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Dragon’s Tribute

By Margaret L. Carter

Chapter One

By thetime sunset reddened the horizon, the procession of village e ders had vanished. Rowena squinted
through her tears to watch the last of them retreat into the woods aong the path winding back to town.
Back to their safe homes and barred doors. No one wanted to risk meeting the dragon. Not the elders,
the parish priest and curate, or the Baron’s chaplain. Not his men at arms, who had stood guard to keep
the peace during the offering of tribute. Not even his dark-robed household wizard. Not her neighbors,
who had acted friendly enough until thisday came. Least of dl Rowenahersdlf, chosen for the creature’s
annud feast. With the fading daylight, the poppy-tinctured wine began to wear off. Fear trickled through
her veins. Her throat, still raw from the crying she’ d done before the priests had dosed her, was parched
with third.

Already numbness crept up her bound arms. She strained against the rope that tied her to the withered
tree at the verge of the stony foothills where no shepherds dared graze their flocks. The edge of the
dragon’ sland. She choked down the scream that welled in her throat. Nobody would come to her
rescue. Anyway, if released, where could she go? Any of the hamletsthat owed dlegianceto theloca
Baron would cast her out if she begged for refuge. It was considered a dire omen for adragon’ s sacrifice
to return aive. Rowena s own grandmother had been driven from her homein adistant land for that very

reason.

Rowenatried to find comfort in her grandmother’ samulet hanging from athong around her neck, hidden
under the traditional white shift. Grandmother had dipped the charm over Rowena s head at the last
moment. According to Grandmother, the bronze disk had enabled her to escape dive from adragon’s
lair. Her native village had exiled her for fear that the dragon’ s rgjection would bring a curse upon the



community. After months of wandering she had found her way here and given birth to Rowena s mother

A breeze sprang up, drying the clammy sweat on Rowena s bare limbs. A chill prickled on her skin,
despite the season. Every Midsummer Eve the dragon swooped down at sunset to collect his annual
tribute. Astradition demanded, the Baron and the priests had cast lots to determine which town would
supply the maiden. Thelot had fallen upon Rowena s village, and within the village, her name had been
chosen. Of coursethelot never fell upon the Baron’s household, avillage elder’ s daughter, or apriest’s
ggter. Thisyear, with sickness rampant among the local children, the choice had not been | ft to chance.
Rowena knew she had been sacrificed because of her grandmother’ s dubious past, suspected of having

unleashed a curse upon the community.

Rowena sguirmed to work her way around the tree until she faced the hillsde instead of the path to the
village. The rope scraped her wrists. She saw no bones scattered nearby. Maybe the monster carried his
victimsto hislair instead of devouring them on the spot. She prayed that if the amulet didn’t protect her,
the end would come quickly. Would his jaws bite her head off, or would hefirst incinerate her in aroar
of flame? On countlesswinter nights she had listened avidly to the ballads and tales Grandmother had
picked up while wandering the countryside and wished she could live those adventures. Now she would
have emitted a bitter laugh at her slly notions of adventure, if her throat hadn’t been clogged with fear.

A winged shape glided toward her from the pegksin the distance. Her chest tightened, and her heart
hammered againgt her ribs.

The creature loomed before her like agiant bat asit sank to the ground. Her unbound hair blew in the
wind it stirred up. It settled in front of her and folded the wings on its back.

Her stomach cramped with terror, although the dragon looked smaller than she' d expected. She had
imagined him aslarge as achurch or perhaps even so huge hiswingswould blot out the sun. Still, at twice
the size of the Baron’ swarhorse, the monster was fearsome enough. Instead of thick-bodied like a

horse, though, he looked sinuoudly €longated, with aserpentine tail.

His crested head, with jawsthe length of her forearm, lowered toward her. Holding her breath, she
waited for the dagger-sze teeth to rend her throat. Her legs trembled. The glittering eyesfixed upon her.
She squeezed her own eyes shut. His hot breath blasted her in the face. It smelled like a bonfire of pine

branches with atrace of incense.

Something like a scorching whip lashed her neck. She choked back a scream. Now the fangswould
pierce her flesh.



But they didn’t. Hissing, the dragon withdrew histongue, the “whip” she'd felt. When she dared to ook,
he was staring at her with hisoval, danted eyes—the color of emerads. Not that she had ever seen an

emerald up close, but she could think of no other word for that green glow.

He stretched one of hisfront feet toward her. His claws touched the skin just above the neckline of her
shift. She couldn’t suppress awhimper. The dragon withdrew his talons and used them to snap the ropes
that bound her to the tree trunk. Her legs crumpled. The dragon’ sleg wrapped around her likeacat's

paw scooping up amouse.

With acry, Rowena shoved againgt the scaly chest. It felt smoother than she' d imagined and aswarm as
the outside of an oven. A rainbow of greens, blues, and violetsrippled over the creature shide, asif

coated with powdered gems. No wonder legends claimed kings would pay afortune for adragon’s skin.

Therewas no knight hereto day this beast, though, and no matter how beautiful, he would still devour

her. Tearstrickled down Rowena’ s cheeks.

The next moment, panic dried them. The dragon legped into the air and spread hiswings. Her ssomach
lurched. She swallowed bile. A scream ripped from her throat. The dragon spun her around to face away
from him and clutched her againgt his chest with both forefeet. Wind whipped her hair and stung her eyes.
Her legs dangling, she gripped the creature’ sfront limbs and babbled afrantic prayer. Better to get her
throat dashed by hisfangsthan fal to the rocky ground and perhaps writhe in agony for hourswith a
broken spine.

With her back to the dragon’ s body, she could see the rocky hills ahead. In the dying light she saw they
were heading for adark gash in adliff above aravine. After severa minutes of flight, the dragon glided to
astop on aledge barely wide enough to hold him. No wonder the Baron’ s men at arms had never

sormed the dragon’slair. Only something with wings could reach this entrance.

The dragon put her down and nudged her inside. She stumbled, fell to her knees, and crouched there,
shaking. The nausea subsided to mild queasiness. She looked up at the dragon, who towered on hisrear
legsin the“doorway.” Hiswings, though shaped like abat’s, weren't black or brown, but iridescent with

shades of emerad and turquoise.

She dmogt fainted when he spoke to her: “Get up, girl.” She had to think a second to understand the
guttural phrase. She couldn’t tell how he formed the words, with his mouth open but not moving. His

voice rumbled and made the nerves quiver in the pit of her ssomach.



When she didn’t move, he hooked his claws around her elbow and dragged her upright. The floor of the
cave fdt like polished marble under her bare feet, instead of the rough stone she expected. A pearly glow

emanated from thewalls, weaker than the sun, but she could see much clearer than in moonlight.

“Walk,” the dragon growled. Histongue snaked out to lash her arm. Shivering, she obeyed. He dithered

into the cavern after her.

The entry tunndl opened into a huge chamber with avaulted ceiling, much higher than the roof of the
village church or the Baron’ s hdl. Through arift far overhead she glimpsed the gray of the evening sky,
rapidly dying toward night. Severa portals opened off this central room. At the far end lay aheap of
gems and coins. So the tales about the dragon’ s treasure hoard were true. If she could escape from this

lair and take a handful of those jewels dong, she could flee to somefar country as arich woman.

She reminded hersdlf that she couldn’t escape, not unless she learned how to fly or to crawl down the
cliff like an insect. Besdes, no doubt the dragon would kill and feast on her thisvery night.

