created such chaos? She had been warned several times and yet she had not been able to listen and now innocent lives were at stake. This was exactly the opposite of what she had wanted to achieve—a deeper understanding between the human realm and the dragon world. And now she was going to lose Vilka. The only man she had ever cared about, the man who had taken her virginity and made her his own. The prospect of being separated from him was so painful she could barely breathe when she contemplated it.

She heard the doors open and a moment later Vilka strode in, his hands going to her collar and leash. She looked up, ready for another tongue lashing and battle of wills, but it did not happen. There was a slight humming sound and a buzzing sensation, then both fell from her, leaving her free.

“I will not chain you anymore,” he said. “You made this mess, and you will help me clean it up. I will not stop you from running. I hope your sense of honor will do that. I can no longer afford to play jailer to you while a world eater flies free in another realm. Understand?”

Too shocked to speak for a second, Kate finally managed to nod. “Yes, sir,” she said, rubbing her neck where the collar had begun to feel familiar. “I understand. Thank you.”

“Do not thank me,” Vilka said. “I do this as a last resort. I have no choice but to trust you, but this is your very last chance. If you cross me again and make me regret this moment, then you will make yourself a prisoner in perpetuity.”

“I won’t cross you, Vilka,” she said softly. “I feel… I know I have done something terrible. I know I should have listened to you earlier. I was just so set…”

“There is not time to dredge over our failings,” Vilka said. “There is only time to do what must be done and right the wrongs which we have both inflicted on our worlds.”

His solemn words made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. This was her chance to redeem herself and to act in the service of the greater good. It was going to be painful and it was going to come at great cost, but she would not shy away from it. If Vilka could be this brave, so could she.



Chapter Fourteen



 



 


On the final day, Vilka and Kate met to say their farewells to Vyktor and Aria. The other elders had departed due to the potential danger of the world eater’s return, and the dragons Vilka had once commanded had gone with them. The fort was uncharacteristically silent and there was a heavy aspect to the very air that seemed to choke them all as they said words that were too hollow to reflect the solemnity of the moment.

Vyktor turned to his son and embraced him before drawing back with his hands on Vilka’s shoulders and fixing him with a paternal look.

“This is your dragon. This is your fate. There is no escaping it. There never has been. Avastias must be defeated in battle and you will prove yourself against his wrath. Most of the creature is entirely impenetrable, but there are soft spots beneath the scales of his jaw and neck. You must wound him, draw his blood and you must drink of it. With the blood of the world eater inside you, you will be given new power—the ability to subdue him and return him to his slumber. This is what is written in the histories.”

Vilka looked into the faces of his mother and his father and saw a deep sorrow and pride in equal measure.

“I will not perish,” he promised. “I will return Avastias to this world and I will defeat him. I promise.”

He embraced his mother and his father tightly, all three with tears in their eyes. They could feel that this was a turning point—a moment after which they would all be forever changed. There was no logical explanation for it, but they knew it just the same.

Kate hung back, shy and palpably miserable. She did not like the plan, she had been exceptionally vocal about it, but there was no other way and she seemed to have accepted that.

Aria went to her and embraced her. “You have your role to play,” Aria said. “As I once did. I know you’ll do what you need to do, and I know you’ll make it possible for Vilka to do what he needs to do.”


 


* * *


 


“You gave such a good speech,” Aria reminded Vyktor once Kate and Vilka had departed to face their fate. “Remember? You told him he had courage for the ages? Why do you not listen to your words now?”

“Because courage is sometimes not enough,” Vyktor snarled. He had paced many times about the room, trying to comprehend how he might aid Vilka, but there was nothing for him to do. If he were to approach the world eater, he would become mindless as the other dragons. Only Vilka with his precious human blood could face it.

Of course, there was a deeper, more disturbing truth. He was far past his prime. Exposure to the human environment had taken an unexpected toll. None of them could have known that it would happen, but not a single one of the dragons who had survived the invasion of Earth had lived a normal dragon lifespan. It was typical for a dragon to reach the age of around thirty human years and then stay in that prime for several hundred years before taking to the earth and flying no more. The dragon king himself, curled about his treasure in the far-off horde, was over a thousand years old.

Vyktor should have hundreds more years ahead of him, but since his return from Earth it had become apparent that his degeneration was taking place at a rate close to that of a human—which meant that he no longer had those centuries to look forward to. Instead, he and Aria were fated to grow old together. At first that had felt like a luxury, for Vyktor was sure of one thing—that he did not want to live in any world without his wife. But now he felt weak in the face of danger. His son would face the world eater alone, and there was nothing he could do to help, or prevent what fate had in store for him.

“How can you be so calm,” he growled at his wife who sat at the window, one leg draped on either side of the frame. She was an elegant sight, long legs and a shapely figure that remained intact.

“I’m not calm,” Aria replied. “I know what war is. So do you. I also know that our son has the blood of two warriors in his veins. If anyone can take that lizard down, it’s him.”

“Lizard,” Vyktor snorted. “It’s been a long time since I heard that word on your lips.”

“Well, that’s what it is,” Aria replied. “It’s a big, dumb sky gecko. Nothing our boy can’t handle.”

“I wish I had your confidence,” Vyktor sighed, running his hand through his gray streaked hair.

“You wish you had a lot of things,” Aria teased. “My wit, my charm…”

“Your ass over my lap,” Vyktor growled. “You have not grown any more mature in all our years together.”

“And you have not removed the rod from your rear,” Aria replied.

She was effectively drawing fire from her husband’s concerns, turning his attention to her instead of letting him fixate on what Vilka had to do. Unfortunately, it did not work and they both lapsed into concerned silence. The child they both loved had become a man, and the destiny that awaited him was his and his alone.



Chapter Fifteen



 



 


Kate held fast to Vilka’s scaled back as they ascended into the heavens. The portal was a gleaming wound in the sky, one that called her back to Earth and yet she could not help the tears that streamed down her face and were blown away by the rushing winds.

Vilka was showing no hesitation in the face of what could easily be his end. She could barely believe how brave he was, but she was trying to be just as brave. The guilt weighing heavily on her heart made it difficult. She wanted to crumble and beg and plea—though for what? The great menace had to be contained and had to be battled. There was no choice for Vilka, and there was no choice for her. She would have to close what she had opened and she would have to leave the man she loved more fiercely than she had ever known it was possible to love to his fate.

With a dragon cry, Vilka broke through the portal and in one wing beat they passed from the dragon realm and into the human world. They were high above New York City, the multitude of buildings laid out below them like a hyper-organized termite’s nest. What Vilka thought of it, she did not know for he had already spotted Avastias, circling the perimeter of Manhattan. Helicopters were holding at a distance, fighter jets were likewise circling the great beast.

She was relieved to see that there did not seem to be much in the way of damage. Perhaps Avastias thought the jets and helicopters were his vanguard, as the dragon legion had been. Or mere flies, seeing as they were but specks against the creature’s leviathan frame. He was casting a shadow that covered much of the city, blocking out the sun to those who thronged the streets and parks, watching the spectacle unfolding around them.

“Drop me on the tallest roof nearest the portal!” she yelled to Vilka. “We’ve got to get out of the sky quickly!”

Vilka circled down to a building a few miles below the portal, which hung very low over the city. Her plan to close it was going to work, she had no doubt of that. She already had the components ready in the backpack that had accompanied her throughout her adventures.

She slid from the dragon’s shoulders and Vilka transformed to his naked human form.