He prodded her toward an acove near the pile of treasure. Satin cushionsfilled the space, with covers of
slk and finely woven wool spread over them. The dragon pushed Rowena, and she collapsed onto her
back. His talons snagged the upper edge of her shift. Hetore it down the front, leaving her naked body
exposed.

Her skin prickled. Now hewould surdly rip her heart out.

He sniffed her, and his muzzle touched the amulet. One claw plucked at the disk, about the Size of a
woman's pam, etched with adragon’s profile and encircled by runic symbols. Raising his head, he
snorted a puff of smoke. “S-s-s-50...what isthisss?” He nudged her again.

The long, sinuous tongue circled her neck and snaked between her breasts. Bolts of heat and cold shot
through her.

Knowing the dragon understood human language gave her the courage to spesk. “ Are you going to kill
menow?’ She gripped the amulet. It hadn’t kept the beast from carrying her off, but at least she was't
dead yet.

He raised hisformidable head. “Kill? Why?" His breath behind the words hissed like asnake's. The
sound echoed in the vast chamber.

“Toeat me”

“I did not bring you here asfood.” Now that her ears became attuned to his speech, she understood him



more eeslly.
“Then what—" Her voice came out as athin squesk. “Didn’'t you devour the other girls?’

A puff of smoke digplayed his contempt for that question. “1 burned to ash the oneswho died of sickness
or starved themselvesto death. Those who lived longer, | set free at the turn of autumn.”

Was he lying? Dragons had a reputation for deviousness. “None of them came home, that | ever heard.”
Possibly because they feared the kind of reception her grandmother had suffered?

“I am not to blamefor that.” He loomed over her, and again shefelt and smelled his hot, incense-scented
breath.

With his clawed forefeet he tugged off the remnants of the shift. Again histongue tasted the hollow of her
throat and swept down the front of her body. It circled each breast in turn. She shuddered with each lash
of the whip-like appendage. If he didn’t want her asfood, why did he seem to be testing her flavor?

Sheforced hersdlf to lie dtill, her nails digging into the fabric under her. The dragon’stongue spiraled
around one breadt, tightening the circle until the forked tip brushed the nipple. Rowenalet out ayelp of
surprise. Swalowing, she stared into the emerad eyes and prayed the noise wouldn’t provoke him into
biting her. Instead of sinking hisfangsinto her flesh, helicked the nipple. It hardened theway it didin
cold ar on winter mornings. The other nipple crinkled up a the same time. Shivers not completely

unpleasant prickled her bare skin.

Therapid flutter of the dragon’ s tongue made her tremble with renewed waves of fireand ice. She
wondered how she could fed chillswhen his bresth amost scorched. The untouched nippletingled in
sympathy with the one he was tormenting. Hardly aware of her own action, she moved one hand to her
breast, cupped it, and flicked the nipple with her thumb. That touch brought somerdlief, but an ache
grew in both breasts and spread over her body to the pit of her ssomach. Wetness collected between her

legs.

Thedragon licked hisway from one nipple to the other, displacing her hand. His tongue danced over her
breadts, teasing each one in turn. Her hand, meanwhile, did downward to cover the hair on her mound.
Tracing circleson her chest and bdlly, the dragon’ stongue seared her with painless heat. Sheimagined if
shelooked at her skin, she would see forked patterns etched there.

While he lapped her somach and thighs, she rubbed her nipples. She would have cringed in shameif any
man had seen her easing her own achesthat way, but awinged, fanged monster didn’'t matter. The
tongue flicked faster, up and down her inner thighs. The clawed forefeet pushed her hands aside and



rested on her breasts. On each side, a curved claw scraped the nipple lightly, drawing no blood, but
making each taut peak tickle unbearably.

Histongue-tip brushed the nubbin nested in the damp fol ds between her legs. She gasped and flinched.
“Délicious,” the dragon hissed. He sampled the wetness gathering in her dit.

Now he would surely tear her to shreds. Her stomach knotted, and her heart raced with mingled terror
and excitement. In themidst of her fear, her flesh till throbbed from the relentlesslicking. A hot flush
spread over her whole body.

Thelength of histongue did between her thighs and snaked up her dit to the swollen bud. She moaned
and clenched her fistsin the bunched-up silk she lay on. The dragon licked up her moist cleft, down, and
up again over and over. Her bud twitched with impatience whenever the tongue-tip stopped licking it.

Rowenawasn't completely untouched in her private parts. She' d fondled hersef many timesin her bedin
the loft on summer nights, holding her breath for fear of waking her parents. And she had spent hoursin
secret frolic with Will, the baker’ s son, with hisfingers probing her dit and tickling the nubbin at the top,
while she rubbed his cock through his breeches. Because his father would never dlow himto marry a
poor farm girl of dubious ancestry, they hadn't risked a bedding that might get her with child. Still, she

knew thefed of carnd pleasure.

But Will’ sfumbling had never caused such exquisite torment asthis. She trembled dl over. Now the
dragon’ s claws clutched her thighs to hold them apart. The sharp points stung but didn’t gouge deeply
enough to produce red pain. The tongue whipped faster and faster. Her bud quivered. Her inner muscles
rippled. She needed to squeeze her legs together, but the dragon wouldn't let go of them. She arched her

back, screaming.
Histongue flickered over her bud while convulsions of release ripped through her.
When the tremors stopped, she lay flat on her back, gasping for air.

The dragon licked the scrapes his dlawsleft on her inner thighs. “ Ddliciousss,” he hissed again. Histall

curved around to lie across her legs.

She placed atimid hand on the side of his neck. The warm smoothness of the iridescent scales fascinated

her. Under his glittering, emerald eyes, shefdt likeabird in asnake scails.

He exhaed apuff of smoke. It startled her anew when he rumbled deep in his chest, “ Are you sated?”’



“What?’ Sheflinched and emitted astifled cry when he gave one of her nipplesacasud lick.
“You ill show signs of fear. | would not have you cower from me. Perhaps you need more pleasuring.”
“More—7?’

“To make you fully open for me. Here, perhaps.” He snuffled her neck and lightly licked it. Shiversraced
over her bare skin. “Or here” His breath heated the hollow between her breadts.

Her nipples crinkled when histongue grazed them. The flutter in her ssomach started again. Her legs
trembled. While he lapped hisway down her body, histail dithered over her thighsand insnuated itstip
between them. Without thinking, she parted her legs. The tail-point probed her dit.

Shejerked in surprise and let out an involuntary yelp.
“Have you never been penetrated?’ the rumbling voice asked.
A blush suffused her body. “I’'m amaiden. The sacrifice hasto be avirgin.”

With acurlicue of smoke from his nogtrils, the dragon said, “Indeed? | never gave any such command.

Y our kind have strange notions.”

Of course, Rowenamused, why should the monster care about the state of his dinner’s maidenhead? The
thought pierced her with renewed fear. A fear that flew out of her mind when the end of histail began
stroking up and down the cleft between her moist folds. A gush of wetness welled up. She clasped her
thighsto trap the appendage between them.

The pressure on her dit and the button nestled in the damp hair erased dl terror and shame. She found
herself rocking her hipsin timeto the dragon’ srapid licking of her nipplesand belly. He chased the
unbearable tingling from one point to the next so fast her head whirled. Thetail-tip tickled her button until
it throbbed, and her sheath pulsed until she dmost fainted in the exquisite ddirium.

At last histail, tongue, and claws withdrew. Rowena opened her eyes.

Panting, her skin dampened with sweat, she gazed up at the dragon. He reared on his back legs,
exposing hisbdly.

Heroared agout of flame toward the ceiling. His penis stood up, thicker and longer than agtalion’s,
inflamed to alurid scarlet.

She scrabbled backward, eyes widening in darm. The thought of getting ravished by that wegpon



terrified her more than aquick desth from hisfangs.

While she stared, though, the organ receded out of sight like ahorse's. He grasped her arms and pulled
her to her feet. “Come along, you need food and refreshment.”

Dazed, shedidn’'t resst while he guided her to one of the sde chambers, just big enough to hold his
serpentine length. There she found apool with aminiature waterfal flowing into one end. The other end
of the pool bubbled with steam and afaint egg-like aroma. A linen sheet lay folded on thefloor. Ona
shdf in the stonewall sat asilver pitcher and goblet and abowl filled with peaches and berries.

“Bequick,” the dragon growled.

When he disappeared into the main room, she let out along, shuddering sigh. The knot in her chest
loosened for the first time since her neighbors had dragged her to the tree of sacrifice. Checking the
pitcher, she discovered it held pale, crisp wine. She poured a glass and drank, then found her ssomach
cramping with hunger despite her fear. She dubioudy examined the bowl of fruit, which she had dways
heard caused sicknessif eaten raw. With no other food in sight, though, she decided to take a chance.
She gobbled a peach, its sticky juice trickling down her chin. A circuit of the chamber reveded aniche
containing achamber pot. If the dragon provided al these necessities, could he be telling the truth about
keeping her instead of daughtering her? Or did the caresses and wine only serveto lull her and the food

to fatten her for alater mea?

And another fear invaded her thoughts. The priest’ s homilies called Satan “the old dragon.” Could this
monster be ademon in reptile shape, damning her to Hell by seducing her into wantonness?

To her shame, she realized she would rather submit to his seduction than have her bones scattered in the
ravine below the cave. If letting him goad her to heights of ecstasy would prolong her life, she would
gladly embrace that fate. She could aways repent | ater.

Remembering her captor’ singtruction to hurry, she stepped into the hot end of the spring. She didn’t
want the creature to interrupt before she could have a bath. The water, just hot enough to bear, made her
skin tingle. Bubbles clustered around her. Sheimmersed hersalf up to her neck, gulped a deep breath,
and plunged her head in to soak her hair. The sensation felt nothing like her weekly hip-bath & home or
even the occasionad dip in the weed-clogged stream that served the village mill. She stood up and waded
toward the cold end of the pool, delighted by the gradual change in temperature from hot through warm
tochilly.

A low growl from the entrance snapped her back to redity. How could she enjoy anything while



imprisoned in amongter’ slair? She scrambled out of the water and dried herself with thelinen cloth,
wrapping the least damp section of it around her like agown. The cool air of the cave made her nipples
tighten. Her legstrembling, shetiptoed into the central chamber.

The dragon hooked a claw-tip in the fabric that draped her body. “ Removethis. | will give you
clothing—Ilater.” Hewaved his other forefoot at the treasure heap, where she noticed a couple of large
chests she' d overlooked before.

Médlting insde at the heat of his breeth, she unwrapped the linen and et it fal. In the chill of the den,

shivers crept over her.

With his emerad eyes glowing, the creature' s gaze raked up and down her. “ Perhaps you arethe onell

have waited for. What isyour name?’

“Rowena,” she whispered.

He snorted small puffs of smoke from his nogtrils. “Human names are so short and crude.”
Sheraised her chin and wrapped her arms around her breasts. “What' s yours, then?’
“Too complex for you. Cal me Viridissffulgentissmus”

Even that was beyond her grasp, a meaninglesstangle of noise. “How about Virid?’

“If you mugt,” he rumbled. His talons stretched to touch her. The point of one claw pierced the curve of
her breast just below the amulet, drawing a bead of blood.

She flinched. Now at last he would rip her apart and devour her.

Histongue licked the spot. But instead of crushing her spine between hisjaws, he backed up, reared
onto hishind legs, and shimmered. “Y ess. As| sussspected.”

Rowenastared a him, stunned, clutching the bronze disk dangling from her neck. His outline blurred and
dissolved. The enormous reptilian body shrank, enveloped in acloud of green fog. When the mist

evaporated, adragon no longer towered over her.

A tal, naked man with olive skin and emerald eyes stood there ingtead. His silver-blue hair grew ina
crest like the one on the dragon’ s head. When he moved closer, Rowena noticed his skin had tiny scales
like those of afish. Hesitantly touching hisarm, though, she discovered hefet dry and warm, just ashe
had in dragon shape.



“Y ou—changed.” She could hardly bresthe. Her head spun with confusion. “How?Magic?’ She had
never seen anude man before. In her dalliance with young Will, she had played with his cock, but it

hadn’t felt anywhere near the Size of the dragon-man’s organ.

“All dragons have thismagic.” His voice sounded deep and resonant, with ahint of the beast’ s growl.
“From that sample of your blood, | knew the moment wasright.” He wrapped hisarms around her. Her
nipples peaked at the contact with his chest. He grew hard against her lower abdomen.

Her head redled in bewilderment. “ The moment—?What do you mean?’

“Later. Do not trouble yourself now.” He stroked her back, making her spinearch likeacat's.
“Beautiful,” he whispered.

She glanced at her arms, sun-browned in contrast to the whiteness of the parts usualy covered by
clothes. “Me? Oh, no.” A half-hysterical giggle bubbled in her throat.

Twining alock of her hair around hisfingers, he said, “'Y ou should have aname that speaks of your

golden tresses and your delectable sweetness.” Instead of a hiss, hisvoice now carried ahint of a purr.

Shefdt herself blushing. None of the village lads had ever said anything of thiskind. “No, a crude human

name is good enough for me.”
Helaughed, asound like asilver bell. “Rowena, were you content in your other life?’

Other life? Asif she had aprospect of anew one? She shook her head, in confusion rather than denid. “I
knew nothing different.”

“What wasit like?’

She rubbed her eyes, trying to collect her thoughts. “I scrubbed laundry and cooked and cleaned with
Mamma, tended my little brothers, helped in the vegetable garden, milked the goats. People thought we
were abit strange because of Grandmother, so | didn’'t have any closefriends. But | guess| was happy.”

She' d never questioned the matter before. Now she redlized she scarcely knew what “happy” meant.
He stroked her hair. “What about your grandmother?”

“She came from adistant village as a young woman, pregnant with my mother. She said she’ d escaped

from adragon. Likeyou.”

“Indeed?’ His hand ran down her back to cup her arse. Shelet out an involuntary moan and pressed
tighter againgt him.



“She gave me this charm to protect me, but | guessit didn’t work, because you took me anyway. People
thought she was cursed because that other dragon threw her out or let her go. Some of the other girls
used to say we were lucky thevillage lderslet uslive there a al. When typhoid fever began to rage
among the children this past month, people accused our family of causing it, because we carried acurse

from Grandmother. The eders thought sacrificing mewould makeit stop.” Tearsweled in her eyes.

“Y ou can forget about them,” he said. His palm caressed her back in dow swirls. His breath ruffled her
hair. “Y ou will never go back. Y ou belong to me now.” He picked her up and carried her to the deeping

acove. “| gaveyou pleasure, did | not? Now | will take my satisfaction.”