“I don’t think he’s done any damage,” she said. “I didn’t see any downed buildings or fires, or…”

“Avastias is likely confused,” Vilka said. “He will soon start to feed, his hunger must be growing. There is no time to waste.”

He took hold of Kate and pulled her close. Together they embraced against the city skyline.

“Is this going to be the last time I lay eyes on you?” He asked the question in a rough, rasping voice choked with emotion.

Kate tried to hold her emotions in check and failed. “I will come back to you, Vilka. I promise. We will find our way back to one another. We have to.”

“If you do return, I cannot promise you what you will return to,” Vilka said. “I will not lie to you, Kate, I may die doing this. If I can but tempt Avastias back to the dragon realm, I will have achieved my goal. Defeating him is a much more remote possibility.”

“Don’t die,” Kate said, her eyes filling with tears, which made him swim and go blurry and ruined what was going to be one of her last looks at him.

“I will try not to, I promise.” Vilka smiled sadly and pressed kisses to her tearstained cheeks and lips.

“I do love you,” she whispered. “Just, I want you to know that.”

“I love you too,” he said. “If you wish to come back to me, I will be waiting.”

She kissed him passionately, and then there was no time. Every second Vilka stayed on Earth he was risking capture or worse. Their arrival had almost certainly been observed by someone somewhere. The longer they waited, the more chance there was of everything going wrong.

She stood back and tried not to cry as Vilka took his dragon form. In the moment before he changed, he smiled at her, a handsome, sad, loving smile that would remain burned in her mind for years to come.

She watched him take off toward Avastias, held her breath and tried to focus on her own work as the helicopters and jets registered his presence. Vilka was several times larger than any of them, but there was still some risk as he flew over them, his pure red form streaking across the sky. He reached Avastias in less than a minute and discharged a plume of fire into the creature’s eye.

Avastias let out a roar that made the entire city shake. Kate scrambled for the device she had created for the purpose of closing the portal, setting up as quickly as possible. Vilka had already circled quickly and was flying back toward the portal at impressive speed. The world eater had arced about more slowly, but was giving chase. A couple of the jets followed in close formation, peeling off before hitting the portal as Vilka zipped through it, drawing the world eater in his wake. In seconds, both dragons disappeared from the world, their massive forms melting through the tear in space and time.



Chapter Sixteen



 



 


The world eater was enraged, its cries rending the air with a volume that threatened to deafen Vilka, but they were in the right realm now. Massive teeth snapped behind him as Avastias gave chase, intent on destroying him. The smallest miscalculation now, a false move of a wingtip would be enough to end him. But Vilka did not intend on making a mistake. His fear had gone, replaced with a battle focus that did not allow any kind of emotion.

He glanced back over his shoulder and saw the world eater’s ferocious form, and behind that, clear sky. Kate must have been successful in closing the portal, just as he had known she would be. Her inventiveness knew no bounds.

He flew alongside the great creature, dropped beneath its sweeping, crushing claws and sank his teeth into the softer belly of the thing. He held fast as Avastias roared with anger, his talons grasping fast as Vilka’s teeth tore into the world eater to reach a source of its blood. It was cannibalism of a kind, the taking of flesh, the drinking of blood. This was what the dragons had come from. This was the creature that had taken the creature of man and infused it with something more.

As Vilka drank, he felt himself expanding with a pure reptilian power. It was as it felt when he took his dragon form, but in a far more extreme and invigorating way. He felt himself transformed by the world eater’s blood, growing, glowing, the bright red of his body becoming a crimson arc against the blue sky as he expanded to a size that was comparable to the great bulk of Avastias.

The world eater snarled and slashed at him with its vicious claws. Vilka fell to the side, avoiding the great scimitars of death, plunging a few hundred feet before regaining his balance and swooping back up and around to face the world eater. They were on a direct collision course now, the great nightmare creature and the dragon with human blood coursing through his veins.

This battle had been played out a hundred times before, and a hundred times the world eater had consumed his challenger and taken the bones of his victim to the grave beneath the mountain, but Vilka had no intention of losing this battle. Avastias was ancient, a singular mind set on defeating his challenger, but Vilka was lit with the determination to protect everything that was his—two kingdoms to which he laid equal claim. He was more dragon than he had ever been, but he was more human too.

They met jaw to jaw, wrestling with massive teeth, bodies rolling ferociously in the air as they fell toward the ground at terminal velocity, wings tucked back to allow for the dive that would come down to one element: which of them would fail first, which nerve would give way and attempt to save itself.


Boom!


The world eater hit the ground hard enough to leave a crater, Vilka atop it, his teeth in the creature’s throat, finding the semi-soft flesh below the plates of the world eater’s chin.

Dust hung in the air about them, suspended with the force of their impact. In the minutes it took to clear, the entire world seemed to shake with the fury of their battle. Avastias’ roars of pure rage made the grass turn white and die, blades scattering for miles, blowing on the winds of the world eater’s battle.

There they wrestled, teeth flashing, claws slashing, their great bodies rolling over the landscape, carving it anew with raw ridges and valleys. They wounded one another repeatedly, blood flowing in rivers down the valleys made from their battle.

With a screech of fury, the world eater took to the air again, but Vilka would not allow that. He launched himself on the creature’s right wing and shredded it into a hundred pieces that fell across the land. Everywhere they made ground was immediately alight with fire, black billowing clouds and brilliant flames consuming the territory.

Into the earth. That was the only place the world eater was going. Vilka fought fiercely, standing the heat and the pain, biting and slashing until finally he laid his jaws at the world eater’s throat and tore with all his strength. His jaws were immediately covered in a cascade of ancient blood and the world vibrated with the agony of Avastias.

It was the final wound. Avastias did not attack again. The great dragon dragged itself back to the ruins of the mountain from which it had emerged and began to burrow, scales flashing as it buried itself deep into the earth, a new mountain forming above his defeated form.

When the skies cleared, Vilka lay in human form upon the scarred ground. His body was marked with deep wounds from which he was bleeding all too profusely. He had bested the ancient, but the victory had come at great cost. His body was broken in a hundred places, bones and flesh ripped and torn and he could feel his soul slipping away.


“I am going to be so fucking angry at you if you die.”


He heard Kate’s voice coming to him as if from another world. He could not see her, for she was not there, but he could feel her as surely as he could feel his own bloodied wounds. She was at the very core of him. She was his heart and his soul. She was the cord that connected him to this realm and the next and he held fast to her memory as his eyes closed and the darkness flooded in.



Chapter Seventeen



 



 


“I don’t know anything about the portal,” Kate said for the fiftieth time. “I was off work for a few weeks because I had a really horrible cold, and then obviously there was a state of national emergency with that massive dragon. I mean, wow. That thing was huge!”

The dark-suited men sitting on the couch in her new apartment looked very out of place with the otherwise bohemian low budget décor. They were not the first to visit her and she knew they would likely not be the last. The government investigation was in full swing, desperate to uncover the source of the portal. It was a tense time, but Kate was used to keeping her actions out of the light of discovery.

“If you could stick to the facts of your own accounting, ma’am, we have reports of you activating a device attached to a high-flying kite which sent a surge through the grid and shut down the portal.”

“If that was true,” she said, “then I’d be a hero, wouldn’t I? Stopping that giant dragon from eating people?”

“You knocked out power to tens of thousands of homes.”

“Something did,” Kate agreed. “But it wasn’t me.”

She was telling the lie so well she was almost starting to think that it was true. Maybe she never had been in the dragon realm. Maybe she never had met the man named Vilka. If it wasn’t for the fact that the news still couldn’t help showing the same footage of Avastias circling Manhattan over and over again she would have really wondered sometimes.

“We know you were there,” the bespectacled man said. “Your fascination with dragons is long recorded and many of your colleagues pointed toward your disappearance taking place shortly before the appearance of the portal.”

“Everyone is fascinated with dragons! There’s a whole television channel devoted to them and about a million websites. If you’re going to blame someone interested in dragons, you’re going to have to blame a whole lot of people.”

“There are a lot of people who like dragons,” the interrogator agreed. “But there are very few of them with any kind of ability to access the materials necessary to potentially enter the dragon realm.”

“Ah, I see,” she said, her tone thick with sarcasm. “So I entered the dragon world, found the most massive dragon of all time, made it come through a giant portal in the sky—which I guess I also must have made, huh—and then I flew back on a different dragon and then the big dragon went away and I closed the portal with a giant nuclear electrified kite. Wow. I would have been so busy, no wonder I have a cold.”

“There’s no need to give us any kind of attitude, ma’am,” the agent said. “We’re just doing our jobs.”

“Looks like you’re looking for a scapegoat,” Kate said. “It makes way more sense that the dragons opened the portal and maybe closed it behind them with some weird thing, or I don’t know, maybe the really big dragon was running out of space, like a goldfish in a goldfish bowl, you know? They actually need like a full tank to be happy, several hundred gallons and a really good filter…”

“Ms. Ferrier!” the agent snapped, interrupting her. “We did not come here to talk goldfish.”

“No, you came to accuse me of conjuring a giant dragon,” she said. “I know more about goldfish than I know about dragons, that’s for sure.”

“We have eyewitness accounts of a woman with red hair riding a red dragon,” the agent persisted gamely.

“Yeah, and if I went online I could have eyewitness accounts of flying saucers and little green men, but nobody is being interrogated over that,” Kate snapped. “Look, this is getting really tiresome, okay? And I’m still not feeling well. Are we done here?”

She had not been feeling well since her return from the dragon realm. Every day her stomach seemed to churn more than the last. She could barely eat, and she was exhausted all the time. She put it down to stress and perhaps some lingering effects from switching time streams. Her body must be confused by the different laws governing the relative realms.

“I’ll let you know when we’re done here,” the man snapped. He seemed to find her reluctance to incriminate herself on serious charges particularly galling. Almost as galling as the complete lack of evidence against her. Her book was still back in the dragon realm. There was no proof that she knew how to open a portal—and even the idea that she could was regarded as particularly farfetched. And that was before they took the radiation situation into account. Nobody knew how to survive in the dragon realm as far as the authorities were concerned.

“Fine,” she said. “But I’m telling you now, I can’t control this tummy bug.”

“Do your best,” he smirked.

“Okay, well… blleeuuuurrrgggggggggggghh!”

The interview came to a particularly ignominious end as Kate lost the battle of the bug and emptied the contents of her stomach onto the man’s shoes. Nothing she’d said seemed to convince them as much as a few dozen ccs of bile and chicken soup seemed to.

She apologized frantically and tried to help clean up, but the investigators weren’t having it. They left in an annoyed rush, their faces contorted with disgust.

“I hope it’s not too contagious,” she called as she waved them down the hall.

When she was sure they were gone, she shut the door and leaned against it, lifting her eyes heavenward. “You better damn well be there when I get back to you,” she muttered to the air. “I am going through some serious shit here.”



Chapter Eighteen



 



 


The cry of the leviathan tore through the air as Vilka flew on battered, torn wings toward it. His heart was heavy, his body heavier. The battle had drawn on long past the time he thought he could stand it, and the toll it had taken was terrible. The earth below was scorched, the fortress crumbling. It was a dead world, and only he was left flying above it, doing battle with the world eater. Avastias breathed a pure flame that eroded everything in its path, turning creatures to skeletons and then to dust.

He had battled Avastias a thousand times over a thousand nights and every time it ended the same way, his burning body plummeting toward the ashes of everything he had loved. It would never end. Every night when he closed his eyes he was forced to once more do battle with the creature that had taken the one thing he loved most, the woman who animated his world—Kate.

When morning came he would wake covered in sweat, his heart pounding as he shouted his fear to the dawn. Morning had not yet come and Vilka was once more locked in teeth-clenching battle, his blankets twisting about his limbs as he tossed and turned in the bed that was now so very lonely…

“Hello?”

A high-pitched, soft voice intruded on Vilka’s nightmare. The world eater arched its neck and roared, a terrible sound that usually drowned out all others. On this occasion, it did not.

“Hellooooo!” The voice chimed again with an innocence that did not belong in the world eater’s domain. Vilka looked about for the source of it, but he could not see anyone. There were heavy clouds obscuring much of the terrain, and he did not recognize the voice. It did sound familiar somehow, and evoked a strong instinct to protect.

His body racked with pain, he circled down from the sky, turning his back on the beast to search for the voice. The motion was not real, but the pain was.

Since defeating Avastias he had been in a kind of agony he had not known existed. The physical wounds had mostly healed, but without Kate by his side, the world was not as it once had been. He was no longer a pariah. Instead he had become a hero, but what use was hero status when he remained alone in his heart?

Thirty years. Thirty. Long. Years. It had been so long since he had seen her that sometimes he could not recall her face, but his body still remembered what she felt like, and how it was to sink himself inside her and feel the clasp of her warm embrace.

At first he had held out hope. After all, time passed differently in the Earth realm. One Earth year was ten dragon years. He had known from the beginning that he would need to be patient, but as the decades passed, hope had waned. It became clear to him that it was as she had always said: she had wanted to escape. He had set her free and she had chosen her path.

He could have raged against her decision, gone into her world and claimed her against her will, but that was not how he wanted to have her. A man’s mastery could go no further than a woman’s desire. And so he slept, much like Avastias, the two of them slumbering, one until it was time for a world to end, the other for a life to begin.

“Hello!!”

Something soft and fluffy banged against his chest repeatedly, making the clouds of the dream dissipate and causing the rays of morning to enter his eyes as he opened them slowly.

“Wake up now, please!”

The speaker wasn’t immediately visible, owning to the fact that the small, very insistent voice was coming from quite near the floor. He turned his head and inquisitive eyes peered into his, bright blue orbs with a golden center.

A small female human was standing next to his bed, wearing what looked to him very much like a little dragon costume. She was holding a stuffed creature of some kind and continued to bang it on the bed with as much force as her arm could muster.

He blinked, thinking this was some new dream, or perhaps he was now seeing things. But no matter how many times he blinked, the girl was still standing there, a head full of bright red hair and a curious grin on her face.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hello,” the girl said.

“Hiya,” a much more familiar voice added. Vilka felt a bolt of adrenaline rush through his body. He sat up swiftly and looked in the direction of the voice he had longed to hear so much it seemed to him that it was seared on his soul.

Kate.

Beautiful Kate, with her copper hair and her impish hazel-green gaze and that smile she always wore when she’d done something particularly clever.

Her eyes began to well with tears as she looked at him, her lower lip trembling with the same emotion he felt: an overwhelming rush of love and relief. She had returned to him.

“Kate…” he said softly. “I have missed you so much.”

“Not as much as I missed you,” she said, her smile tight as she tried to hold back her tears. “There’s someone you need to meet,” she said, putting her hands on the child’s shoulders.