Her sscomach knotted with gpprehension. This creature—Virid—was no longer awinged mongter, but a

ravishing young man, however strange in gppearance. Swiving with him would count as fornication.

She reminded hersdlf that she had no other choice except a gruesome desth. Surely preserving her life
was the right thing to do.

The satin-draped pillows felt cool under Rowena s back. Virid reclined on his side next to her. He
played with her long hair, using alock of it to tease her breadt. “ Areyou ill afraid?’

Thetickle on her naked flesh made her squirm. “Why shouldn't | be?”

His eyebrows arched. “I havetold you | mean no harm. Let me show you.” He edged closer and licked
behind her ear. Histeeth caught the earlobe, and ajolt of excitement shot through her. His hard cock
pressed againgt her flank. “Y ou do understand what | want of you?’

“Of course! I'm no child. I’ ve watched the billy goats mating with the nannies.” Her cheeks grew hot.

“Y ou want to put your—member insde me.”

“Yes, but only when you are fully prepared.” Nibbling her ear again, he nipped hisway dong her jaw to
her mouth.

Her lipsinvoluntarily parted. When he tasted the corners of her mouth, her own tongue darted to mest
his. The spark ignited afirein the pit of her somach. Her nipples and the musclesinside her tightened.

His hand skimmed over her body and covered the triangle of hair. She writhed on the cushionswhile he
kissed her mouth and probed between her nether lips. Breaking off the kissto lick apath to her breast,
he murmured, “Y our pearl glistenswith dew.” Histhumb circled the* pearl” to emphasize the point.
Gasping, she arched her back.

He laughed softly, making her skin prickle. “Tell mewhat you want.”



“Rubit! Please—"

He strummed the spot while histwo long middle fingers entered her cand. Her button felt tight enough to
burst. When it began to throb and her sheath pulsed in the same rhythm, Virid thrust hisfingers deep
insde. A twinge of pain shocked her into ayelp of protest.

He pulled out and stroked her gently until she stopped shuddering. “Forgive me. That was part of the
preparation.” He parted her legs and bent to nuzzle the patch of hair between them. “Your fleshislikea
ripefruit.” Helicked the gap between thefolds. “Like a pomegranate with asingle seed.”

The*“seed” tingled a theflick of histongue. Coated with asheen of swest, limp from the aftershocks of

her release, Rowenadidn't fed the previous burning insde, only languid pleasure.

“So soft, like slk,” he murmured, humming againgt her tender parts. Waves of warmth rippled through
her. He moved up to lie aove her and rub hisrigid shaft on her mound. “I need you now,” hesaidina

voice rough with urgency.
Thefriction made her melt al over again. “Yes Now.”

“Do not fear, thiswill go quickly.” His bresth came faster. “It hasbeen avery longtimesincel last

mated. Over ahundred years since | encountered a she-dragon.”
“What about the other girls? The sacrifices?’

“I never coupled with them. When | caressed them, their fears did not ease, not even when | showed
them my human form. They did nothing but cringe and weep. What makes you different? This charm?’
Hisfingernail tapped the bronze disk.

The amulet had done little enough for her, she thought, unless she gaveit credit for keeping her dive. “A
hundred years? I’ ve heard my mother say men make—demands—almost every night. Are dragons
different?’

He laughed and rocked hisloins againgt hers. “No, we are not. When my hardness became unbearable, |

relieved it by rubbing. Surely your kind—male and femal e—sometimes do the same?’

“Sometimes.” She remembered the one night she had spied on Will as he flogged his cock until it spurted.
She blushed hatter, thinking of her own solitary relief. A spark of renewed excitement overrode her
exhaugtion. She spread her legs and wrapped her arms around him.

The head of his cock probed her dit. He kissed her, histongue thrusting in and out between her lips. His



penis matched that motion, parting her damp folds, inserting the tip, and pulling back. Her legs opened
wider. He penetrated beyond the entrance, but not far. She wiggled under him, eager for the quenching
of the new fire he kindled, though her cand felt so tight she couldn’t imagine how he could fit.

Henuzzled her hair. “Now. | cannot wait.” Then he plunged deep inside her shegth.

A stab of painimpaled her. With ascream, she dug her nailsinto hisback. “I am sorry for that,” he
whispered. “It could not be helped.” Propped on his e bows to take his weight from her chest, he
pumped in and out. A dull pain replaced the sharp one, yet when shelocked her legs around his, shefelt
addiciousfriction underneath the hurt. His eyes snared hers. “ So hot—" he gasped. “Now—I must—"

He drove hard and fast, roared aloud, and arched his spine to rise above her. Throwing his head back,
he thrust to the hilt and stiffened, hiswhole body quaking. Shefelt hot liquid spurt into her. Holding
himsdlf rigidly againgt her, he stayed that way for along minute, before collgpsing on top of her.

“Forgiveme.” He pulled out and lay on his sde next to her, soothing her with long, dow strokes of his

open palm. “That wasthe worgt. It should not happen again.”
Shuddering, she pressed her face to his shoulder, tearstrickling from her eyes.

“Hush,” hewhigpered. “From now on | will give you nothing but pleasure.” Again he kndt between her
thighsto lick the blood from her cleft. She trembled at the sensations that flooded her despite her
soreness. Instead of pursuing her response to fulfillment, he returned to hisformer position, with her head
on his chest, and began massaging her again. His hand stirred swirls of warmth asit coaxed the blood to
her skin, making her flush al over. She caught hersdf rocking her hipsin harmony with his caresses.

“Yes” hesad, hisbregth ruffling her hair. “Claim your pleasure.” His hand cupped her mound, whilethe
thumb teased her “pearl.” He kissed her forehead, ran histongue along the curve of her cheek, and
nibbled her earlobe. Every spot hislipstouched fdt tied with invisible cords to the sensitive bud that
pulsed at each movement of hisfingers. She rocked faster. He matched her speed, until she convulsedin

ecstasy once more.

Shewent limp, panting for breeth. To her surprise, she felt his cock hard againgt her side. Involuntarily

her musclestensad.

“Do not be afraid,” he said. “I will not make that kind of—demand—until you haverested.” A hint of
laughter underlay thewords. “But | do need to spend again.” He rubbed the head of his pole on her
thigh. Hisvoice roughened with urgency. “Help me.”



“How?’

He grasped her hand and wrapped it around his shaft. She squeezed. It felt like stedl covered with satin.
He moaned at the pressure of her fingers. * Y esssl”

Stroking up and down, she savored his rapid breaths and groans of need. The loose skin pulled back
from the swallen, red tip. He moved her hand farther up the shaft and shoved the head of his cock into
her pam. Her thumb found a narrow ridge that she stropped at the pesk of each thrust.

She gazed into his eyes, dight with aravenous glow. It looked like hunger, but now she knew shewasin
no danger of being killed and devoured. He rested one hand on her shoulder and stroked along her arm,
then down her side and around to her breasts, skimming over each onein turn. The dow, gentle
exploration contrasted oddly with the brisk jerks of his cock. She found the rhythm, diding up and down
intime with his quickening thrusts. When she began to squeeze and rel ease every few seconds, deeper
moans of pleasure rewarded her. She had power over him, sheredlized. She wasn't his helpless captive.

He guided her other hand to the sac between histhighs. Cupping it, she rubbed the silken hair around it
and played with hisballs. Her fingers discovered athin ridge just behind the sac. When she pressed on it,
he growled and dug hisfingernailsinto her waist.