“You’ve had a child,” he said. There was no doubting that the girl was Kate’s daughter. They had the same hair, the same smile…

“We’ve had a child, Vilka,” Kate said softly.

The child in question stuffed the toy into her mouth and made a sound halfway between a screech and a laugh.

Vilka looked at the pair of them, stunned. “She’s ours? But you said it wasn’t possible…”

“Turns out the radiation formula really messes with birth control,” Kate said with a smiling little shrug. “Of course, I don’t need it now, and she doesn’t need it at all. I guess even one quarter dragon blood is enough to provide protection from the radiation in this place.”

“Does she know where she is? Or who I am?”

“She doesn’t know much, she’s only two years old,” Kate said. “She’s going to need some time to get up to speed.”

“Hello,” the girl said after pulling the well-gnawed toy from her mouth. “My name is Mika.”

“Hello, Mika,” Vilka said. He found himself staring at her, seeing parts of himself in her face. Her eyes, her nose, something about the way she held her brows. He had wanted to father offspring with Kate from the beginning, but the sudden appearance of a two-year-old was quite something. Shock didn’t begin to describe it.

“You’re happy, aren’t you?”

He heard fear in Kate’s tone. The question was so much more than a matter of happiness. She was asking if he accepted her, accepted their daughter.

“Kate,” he said, reaching for her hand and drawing her down to sit on the bed. “I am the happiest man in either realm. I would show you that more completely, but…” he flickered a glance at Mika, “we may have to wait for that.”

“I can’t wait any longer for this,” she said, leaning forward to press her lips to his. Their kiss of reunion was powerful, soft, gentle, loving and filled with the longing they had suffered.

“I’m a dino,” Mika clarified suddenly, causing them to break the kiss. “I have scales and claws, but I don’t have wings.”

“She has scales and claws?” Vilka looked at Kate for confirmation.

“Not really.” Kate shook her head with a fond smile. “She imagines she does. Maybe she will someday, I don’t know. She definitely likes to talk about them.”

“She knows what she is,” Vilka said wonderingly. “And you came back to me. You didn’t… leave.”

“You thought I left?”

He took her hand, needing to touch her, to feel her soft skin beneath his own. “I didn’t know,” he said. “But I knew that you would come on your own terms.”

“I would have come earlier,” Kate said. “But…” she glanced at Mika. “I figured the birthing units and such would be better in a place with electricity. And then I had to be sure it was safe. There were a lot of investigations around the whole event. I was a suspect. I had to live a normal life, you know?”

“That must have been agony for you,” he smiled.

Her answering smile faltered. “I didn’t know if you’d survived,” she said. “I mean, I really didn’t know anything at all. Sometimes, before she was born, I would wonder if she was the last part of you left.” A slow tear ran down her cheek. “I have missed you so much, Vilka, I can’t even say…”

A tap at the door interrupted their conversation. An elderly woman entered the room, still spry, but clearly withering under the effects of old age.

“I’m sorry to interrupt you two, but I have little time left with my grandchild,” Aria said. “Come, her grandfather and I wish to spoil her.”

“Mother? You know already?” Vilka was utterly confused. “How long have you been here?”

“I saw them first,” Kate said. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t know where you were and I made sure not to open the portal anywhere near the first one in case I woke the big one up again, so it’s been a bit of a mission to find you. They brought Mika and me here.”

“Gamma! Gamma Dino!”

Mika ran toward Aria, clearly already comfortable with her grandmother. Vilka could not help but smile as he watched his mother embrace the small child. He had slept in hell, but he had woken in heaven. It would take some time to adjust to it, but he was eager to do so.

“I have big teeth and I can roar so loud everybody is afraid,” Mika informed Aria.

“My mother was part dinosaur, I think,” Aria mused as she took Mika by the hand. “She probably gets it from my side—I won’t interrupt again,” she added. “You two have much to discuss.”

The moment she closed the door, they fell upon one another with a hunger that was not made of lust, but of pure relief and love. Vilka could taste Kate’s tears of joy as they embraced and kissed and pressed their bodies so tightly together that they were almost one entity.

It was a long time before they spoke, because it was a long time before words could do justice to their feelings. Vilka ran his lips and fingers over as much of Kate’s body as he could reach, remembering every little bit of her as her clothes evaporated underneath his touch. He wanted her nude, not to ravish her, but to revel in her.

The passing of time had matured Kate a little, he could see that in her eyes. She was the same woman, of course, but he could see what she had been through written in her face. Motherhood had made its mark on her. He could see it in the little lines about her mouth from smiling, and the little crevices above her brows from worry.

“You are as beautiful as I remember,” he said reverently.

“You look like hell,” Kate replied.

“What?” He laughed at her bluntness. Clearly that had not changed.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean that. You’re handsome. You’re hot. You’ll always be those things, but your eyes are so sad,” she said, pressing kisses to his lips and his cheeks. “It must have been a very long time for you, not knowing if I was returning. Three years was almost too much for me to bear. I do not know how you have managed thirty…”

“With the memory of you,” he said gruffly. “It sustained me through my battle, it helped heal my wounds, and it kept my heart from crumbling away.”

“You know there’s a statue of you in the center of the town up there,” she said. “You’re a hero, Vilka. Heroes have options. I’m sort of surprised you didn’t… take one of the options…”

“You mean you’re surprised I didn’t take another mate in the last thirty years,” he said. “I did not want any other woman.”

“But… thirty years
 …”

“Don’t forget, Kate. I age much more slowly than you, and though thirty years is a long time, it is a fraction of my lifespan.”

“But your mother and father are both aging at the same rate, it seems…”

“Dragons who enter the human realm seem to sacrifice their lifespan,” he said. “He has foregone hundreds of years, but I do not think he regrets it. They would not live one without the other—just like I would not truly live without you.”

“So that’s why you look like a rough thirty-five or so, and I look a solid twenty-eight. Are you telling me you’re going to stay hot and young forever while I age like a prune? Wait… you were in the human realm, for a little while at least… how come it didn’t change how you’re aging?”

Vilka shook his head and drew her close. “I do not know about that. I do not know entirely how I will age. I have a mixed genome. It may be I do not have as long as I think.”

“I don’t want to talk about this,” Kate said, her face falling. “I just got you back; I can’t stand the thought of losing you again.”

Vilka pressed a hundred more kisses to her lips and her face and her hair and her shoulders until she forgot about the weight of death and snuggled against him.

“Mika must have been a surprise for you,” he mused.

“I closed that portal and I got interrogated and I figured I was just sick with nerves or a cold or something. I didn’t even realize I was late,” Kate said. She looked up at him, her expression earnest. “I had her alone, but there wasn’t a minute I didn’t think about you. I’ve been telling her about you from the day she was born. I was always coming back, Vilka, and I was always going to bring her here. I just didn’t know if I was coming back for her to meet her father, or to see his grave.”

He saw the emotion and the strain in her face and felt a huge wave of pity for her and grief for what had not been.

“I am so sorry you did all this alone.”

“I wasn’t alone,” she said. “Not really. I had Mika, and she is so like you in so many ways, Vilka. She is a bossy, determined little thing. She knows what she wants, and she gets it. Every time I looked into her eyes, I knew we were connected. Forever. And I knew I had to be patient—and that I could be patient and careful, and not just build a damn portal and throw myself through it. It’s not what either of us would have wanted, but there was no other choice. It had to be this way.”

“You’re right,” Vilka nodded, holding her close. “It was necessary, but I wish I had been there to take care of you.”

“You can take care of both of us now,” Kate said. “For the rest of our lives. Deal?”

“Deal,” Vilka agreed, beaming broadly.



Chapter Nineteen



 



 


“I am a dinosaur!”

“You’re a dragon.”

“I am a dinosaur
 .”

At five years old, Mika was still absolutely certain of her identity. No matter how many times her peers and others informed her of her dragon heritage, she rejected it outright. It had been cute at first, and still was at times, but Kate was starting to realize that it wasn’t just some game of make believe Mika was engaging in. It was something deeper than that, a mismatch of identity that played out over and over again every time Mika tried to engage with others.

Kate often encountered the coldness herself when interacting with other dragons. Vilka was now a hero, worshiped as much as he had once been outcast and as a result his presence was much sought after socially, but entire parties would go by at times without anyone beside him so much as acknowledging her presence. Her humanity didn’t just make her different from the dragons. It made her less than them.

Somebody had even inquired as to why Vilka allowed her off a leash, as if they were expecting her to be kept as a chained pet. That inquiry, once made, had not been made again after Vilka’s reaction was observed by all and sundry. The gentleman who suggested Kate be tied to the table found himself forced to take dragon form after being summarily ejected out of a rather tall window. The matter was never brought up again.

Vilka could control what was said in his presence, but he could not control what was not said. He could not control the lack of warmth or even interest toward Kate, and he certainly couldn’t help the way the whelplings treated Mika.

“Dinosaur, dinosaur, dinosaur!” Mika stood at the doorway and shouted the words after her playmates, who were fleeing now, giggling among themselves. They only came to play in order to torment Mika, as far as Kate could tell, and their play sessions often ended with Mika in tears of frustration. They were only small, but Kate could see the future playing out in their little interactions, and she did not like it one little bit.

She had to do something about it. Now. As happy as she was with Vilka, time was passing, Mika was growing by the day and matters were coming to a head one way or another.

“Vilka, I need to talk to you about something,” she said, listening to the pounding of Mika’s feet as she ran up to her room to play alone.

“What is it?” His casual drawl told her he did not sense what was coming. He did not seem to notice the subtle cruelties inflicted on the female members of his family. Perhaps because he had been through much worse in his own youth.

There was no way to be subtle about it. She just had to come out and say it.

“I don’t want Mika to live in this realm. She doesn’t fit and I don’t think she ever will.”

The flash of hurt she had known would appear burst across Vilka’s face. “What do you mean?”

“I want Mika to grow up around humans,” Kate attempted to explain. “The others are already noticing how different she is, and she’s too headstrong to just be quiet and try to fit in. I can see her spending the rest of her life fighting just to be what she is, and I don’t want her to grow up as an outcast. She’s too precious for that, Vilka. And she’s more human than she is dragon. I think we should return to Earth.”

His brows drew down, perplexed. “You want to be free of me?”

“No! I want you to come there with us. I want to live there with you. I want you to be a father to Mika and a husband to me. Haven’t you spent enough time here? Don’t you want to see the world half of you came from?”

Emotion flashed in Vilka’s eyes. “The world which my mother had to flee, and in which I was at risk of being harmed as an infant? That world? The world which would still harm me if it knew what I was? And Mika too?”

“Yes,” Kate nodded. “That world. I know it’s not the safest choice. I know it’s safer to stay here and sit at the end of this rock, but I can’t. I want more for us.”

“And what will stop us from being detected the way my parents were? They tried to live an Earthly paradise. They were not allowed to.”

“You’re just afraid,” she said. “That’s not a reason to stay away from Earth. It’s not as bad as you think. It’s full of all sorts of thing you don’t even know about, like public education, and advanced technologies… and Chinese food!”

“I do have something to fear,” he said solemnly. “I have two someones to fear losing. You and Mika. Whatever Chinese food is, it is not worth either of your lives.”

“You know you can’t hold me prisoner this time, Vilka,” she said gently. “I have to do what is best for Mika. This is not her world, and I don’t think it ever will be.”

There was an unbearable tension that made tears bead in her eyes. She really didn’t want to be without Vilka, he was her heart and her soul. But Mika needed more than what the dragon realm could provide her with. Vilka had suffered for being raised there, and he was half-dragon. Mika’s path would inevitably be more painful, and that Kate would not watch.

“I am not going to hold you prisoner,” he replied. “Not of anything besides your conscience, which will hold you as it will. You are safe here. Mika is safe here. And she will not necessarily grow as an outcast. I am not Vilka the pariah any longer. I am Vilka, he who bested Avastias. We could enjoy a long life of great riches here. And you, you came to study, and I have shown you much in the way of this realm. I have shown you how we coax precious gems from the rocks, how we work the elements with our skin. Mika may yet have some of these talents…”

Kate had been impressed with the way dragons manipulated metals and precious stones. They were masters of solid material; something in their very makeup allowed them to restructure the bonds of rock and turn it to gold, or lead or even diamond if they so desired. As a result, the realm was utterly festooned in the kinds of riches that would have made the wealthiest people on Earth appear mere paupers. But material magic was not enough.

“It’s not about what I can learn, Vilka,” she said. “It’s not about me at all.”

“I will give you permission to visit Earth as you please…”

“You will give me permission
 ?” Kate growled the word at him. “You haven’t heard a damn thing, have you, Vilka?”

“I have heard it,” he said, stony-faced. “And I have made my decision. Mika has seen dragons here. If she tells people of the portal, if she speaks of the dragons…”

“She doesn’t talk about dragons. She talks about dinosaurs. Even if she did, every kid her age talks about dragons,” Kate sighed. “It’s all anyone back on Earth talks about ever. There are entire groups of people claiming to be dragons. They put on fake claws and wings and they go into the woods and pretend to fight one another.”

Vilka looked at her with an expression of extreme incredulity. “Why?”

“Because people are silly,” Kate said. “And you’d know that, if you visited.”

There was a very long silence in which Kate’s stomach churned. Finally Vilka nodded. “Very well,” he agreed. “One day. I will give you one day to convince me as to why Earth is a better place for us than our native realm.”

“Your father’s native realm,” she mumbled under her breath. “As a group, we’re about as native to this realm as kangaroos are to fishbowls.”

“Kangaroos?”

“You have a lot to learn, mister,” Kate said, kissing his cheek. “I’m going to get us ready.”



Chapter Twenty



 



 


“You’re sure we can only stay a day?” Kate was not at all sure how she could possibly show Vilka that Earth represented a world worth living in within twenty-four hours. She couldn’t even show him all of New York in that time.

“That is ten days for Mika,” he reminded her. “She will miss you terribly.”

“She will barely notice I’m gone,” Kate laughed. “She loves your parents. Especially Vyktor.”

“He is so soft with her,” Vilka agreed. “I believe he would let her do anything she pleased. I do not know what happened to the man who raised me.”

“That is how it is,” Kate said. “Parents get the tough stuff, grandparents get the fun stuff. And think, when we live here, a week’s vacation taken from here will be more than two months there. She will have the longest vacations.”

“As long as nobody notices that our daughter appears to be growing at an astounding rate relative to her peers,” Vilka said.

“True,” Kate agreed. “It will be awkward if she ages a year over summer break for sure, but we can work around these things.”

“You continue to think anything is possible, don’t you,” Vilka said with a certain fondness.