He humped fagter, histeeth bared in afiercerictus. Abruptly, he stiffened, his organ throbbing in her
grasp, and hot fluid spurted from it. She clasped tighter, draining every drop, watching his eyes close and
hisfaceflush ashelost himsdlf in hisrelease.

Hefél back on the cushions. The hand grasping her waist relaxed, and his eyes dowly opened. Groping
among the silks, she found a square of linen that she used to wipe both of them dry.

Virid drew her into the circle of hisarm, where she nestled againgt his hot, dry skin. “ Thank you, my
golden one.” He gave her alingering kiss, then they both lay still, gasping for bresth.

A few minutes|ater he said, “Would you wish to return to your home?’

She rubbed her cheek againgt his shoulder. “I can't, even if you let me go. The elderswould drive me
out. They might even have me stoned.”

“But if you could?’

“Of course |—" she gtarted to answer. Then she stopped to consider. If she never went home, she
would miss her parents and brothers, naturdly. But she didn’t think she would missthe drudgery of

housework and farm labor. Nor did she regret [osing the chance to marry one of the young men who



could give her only alife of endlesswork and childbearing like her mother’s. Not that Rowenawould
have had many suitorsto choose from, with her meager dowry and her mother’ s dubious parentage. “1I'm

not sure.”
“If you could have any life you dreamed of, what would you do?’

“Cut off my hair, disguise mysdf in boy’ s clothes, and run away to live as an outlaw in the greenwood.”
Shelaughed. “But that only worksin ballads. I’ d starve to desth or get caught and hanged.”

He hugged her close while drowsiness crept over her. “1 would not alow any such fateto befal you.”

Chapter Two

When Rowenawoke up, shelay adone on the pile of cushions. She stretched, her muscles aching with an
amost pleasant soreness. Daylight splashed through the cave entrance. She pulled hersdlf to her feet and
vigited the pool chamber for a quick wash. Then she wrapped one of the silk sheets around her and
walked to the portal.

The ravine yawvned beneath her. Knedling, she crept to the edge and looked down. A sheer drop met her
eyes. Shetossed a pebbleinto the air and watched it plummet to the distant ground. Lightheaded and
gueasy, she stood up and retreated to the entrance. Even if she wanted to escape, of which shewasn’'t
sure anymore, climbing down that wall of rock would beimpossible.

She saw Virid, in dragon form, flying toward the cave. He carried something in hisfront claws. Stepping
back, she watched him land on the ledge. He clutched the body of a doe.

Rowena backed up farther while he deposited the deer in the middie of the great hdl. For thefirst time
she noticed a shalow depression in that part of the stone floor. The dragon scooped abundle of sticks
and logsfrom astack a one side of the room. He blew aburst of flame from his mouth to ignite the
firewood. Rowena jumped and let out a shriek. His glittering eyes turned toward her in what looked like
amusement.



Theflames|egped high, with the smoke curling up to the crevice in the celling. The fragrance of the
burning wood tickled her nose. The dragon used aclaw like a curved knife to dice off a haunch of deer
and hdd it inthefireto roast it. Rowenasat cross-legged on a cushion, waiting until he decided the mest
was cooked enough to giveit to her. Shewrapped it in a scrap of cloth and blew on it, her somach
grumbling with impatience. Charred on the outside and pink on the inside, the venison tasted better than
anything she' d ever eaten. In her “other life,” deer belonged to the Baron. Nobody of her class could
hunt them without the risk of hanging as a poacher.

While egting, she worked up the courage to speak to him. “Do you stay in this cave al the time when you
aren't hunting for game or snatching our herdsmen’ s sheep and cattle?” He showed no sign of anger, so

she continued, “How do you spend your days?’

“I rest on my bed, after anight of flying over the mountain heights where human watcherswill not disturb
me with their shrieks of panic.” He gestured toward the treasure trove. “1 dream of past eonswhen my
own kind thronged the earth. Sometimes | read.”

She dmost choked on a bite of meat. “Y ou read?”’

Hisjaws gaped in what might have been amusement. “Why does that surprise you? Have you never
heard about the wisdom of dragons? Severd of those chests are filled with books and scrollsin many
human languages. Y ou may read someif you wish.”

“I can't read. Books arefor priestsand clerks.” In fact, the only books she had ever seen were the
leather-bound Bible chained to the lectern in the parish church and the volume used by the Baron's

steward to record tax payments.
“| shdl teach you, then.”

She gazed into the fire, mulling over the strange notion of not only living with awinged reptile but having
onefor atutor. “1 do know some of my letters, enough to write my name. | learned from my
grandmother.” Grandmother would have taught her more, but Rowena sfather had lashed out in anger

and forbidden any such “usdess dabbling.”
His brows arched. “Indeed? How did shelearn?’

“After her dragon let her go, or threw her out—she never explained which—she took up with a
wandering mingtrel. He also earned money as a scribe for people who needed | etters written. He taught

her to read and write.”



“What brought her to settlein your village?’

“When they were passing through here, her man fdll ill with afever and died.” Rowenatore off another
gtrip of meat and chewed it, thinking over what little her grandmother had told her of that time. “ Shewas
amost ready to give birth to my mother. She bound hersalf asafarm laborer to earn her keep. When
Mammagrew up and married, the Baron granted Grandmother astrip of land and a cottage next to my
parents holding.” She gazed into the dragon’s unblinking eyes. “Y ou can't possibly beinterested in an

old woman'slifestory.”

“But | am. | recognize the runeson the amulet.”

Clutching the disk, she ran her fingers over the etchings. “What do they say?’
“The name of the origind owner. Chrysargentophylax.”

Her eyeswidened. “Y ou know him? Grandmother’ s dragon?’

His mouth stretched in what |ooked even more like a sardonic smile. “ Of course. There are so few of us

left now, it would be awonder if | did not.”

After the dragon devoured his share of the carcass, he flew outside to drop the remainsinto the ravine.
He returned to Rowena and encircled her with hisforefeet. Her heart raced at the touch of his claws, but

shedidn’t fear them now.
“Why did you say your grandmother’ samulet failed?’

“I told you.” Sheleaned againg his smooth, warm chest. “ She claimed it would protect me from the

dragon, but here | am. Y our prisoner.”

“My guest. My beloved.” Thewordsrumbled in her ears. “ The amulet did protect you. It made melove

you. And it reveded you as my true mate.”
“What?" Shewiggled around to look into hisgem-like eyes.

“That iswhat | have sought in every maiden | took astribute. A mate, one who can fulfill my passon and
bear my young. Our kind become fewer every century. We are dying out.” He pierced hisown
breast-scaleswith aclaw tip. A trickle of blood, midnight blue instead of red, welled up.

“What are you doing?’

“Proving to you that you are my destined mate. Did you never ask your grandmother who sired her



child?
“Shewouldn’t say.”

“I knew by the flavor of your essence,” he said, “that you carry the bloodline of my own race. Y our

grandsire was adragon. “
“But my mother’ s an ordinary woman.”

“She never met one of us, did she? Her nature remained hidden. Here—taste.” He guided her mouth to

the puncture wound. “ Awaken to your true sef.”

She licked the drops of blood. Thefluid seared her tongue. It burned through it, racking her body with
convulsonslike araging fever. She melted, dissolved, re-formed, expanded. Fangs sprouted in her jaws.
Wings burgt from her shoulders. A green mist swirled before her eyes. When it cleared, she looked down
to find the floor far below and her chest and legs gleaming with blue-green scales. The thong around her
neck had snapped. She picked up the amulet and placed it on the treasure heap. She no longer needed
protection.