“I know it is,” Kate replied. “Mika is evidence of that.”

“Alright, my love,” Vilka said. “Show me the wonders of this world of yours.”

They held hands and stepped through the portal.


 


* * *


 


“What is…” Vilka’s voice trailed off into silent, stunned incomprehension. The first hour or so on Earth had been spent in Kate’s apartment. That had been doable. His first cab ride had been an adventure, but he’d taken that in stride too. Now, Kate was wondering if she had pushed him too far too fast.

Standing amidst bustling crowds rushing back and forth between brightly lit high-rise buildings, Kate watched a wide variety of expressions flashing over Vilka’s face. She did not know that she had taken him to the right place to make an introduction to the human world, but Times Square was iconic and so much of what was different about the human world could be seen there.

Billboards flashed high above their heads, entertainers moved among the crowds wearing various cartoon suits, some dressed as dragons, which made Vilka snort. Jutting out from one of the buildings, a large animatronic dragon hung out over the crowds. Vilka made a beeline for it and laughed roundly at it.

“Mika’s dinosaur drawings are closer to the real thing,” he snorted. “That is what they think we are? Pot-bellied lizards with stumpy little wings?”

“That’s for kids,” she tried to explain. “I told you dragons are in right now.”

“Yes, but so small, so cheap…”

“Don’t get the urge to show them your dragon form,” she reminded him. “It won’t go down well.”

“I am not foolish, Kate,” he reminded her. “I know better than to be reckless.” He turned around, looking around the crowd with an expression of wonder. “There are so many humans.”

“Six billion or so,” Kate nodded. “Total, on the planet, I mean.”

His expression became one of confused distaste. “Six billion? That is far too many. Every crevice of this realm must have a human stuffed in it.”

“Not entirely, no. There are places where there are no humans for miles around. Relatively few of them now,” Kate admitted, “but they exist. And there are wild spaces left too.”

“Hmph,” Vilka said. “I see no evidence of that.”

“Because we’re in Times Square,” she replied. “This is one of the most populated places on Earth. There are people from all over the world here.”

Vilka stood out, even in that crowded square. There was nothing obviously different about him, he was tall, but not outlandishly so, and he was broad, but again, there were other men with similar proportions. What made him so different was how very raw he was. There was something wild and unfiltered about him, even in his buttoned-down shirt and sweater and chinos.

She was not the only one to see it. It soon became apparent that women were looking at him, their gazes lingering and appreciative. Kate curled her fingers in his a little harder as they moved through the throngs of people. Vilka did not seem to notice them, until…

“Why is that woman dressed so scantily?”

He was directing his attention to one of the street walkers, a woman in very high heels and a very short skirt and a top that was more like a bandage around her breasts than any kind of covering.

“Dragons don’t wear any clothes at all,” she reminded him.

“Humans do,” Vilka replied. “Besides, what she is wearing is somehow more suggestive than her being outright naked would be. Why is she an exception?”

Kate sighed inwardly. This was not going to please him at all.

“She sells her body, to make money.”

Vilka looked at Kate, his brows hitting his hairline. “That is what women do here, is it? Sell themselves to men? This is where you want our daughter to grow up?”

“Well, not all of them,” Kate said. “Not many, even.”

Vilka’s expression remained stony. Kate’s heart sank. Nothing seemed to please him the entire day. He had an almost perpetual scowl on his face as he encountered each new experience.

“This place is crowded, decadent, and dirty,” he said. “Look how the debris clutters the streets and these car machines, poor substitutes for wings. They are noisy and they smell…”

“Let’s get something to eat,” she suggested finally. “I like this Chinese place.”

They got some food and sat in the little hole in the wall shop to eat it. Vilka didn’t seem comfortable with the chopsticks or the fork, but followed her mode of eating as well as he could. She looked at him, sitting there stiffly on a chair that was too small for him and felt an odd sadness. He was so out of place. Was it even fair to ask him to try to live here?

As they were eating, a police car sped by, lights and sirens blaring. It pulled to a halt down the block and officers exited the vehicle.

“Who are those men?”

“Police,” Kate explained. “Guards of a sort.”

“Who do they report to?”

“I guess the mayor.”

“So the mayor is the king?”

“We don’t have kings anymore. Not real ones anyway. The people vote for leaders. We have a president, but only for eight years maximum.”

“So your realm must be in constant unrest,” he observed.

“Well… I guess,” Kate admitted.

“No king,” he mused to himself. “Interesting. And this works?”

“Well, it’s what led to all of this,” she said, gesturing at the city.

“Everything is faster here,” he said. “It is more different than I could have imagined.”

“It used to be like the dragon realm,” Kate said. “I mean, hundreds of years ago there were still kings and fortresses, but things have advanced since then.”

“An advanced civilization built on the backs of mayflies,” he said, shaking his head. “This world is an exercise in contradictions. It never stops moving. It never stops to think. It goes on and one, one thing happening after the other, people rushing here and there…”

“Oh, my god,” Kate said, dropping her chopsticks into the box. “You like it.”

“I certainly do not.”

“Yes, you do,” she laughed. “This is just like when you used to lecture me for being willful and careless and all the rest of it. You love this place and you can’t admit it to yourself.”

“It is interesting,” Vilka admitted. “There are so many things here I do not understand. I admit, I am curious.”

“You defeated Avastias,” Kate reminded him. “You can handle anything this world has to throw at us.”

“My father thought as much…”

“Your parents tried living on an island with a running portal months after the biggest military strike in history,” she said. “We can live here, hidden in plain sight. I can continue my research at the university, we will never have to want for money thanks to your ability to manipulate precious metals.”

“And what happens when we wish to travel between the realms?”

“My portals aren’t big and noisy,” she said. “Mine are discreet. They’re not going to be detected. We can use the funds from the jewel working to buy a place—nothing too extravagant… we can have a life here, Vilka. And Mika can grow up as the dinosaur she really is.”


 


* * *


 


Vilka smirked at his mate. She was right. The city was intoxicating, the sheer mass of humanity, each going about their various businesses in a great sprawling, interlinked mass. This was what he had been missing. And this was what Mika would miss too if he denied her the chance to be human.

“It’s probably not always going to be perfectly safe here,” Kate admitted, fidgeting nervously. “It will definitely be messy. Humans aren’t creatures of order. We’re little sparks of chaos who come together to make great things. But that’s part of you and it’s part of Mika and…”

“Kate,” he said suddenly, standing and offering his hand to her. “We are going back to the room. Now.”

He watched her face fall and saw her lips twitch as she fought with herself not to argue more. Kate was not submissive, never had been, but she was doing her best to try to convince him of what she wanted and she was smart enough to know that getting mouthy and starting one of their infamous battles of wills wouldn’t help matters.

He took Kate back to her apartment, away from the noise of the city, or at least, some of it. There he drew her into his arms and kissed her thoroughly. She was tense at first, but relaxed under the massaging of his tongue and the slow rubbing of his hands over her body. He loved her curves, more ample now than they had ever been. Motherhood had softened her and he adored the changes. Slowly he began undressing his mate, removing the cloth that dared stand between him and her body with more patience than he truly felt.

“You need a reminder,” he growled gently. “It has been too long since we were together as we should be.”

“What do you mean?”

The soft tone of her voice and the shy little glance of her gaze told him she knew exactly what he meant.


 


* * *


 


Did she need a reminder? Had she forgotten? Surely it was impossible to forget anything about Vilka, his forceful masculinity, his otherworldly handsomeness. He was a warrior who had drunk from a world eater, bested a beast so large and so frightening there had not been a single other soul to face it. That experience was written on his body, in the scars he still carried across his torso, shoulders, and arms. They were hidden now beneath his all too human clothing, but she knew they were there, and suddenly it became important to see them.

She put her hands to his chest and began to undress him as he undressed her, baring his body as she had not in quite some time. Perhaps it had been the rigors of raising a small person. Perhaps it had been the difficulty integrating into a dragon world. More likely, it was simple guilt that had cast something of a pall over their lovemaking. It had not been an entirely celibate few years, but the passion that had characterized their first months together had waned into a slow burn and where they had once unleashed their most basic instincts upon each other with little in the way of restraint, they had become hesitant in a variety of ways. They had not spoken of it directly. Instead they had allowed themselves to be distracted by the many rigors of life, but Kate suspected they had both been keenly aware of it each and every day.

As his shirt came off over his head, Kate reached for him, yearning for skin to skin contact. When they had first met, his body had been almost unbearably desirable. Slabs of muscle in perfect formation, his frame tall and broad. The perfection nature had given him was now marked with the battle he had fought not for his life, but for hers and for everybody else’s. Nobody in this city knew what he had done for them. Everybody who had passed them by had done so without the slightest awareness that but for the tall man with the dark hair and magnetic eyes, the city would be in ruins. He had spared New York the fate that had befallen Los Angeles. He was the only reason that she had a city to come home to, that Mika had a place to be born. Millions owed him a debt of gratitude he would likely never be paid.

“Do they frighten you still?” He looked down at her as she ran her fingers across the deep marks in his flesh, thick with scar tissue.

“They’ve never frightened me,” she said, looking up and into his eyes. They were as charismatic as ever, but held a sadness that made a lump rise in her throat.

“I’ve seen you wince and shy from them when we make love,” he said. “I know I am not the man I once was.”

She let out a gasp of shock. “That is what you think? Vilka. I have shied from these because I am the one who put them there. I caused you this pain. I woke the beast that hurt you. I am not frightened of you when I look at these marks. I am reminded of what I did to you.”

Tears welled in her eyes and he leaned down and kissed them away. “I have told you so many times that it was not your fault,” he murmured, running his hands over her naked body in slow, comforting caresses. “I was the guardian of Avastias, and I was guardian because of the actions I took long before you arrived. You did not know what you were doing. There was no way for you to suspect that you would wake a beast that great. I did what I was supposed to do, nothing more.”

“You could have died,” she said. “I could have lost you. Mika could have lost her father. And all because I wouldn’t stop opening portals…”

“It is in the past now, my love,” Vilka said, pressing kisses to her lips as he pulled her naked body against his own, the thick line of his cock hard against her belly. “We both did what we did, and we both faced the consequences of that. You were here alone for years with our child. I faced the dragon and wear the scars of his fury.”

The truth was, they both wore scars. Kate’s were not so dramatic, but her body had been marked and changed by the birth of her daughter. Neither one of them was as they had been when they first met, and yet the desire they had for one another was stronger than ever.

Their mouths met in a passionate kiss, tongues lapping and suckling as passion sparked anew. This did not feel like the slow coupling they had engaged in since she returned to the dragon realm. This felt as it had in the beginning, when he claimed her with all his desire.

He broke the kiss, his hand locked in the hair at the back of her head, keeping her in place as his gaze burned into her. “I forgive you for everything, Kate. Do not be ashamed when you look on these marks. I would have taken a hundred more of them to have you.”

Caught between need for him and the urge to burst into tears, Kate squirmed in his grasp. It was not only Avastias who had been slumbering. The beast of his libido had been sleepy as well, but she could sense that it had awakened with a vengeance.

“You wish to live here in this world of reckless, thoughtless men,” he said, his voice a gravelly purr. “You wish to take our daughter here too. And you wish for me to accompany you. I will not be a mere husband, Kate. I am not a man, and you will do well to remember that.”

Her pussy was throbbing, her clit hard with desire as he held her in place, his words lashing her. “I’m…”

“Silence,” he growled. “It has been too long since you were leashed and fucked. Too long since you remembered what I am and what you are. I am a dragon, Kate. You are my mate.” He turned and pushed her toward the bed. “Bend over,” he ordered. “Present your pussy for your master to fuck.”

Her blush lit her face, but she turned and did as she was told, taking to her hands and knees on the linen. Vilka stood behind her, the head of his cock running along the slit of her pussy.

“You have not forgotten who we are, have you?” He growled the question softly as he pushed his cock between her lips and straight into her pussy. She was not completely wet yet, but there was enough moisture from the kissing and caressing to allow his thick member passage.

“I haven’t forgotten,” she gasped as her pussy spread wide around him. He slid all the way to the base of his cock, filling her completely.

He held her there on his cock, his hand meeting her bottom with a series of hard slaps that made her gasp and jump and whimper. He kept one hand on the back of her neck, the other painting her squirming cheeks with the heat of his palm.

“I think we had both forgotten,” he said. “Until you said you wanted to come to this world of chaos, until I saw for myself what goes on here, the unchecked masses of humanity acting out their whims and wills.” He laid a hard slap to her bottom and pulled his cock out of her pussy completely before sliding it back in a long hard stroke that made her squeal.

“You feel different,” he said. “Hotter. Wetter. This is how you’re supposed to be fucked, isn’t it, my little human mate.”

Kate let out a moan of assent as with a snarl of pleasure, he moved both of his hands to her hips and began to draw her pussy back and forth on his cock, dealing an occasional slap to her bottom. Soon his rod was slick with her juices as her body gave him what he wanted, her lips gripping his shaft as he used her as only a dragon can use a human.

He fucked her close to the point of climax, her pussy juices coating his cock and slicking her inner thighs. He was right. It had been too long since she had been reminded what they truly were. It had been far, far too long since her body had run hot with dragon fire. She was on the verge of climax, her body covered in a hot sheen of sweat, her mouth hanging open as she panted and mewled with desire—and he pulled out.

“Wha—?”

His fingers scooped her juices from her pussy and began to daub the tight little bud of her asshole.

“Vilka…” she moaned his name, her hips grinding as he abandoned her sex in favor of her bottom. “What…”

“You’ve forgotten what it is to be mine, what it is to be taken and owned,” he growled down at her, his hand moving back to her neck, clamping her in place as his fingers began to push into the tight little hole, stretching her with the slick lube of her own desire. “You’ve become demanding, Kate. You’ve started to think that you are in charge. You are not. You are my little fuck slave as you have always been. And I will take every part of you to prove that.”

She blushed and moaned as his fingers slid deeper, taking her ass in smooth strokes as the tight ring of muscle began to loosen beneath his ministrations. His dragon blood was making his fingers hot inside her bottom, helping her anus to relax as he took the one part of her body he had left untouched.

His fingers slid away and were replaced with the head of his cock. It was harder and much thicker than his fingers and as he began to push inside her bottom she let out a pitiful whimper that was only met with a hard slap to her left cheek.

“Hush,” he chided. “Reach back and hold your bottom open for me. Spread your cheeks and show me that you do understand what we are.”

Her entire body burning with embarrassment and desire, Kate did as she was told, her fingers taking hold of her sore cheeks and spreading them open to allow Vilka’s thick dragon cock easier passage into her tight little ass.

He fucked her slowly and masterfully, grunting and growling his pleasure as her bottom relaxed around his member and the lubrication her poor empty pussy was still producing further helped him.