A firesmoldered in the pit of her ssomach. Her companion’s name bubbled into her head like sparkling
wine. She spokeit with aburst of flame: “Viridiseffulgentissmus.”

“Rowenaureadulcima,” he crooned. Smoke billowed from hisjaws. Viridiseffulgentissmus rubbed his
fearsome head againg hers. “My mate. My beloved. Fly with me.”

She dithered to the exit and perched on the ledge with her wings spread. “What did you cal me?’

“That name reflects only onefacet of your true sdf. Asyou grow, you will gain others. And you will learn
to speak Al of mine.”

Helegped into the air. Gathering her courage, shelaunched hersdf after him. A gust of wind swept under
her wings. She soared high after her mate, with thewind of their flight howling in her ears. They flew
sraight toward the early morning sun, but its glare caused no pain to her newly keen eyes. Thevadt, clear
blue of the sky beckoned. Within minutes they reached a height that seemed halfway to the gates of

Heaven.
Thisis my adventure!

Gliding on air currents, she gazed down at fields and forests so distant that the patches of green |ooked
likeachild’'sdrawing and the widely scattered clusters of houses like toy blocks.



“Do not fly low over towns,” her mate rumbled. “ The fools would shoot arrows & us.”

He wheedled around and headed for the higher mountains in the distance. She kept pace, her wings
besting tirdlesdy. Thethin, cold air tasted like sparkling wine. Hesated by the sun, thefirein her entrails

flared to aburst of blue and green smoke that shot from her maw in a column the length of her body.

The heat spread through her veins and transformed to molten sweetness in the cleft beneath her tail. Her
mate flew circles around her and gected amatching gout of smoke. A quick glance showed her the
crimson of hiserect shaft againg hisbdly.

Suddenly, he flew out of sight. She scarcely had a second to redlize he was above her before he

swooped down and fastened hisjawsin her neck.

A shock went through her, making her inner muscles clench. With ashriek of impatience, she coiled her
serpentinetail out of theway. All four of hislegswrapped around her torso, and histalons dug into her
scades. The piercing of his claws made her quiver with eagerness. The underside of hiswings swept the
top of hers. With each stroke, the friction between the membranes shot sparks of excitement along her

sine.

Hisfangs penetrated the scales at the nape of her neck, not quite hard enough to hurt, afierce sting that
quivered on the edge of pain. A subtle forward shift of hisweight sgnaded hisintention to start
downward. Together they folded their wings and dove toward the earth. At the same instant, his pole
surged into her. Her sheath rippled around him. Their hurtling descent sharpened the sensation until she
amost blacked out from the exquisite blend of pleasure and near-pain. Lightning flashed behind her
eydids.

His shaft did in and out, gliding dong the liquid heat insde her. She clenched her inner muscles, trapping
him. The angle of their dive stegpened, forcing his cock to plungeinto her up to the root. The fullness of
his bals pressed againgt her cleft. Shuddering in release, shefelt his molten seed spurt into her depths.

Just asthe ground rushed toward them, he opened hiswings and lofted both himsdlf and her skyward. In
the fading convulsions of ecstasy, she threw her head back and roared atower of flame. Hisfire leaped

tomdd with hers.

Breaking their embrace, they flew toward the mountains again. “What would you wish now, my
beloved?’ hesad.

“Hly higher!”



So they did.

Chapter Three

At the next dawn, Rowena woke restored to woman-shape, once more alone on the pile of silks. For a
moment she imagined the past two days might have been afever dream, adelirium born of her terror at
being staked out for amonster. When she came fully awake, though, sheredlized it had al happened as
sheremembered, the dragon’ slovemaking and her own transformation. At the sght of her grandmother’s
amulet, he had suspected Rowena of dragon ancestry. A taste of her blood had confirmed that belief.
And one searing drop of his blood on her tongue had wakened her dragon nature and given her the
power to change her form. After aday of soaring flight, she had returned to the lair exhausted.

She gazed at the pearlescent glow of the cave walls and the pile of gemsand coins. A scent like charred
pine boughs prickled her nose. The draft from the crevice high overhead cooled the sheen of swest on
her bare arms. “Virid—" The dragon was nowhere to be seen. Shetried to speak hisfull name, but she

discovered she couldn’t manage it with her human mind and tongue.

He sought amate, he' d said, afemaeto bear hisyoung. Sitting up and alowing the cloth to dide off her
naked body, Rowenaran her fingersthrough her tangled hair. Do | want to live therest of my lifeina
cave as a dragon’s mate? Now that she knew her own true nature, she had choices. A woman couldn’'t
climb down the ravine, but a she-dragon could fly away. Still musing over the strangeness of her new life,
she walked to the bathing chamber. Her thighs and the cleft between them were sore but not truly painful.
The cave fdt less chilly to her today. Perhaps the stirring of her dragon blood bestowed inner heat that
kept her warm. While splashing in the bathing pool, sherecdled Virid' sardor and hiswords of love.
What did love mean to a creature so far from human, even if he could take man-shape at will? True, he
had ravished her with hislovemaking. Her quim tingled at the thought. Y et could they share alife based

on carnd ddightsaone?

After drying hersdf, she rummaged in the chests near the treasure hoard. She found alinen undertunic
and green kirtle that fit her well enough. She left her feet bare. With atortoiseshell comb, she worked the
knots out of her hair, then plaited it into asingle braid. She drank water from another spring she found in
asde niche and ate two peaches to soothe the grumbling of her ssomach. Since they hadn’t made her
sck thelast time, she decided raw fruit must be safe to est, after all. Just as she tossed the second peach



pit off the edge of the precipice, Virid came swooping toward the cave with apair of rabbitsin his claws.
Hiswingspread overshadowed her, making her breath catch in her chest. She had momentarily forgotten
how huge his dragon body loomed. He vowed not to harm me, she reminded herself. She backed up to
let him enter.

“Y ou human folk need to eat so often,” he rumbled. “A good medl fillsmefor days.” Depositing the
rabbitsin thefire pit, he skinned them with his claws and then roasted them with his flame breeth. “ Eat
quickly, my precious one. Regain your strength so we can mate again.” His tongue snaked around her
neck and insnuated itsalf down her bodice between her breasts.

Waves of fireand ice rippled through her. “Again?’ Her breath caught in her throat. “From what I've
heard from married women, human men can’t have that many cockstandsin two days. Don't you ever
grow tired of fucking?’ She blushed at the crude word that dipped out, but for a creature more vigorous
than any gtdlion, it seemed fitting.

“I cannot say, sinceit has been so long since [—fucked.” Humor tinged hisvoice, asif her blush amused
him. “We dragons have become so few that we encounter our own kind very seldom. It is part of our
nature to mate hard and often when the chance arises. Otherwise we would not beget enough offspring to

preserve our race.”

Hisvoice lowered to agrowl. “1 need to fuck you now. The meat will take sometimeto cool anyway.”

He hooked a.claw in her bodice. “ Disrobe at once.”

Hisimperioustone roused indignation that fought with the excitement in the pit of her somach. “What am

[, your mate or your dave?’

Hereared onto hishind legs, hisjaws gaping and his pole standing at full erection. Rowenadrew back, a
tremor coursing through her. He can’t kill me, she reassured herself. Not if he thinks | am histrue

mate.

“Forgive me, my golden treasure.” He shrank and shimmered into human form. * | do not mean to

frighten you. Blame the strength of my ardor.”

He held out hisarms. Hesitantly, she stepped into the circle of his embrace. One of his hands rubbed the
center of her back like aman gentling a skittish mare. The other lifted her braid and let it dide through his
fingers. Shefdt him picking gpart the entwined locks.

“What are you doing?’ she murmured. His hand massaging her through the fabric of the kirtle sent ripples

of sensation chasing each other down her spine. Histouch drained away her fear.



“| want to see and touch it unbound.” When hefinished unbraiding her hair, helet it cascade through his
fingers. “Like awaterfdl of molten gold.” Heraised afew strandsto hisface and inhded. “ Y our scent is

ddicious”

“I likeyours, too.” With her head leaning on his chest, Virid' saroma of spices and pine boughstickled
her nose. She rubbed her cheek againgt the smooth layer of tiny scales.

With a deep-pitched chuckle, heran hisfingersthrough her hair again and again, letting it trickle through
hisloose grasp like the waterfal he'd mentioned. Y oung Will Baker had never taken thetime for such
caresses. Most often, he had groped her between her legs with the first kiss. Rowena sighed and
snuggled tighter againgt Virid, whose upstanding cock pressed hard on her lower abdomen.

Meanwhile, he continued stroking her back, moving lower little by little. Shetilted her head to gaze into
his smoldering eyes. She put her own hand on his chest, fascinated by the smoothness of thetiny scaes.
When she shifted her fingersto brush hisright nipple, thetip hardened like a pebble. He drew in ahissing
breath, and his eyes widened. His hand crept down her spine until he gathered up her skirt, and his pam
splayed over her arse. He rubbed the twin globesin dow circles. Moisture pooled between her legs.
Planting her feet farther gpart, she pressed againgt him to bring her wet foldsin contact with the curve of
his hip. The cloth tucked between them made her moan in frustration.

Virid looked down at her with asmile that showed the points of his sharp teeth. “Y ou seem
uncomfortable.”

The teasing tone emboldened her. She squirmed, trying to fit his cock into the triangle at the apex of her
legs. Still smiling, he shifted to evade her efforts. She stood on tiptoe and nipped his shoulder. Again he
hissed. Hisarmstightened around her. “Here' samortd biting adragon! Why such fierceness?’

“I need more. Please.”
“Do you desireme?’ he said, lowering his head to nuzzle the top of hers.
A blush suffused her. “You know | do.”

“You are no longer afraid?’ With the hand under her skirt, he clasped her bare bottom. One of hisfingers
did between her buttocks and probed the crack.

She gasped. A fresh gush of liquid flooded her cleft. “No. I’'m not afraid now.” She paused to consider

the question. Their embrace seemed to demand honesty. “Not right thismoment. | wasalittlewhile

ago.



“What changed?’

“This.” She gtretched her legs and again tried to rub againgt his shaft through the bunched fabric of her
kirtle. “If you want me, I know you won't hurt me. And | want you too much to fear your touch.” Did

sheredlly dareto say these things to a creature not even human?

“I have dready vowed | would never harm you. | do not want to cause you pain. Have you recovered

from our last coupling?’ Hisvoice, no longer teasing, roughened with desire.

“Yes,” she breathed. Her heart raced. She fdlt lightheaded. The traces of soreness between her legs
faded to nothing when hisfingers crept from behind into her wet quim. She automatically moved her
thighs apart to give him easier access. A growl in his chest and the twitching of his cock assured her he
felt the same urgency. He thrust onefinger ingde her while others played with her damp curls and teased
her bud. It felt unbearably swollen and tight. Her sheath squeezed hisfinger, but she needed more.

“Please—"
“Tel mewhat you want.”
“Frigme!”

He strummed her bud. She clung to him and rocked back and forth, his cock bouncing against her

stomach. He watched her face, asif savoring her passion.
“Dothesamefor me” he said hoarsdly.

She gripped his shaft and pumped up and down. His jaws clenched, and his breath became as rapid and
shallow as hers. The bolts of pleasure shooting through her made her movements erratic, but he made no
complaint about the way the pattern of her strokes turned into a series of random jerks and squeezes.
Her whole consciousness narrowed to the vibrations between her thighs. Her bud quivered, and he

rubbed even faster. She spent in ever-widening ripples of exquisite sensation.

“Now!” he growled. He spun her around and pushed her face down onto the cushions. Still trembling
with her release, she didn’t resist. Virid hiked up her skirt, shoved her knees apart, and rammed his cock
into her dick cand. Thistimeit felt tight but not painful. Her whole body shook with the force of his
thrust. He paused at full depth, grasping her buttocks. She felt the muscles of histhighs quivering.

“Don’'t sop!” Her fists closed on the cushion under her, and she bit into afold of the silk. His shaft did
out of her, inch by inch, then dowly penetrated to the root again. * Faster,” she whimpered.

“Give meyour ditoris”



“My what?" she gasped.

“This” One of hishands burrowed between her thighs and found the aching bud. “It meansalittle hill in
the Greek tongue. The peak of your passion.” He rubbed vigoroudy while pounding into her. She thrust
back and forth with him, struggling to find the rhythm.

He quickened his pace. She fdt his hot breath on the back of her neck, sending waves of heat and cold
down her spine. His other hand cupped her breast. “Now, my lovel”

Hisfingers danced faster over her clitoris. He thrust into her degper than she had imagined he could. Her
flesh pulsed in harmony with the tremors of his taut muscles. She wasflying higher—higher—

The molten heet of his seed shot into her. Her arms and legs stiffened. Her upper body rose off the
cushion, her back arched, and she cried out in a shattering culmination.

Exhausted, she lay with her face buried in the silk until Virid gently rolled her over. With her eyes closed,
shefdt him clean her thighs with a cool, damp cloth and pat them dry with another. He rearranged her
clothes and took her by the hand. Opening her eyes, she gazed into the emerad glow of his. No, shedid
not fear him now. He' d called her “love.” While she couldn’t be sure what the word meant to him, it was
clear that he meant to cherish her.

“Cometo thefire and eat, my golden one. Y ou need plenty of food to nourish the babe we shall

concave.”

Putting the uneasy notion of mothering adragon child out of her mind, shelet him lead her to the meeat he
had seared, now comfortably warm. Her ssomach cramped with hunger at the odor. She eagerly bit into
the haunch he diced off for her.

A few minutes later, with the sharpness of both lust and hunger blunted, she managed to collect her
thoughts enough to speak. Munching aleg of roast rabbit, she waved at the scattered chests and caskets
near the treasure heap. “What' sin those besides books, clothes, and bolts of cloth? More jewels?

“Not al of them. When you finish your med, | will show you.”

After eating her fill of the meat, she washed in abasn of water from the spring and followed Virid to the
nearest casket. He opened it to display a pile of loose pearls—hundreds, even more than were sewn on
the Baroness festiva gown. Rowenagasped and ran her fingers through them. The pearlsdid over her

kinlike acool stream.

“Y es, they have beauty,” Virid said, “ but why human folk ascribe such specid vaue to gems and shiny



metals, | have never understood. These other treasures are equaly precious.” He opened alarger chest.
Stacks of rolled-up scrallsfilled it. “ Some of these are athousand years old, in languages you have never
heard of .”