“I will have this part of you any time I please,” he said. “When I tell you to spread for me, you will bend over and you will give me the option of either of these sweet holes and I will take my pick. Understand?”

“Mnnn yesss sirr,” Kate panted. She would have agreed to anything. Having her bottom taken was not as painful as she had imagined it would be. It made her entire body react with a rush of hormones and emotion that made her feel soft and submissive, and made her hungry clit pulse with need. She let out a cry of gratitude as he reached beneath her and began to strum the little nub, fucking her harder as she began to gyrate and buck her spanked bottom against his hard belly.

“Good,” he snarled, sounding more ferocious and masterful than ever. “When we live here, I don’t want you forgetting that.”


 


* * *


 


“We’re going to live here?”

Vilka felt Kate’s ass contract around him with excitement as she squealed the words and just when he’d thought her tight, buttery little channel couldn’t be any more pleasing to fuck, it suddenly became impossible for him to hold back any longer. He clenched the back of her neck and thrust his cock deep into her bottom, spilling his seed inside her ass with forceful spurts. She kept her ass up nice and high, allowing him to fill her tight hole with his cum until he pulled out, a few drops spattering over her hot red little bud and her swollen pussy lips.

He left her there on the bed, leaking his cum from her ass and took a moment, strolled to the bathroom to wash his still hard rod, then returned to find his lover still in the same position, her cum-filled ass lifted high, as if she didn’t dare move.

“Good girl,” he praised, putting his hands on her hips. He flipped her over onto her back, covering her body with his as he thrust his cock back between her thighs.

“Did you mean that?” She looked up at him hopefully, perhaps a little scared that he had not.

Vilka looked down into her eyes with a loving gaze as he slid back into her hot sex, his home away from home. Her pussy wrapped itself around him gratefully, the inner walls gripping him as he fucked her slowly.

“We will live here, and yes, we will have a life together,” he said, kissing her deeply. “You have given me a child, you have given me yourself. I can give us the chance to experience life here.”

“I can’t believe you,” she moaned as he took her with languid, loving strokes. “You made me think I was in trouble.”

“You are in trouble,” he growled against her lips. “You’re owned by a dragon, Kate, that’s the biggest trouble anyone can be in.”

She laughed and moaned at the same time as he made love to her slowly, tenderly and passionately, his lips finding the little erogenous zones of her body, the spot below her earlobe, the side of her neck, the rise of her breast. He knew and loved every part of her, and he would do so forever. She was all he had ever wanted in any time, in any place, in any realm.



Epilogue



 



 



Thirteen years later…



 


“Those stones are gorgeous,” Augustine Le Plante said to her long-standing friend and equally longstanding enemy, thrice-married, twice-divorced Marta Trempe. The two society dames stood sipping champagne in a fine New York domicile in which one of the year’s most glamorous soirees was being held. Ladies in gowns and gentlemen in tuxedos milled about making polite conversation about everything from the weather to international politics.

“They’re pure Vilka,” Marta said, proudly displaying the sapphire diamond choker she wore about her neck. “Our villa in Italy was less expensive than this set, but they are divine… it was naughty, but I just had
 to have them.”

“I do love these parties,” Augustine sighed. “They have a certain glamor you simply don’t see anymore, and Vilka himself…” She let out an erotic shiver. “What I would pay to have that man in my bed for just one night.”

“You know he only has eyes for his wife,” Marta replied. “He’s the sole monogamous man in the city,” she laughed. “Oh, here they are!”

There was a hush as the man himself and his most adored wife descended the stairs hand in hand. Kate was wearing a beautiful champagne gown, her copper hair swept back in an elegant style. She had a down to earth air about her and a certain sparkle that transformed what could have been a sterile beauty into a magnetic charm. By her side, Vilka made his suit look downright sinful, touches of silver in his beard and at his temples giving him a distinguished look that made female loins quiver. He had features that could be described every way from ‘chiseled’ to ‘out of this world.’ The power of his physical form was apparent even in his formal clothing, and it was just as Marta had observed. He truly did only seem to have eyes for his bride, the woman he was so deeply in love with. Every lady in the room was instantly jealous when they beheld the way he looked at Kate.

“She’s a world class scientist too,” Augustine sighed. “On the shortlist for the next Nobel Prize, I hear. How is it possible for one woman to have so much?”

“You own half of this island,” Marta reminded her. “And a significant portion of Europe.”

“Money can buy land, buildings, and livelihoods,” Augustine murmured. “But it can’t buy genius, or men.”

“It can buy men,” Marta replied with a wicked smile. “It can buy a great many men.”

“It cannot buy that
 kind of love,” Augustine corrected herself. It seemed that she was on the verge of tipping into a maudlin mood as her jealousy became blindly apparent.

“No, but it can make languishing in a loveless state rather enjoyable,” Marta replied with an arch wink. “Have one of your pills, Augustine.”

As Augustine fished in her purse for a little something to elevate her mood, a young woman followed Vilka and Kate down the staircase. There was a subtle combined gasp across the room as she took their breath away.

Mika wore a royal blue sheath dress that highlighted the fascinating color of her eyes, azure and gold rimmed with thick dark lashes. Her form was shapely, but athletic and her visage was so pleasing that she had already graced several magazine covers as a model. Her uniquely red hair was soft and gleaming, spilling over her shoulders in a cascade, her smile broadening as it fell on a few of the younger people in the crowd, friends from similarly wealthy backgrounds.

“Mika Ferrier is such a beauty,” Augustine murmured as the eighteen-year-old daughter of New York’s most eminent jewelers waved and smiled to those who greeted her. “She is going to have such a wonderful life, I can just tell.”

“A wonderful life filled with riches,” Marta agreed.

“Riches, love…” Augustine said, pausing to drink deep to ensure the pill she had just taken did not stick in her throat.

“…and a cage made just for her sweet soul
 ,” a gravelly voice hissed behind them.

When Augustine and Marta turned to see who had spoken, there was nobody there at all, just a large mirror reflecting the merriment behind them and their own shocked faces. The ladies shivered and glanced at one another, silently agreeing it was probably best not to mention hearing disembodied voices. They turned their eyes back to the beaming heiress of the Ferrier fortune, their smiles a little more fixed than they had been before.

“Friends, we welcome you this evening,” Vilka said, raising a glass of champagne. “We are here to celebrate Mika’s eighteenth birthday, and to thank you all for your support over the years. There are so many of you to whom we owe a debt of gratitude. You have taken us from humble beginnings to great heights. I came here as an immigrant of limited means and some small talent. With your patronage, our business has grown greatly and we enjoy many luxuries which I would never have experienced if I had stayed where I came from. We have lived the American dream and my wife and I will never forget your kindness, or the way you welcomed us into your world. Eat, drink, and be merry, friends.”

He lifted his glass to the applause of New York’s richest and most favored patrons, friends, and admirers and as he did, his eyes met with those of his lovely wife once more as they shared a glance that seemed to hold a loving secret kept from the entire room, their lips meeting in a kiss of passion every soul there desired to have for themselves.

“It’s like watching a walking fairytale,” Augustine sighed, dabbing her eyes with the corner of her handkerchief. Champagne always made her emotional. “Happily ever after.”

“Happily ever after,” Marta agreed, downing the rest of her glass.

The men and women around them agreed, lifting their glasses to the impromptu, spontaneous toast.

“Happily ever after!”
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