She skimmed afingertip aong the edge of one parchment roll. Ancient tongues seemed as mysterious as

magic to her, since she could not even read her own language. “Can you read them?”’
“Some. | have had many centuriesto learn.”

Shivering at this fresh mention of hisvast age, Rowena decided not to ask for a precise number. How
could such acreature view her as more than atemporary amusement, the way a caged sparrow might be
for ahuman captor in the brief time before its death? Or did the wakening of her dragon blood mean she,
too, would have alifespan like Virid' s? She wasn't sure which prospect troubled her more.

He showed her achest full of bound books—codexes, he caled them. “ Soon | will teach you to read, if
youwishit.” Another chest held swords and daggers wrapped in oiled cloth to preserve them from rust.
Boltsof slk and linenfilled other boxes, aong with luxurious garmentsin green, blue, gold, and scarlet,
decorated with ddlicate embroidery, dazzling in contrast to the drab russet she'd worn dl her life. Some
of the robeslooked exoticaly different from the clothesthe Baron'sfamily wore. Perhgpsthey came

from distant countries.

“Y ou haven't dwayslived here, have you?’ she said. She vaguely remembered the grandsires of her

village mentioning atime before the dragon had shadowed their lives.

“Only for about fifty years. No matter how pleasant alair is, | cannot keep it forever. | must move from

placeto place until human memoriesfade, and | can return to aformer home.”

From the chest he picked out acloak lined with fur. She had never seen the like, even on the Baron or
hislady. Virid drgped it around her shoulders. “Y ou will need thisif you fed chilled.”

“I don't, but | likeit anyway.” Sheran her fingers over the fur lining, smoother and softer than any kitten

or downy chick.

He showed her an acove with shelves carved into the rock wall. Glass vids of different colorslined the
shelves. “Didtilled nectar of poppies,” he said, holding up one of severa red bottles, “for the relief of pain
and theinvocation of deep. | have used it to calm some of my tribute maidens. | am pleased that your
courage makes it unnecessary.”

Although chilled by the image of young women drugged into astupor for the dragon’ s convenience, she



also felt aflush of pleasure. No one had ever credited her with courage before. “What about the other
bottles?’

Hetouched avid of green glass. “ Tincture of willow bark for the cooling of fevers.” Then one of violet.
“These hold acordid to stop coughing. Some of my guests have becomeill from the coolness of my lair.”
Finally he picked up ablue bottle, one of only two. “All the others come from the skill of gpothecaries.
Thisoneistrue magic, apotion of heding. That iswhy | have so little of it.”

Shelooked over his strong, smooth-muscled body. “Why would you ever need heding?’

With adry laugh, he said, “Knights and wizards sometimes dare to attack me, and sometimesthey
succeed. | have suffered enough wounds to be glad of thismagic.” Taking her hand in his cool grasp, he
led her to another acove, packed with barrels and casks of various sizes. “Mead, wines from Burgundy
and Italy, and afiery liquor made by the Hibernians acrossthe sea. They cal it water of life.”

Dazed by the sheer profusion of precious objects, Rowena freed her hand from his and sank onto the
cushions again, rubbing her templesto quiet the turmoil of her thoughts. “Why do you have dl these
things? What use are they to you?’

“It isthe nature of dragonsto hoard wedlth of al kinds. Some treasures | gathered on my own, but many
of these objects were given to me astribute by folk in theregionswhere | lived before | settled here.” He
sat cross-legged beside her.

“To bribe you not to est their daughters?’

“I havetold you, | do not eat human flesh. At least, except during times of desperate starvation. A sheep
or cow or even adeer tastes much better.” A laugh as cold as polished silver rippled from him. “Not that

my human neighbors needed to know theat. Y es, they lavished gifts on meto protect themselvesfrom my
appetite.”

His casud dismissa of human fears sparked anger in Rowena. “Y ou don’t deny you' ve killed people

sometimes, do you?’

He shook his head with obviousimpatience. “Y our kind are my naturd prey. When human men have

dared to strike at me with their crude wesapons, of course | have dain them.”

Histone chilled her. She wanted no reminder that in norma circumstances he would see her only as

“prey” or, at best, aminor nuisance infesting the landscape.

Clearly noticing the way she shrank from him, he pulled her into hisarms and stroked her hair. Against



her will, she melted in the warmth of hisembrace. “Come, my swest, these things happened long ago.
Now | shdl leave dl human folk unmolested for your sake. Put the past out of your thoughts, and drink

withme”

From one of the open chests he took apair of slver goblets, inlaid with blue stones. “ Turquoise,” he said.
Hefilled each cup from asmal cask of what he had called “weter of life.” “Drink carefully,” he said,
handing her acup.

Theliquid looked as clear as water but had a strong aroma. She took atentative sip. The liquor seared
down her throat and settled in her somach like ahot cod. With a sputtering cough, she said,

“lt—burns.”

“Takeit dowly, and you will cometo enjoy it.” Taking her hand, he drew her onto the cushions. The
cloak did off asshelay down. “Try it thisway.” He sphoned abit of hisdrink into his mouth, then
cradled her head in his hand and kissed her.

A few drops of the liquor seeped between her lips. Startled, she parted them to let the rest of the
mouthful tricklein. Thewarmth of Virid' stongue and his cinnamon-like flavor softened the sting of the
drink. When she swallowed, theliquid fire again flowed through her throat and chest to the pit of her
stomach. Its heet radiated through her body to ignite afresh stirring between her legs.

“Better?’ He took another sip and fed it to her the same way, pausing after she swallowed to nibble the

sdes of her mouth.

Sighing, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close for a deeper kiss. When she had to
stop for breath, he transferred another portion of water of life from his mouth to hers.

“Now you can surely drink from the goblet,” he said. He drained his own cup and placed hersin her
hand.

With care, shetried asip. It did go down more smoothly now. Little by little, she emptied the cup. As
soon as shefinished, Virid kissed her again. Her eyes drifted shut while thetip of histongue explored the
corners of her mouth, theinside of her lips, the edge of her teeth. Shefdt dizzy.

Cool air replaced the warmth of Virid' s body. She opened her eyesto see him drawing another draft of
liquor into each of the goblets. He nestled into the cushions with her once more and pressed a cup into
her hand. When he drained his, shefollowed his example. She didn’t mind the burning at al now. Her
head seemed to float. From her lax grip the goblet rolled onto the floor.



Virid set down his empty goblet and shifted hisbody to cover hers. Through her skirt, shefdt his
hardening cock. He cupped her breast through her bodice. A heavy ache spread from her breaststo her
quim. His open pam brushed the stiff nipple.

“Want it off,” she said, squirming under him. The nipple rubbed tantaizingly againgt the cloth.
“What?' hesad with afera smile.

She fumbled with the ribbons at her neck. He untied them, reached for the hem of the kirtle, and helped
her shrug out of the garment. The linen undertunic till covered the parts of her body she yearned for him
to touch. “And this” she said, tugging the smock upward.

He reached under it to fondle her triangle of hair. The burning between her legsincreased. “Can | not

swiveyou inyour shift?’

Histeasing tone maddened her. “Don’t want it on.” She sat up, didodging his hand, and pedled off the
undergarment. Her head and stomach lurched. Giggling, she flopped down on the pillows. “Now you can
touch metheright way.”

“Thisway?" He covered her mount of VVenus again, while he bent over her to flick each nipplewith his
tongue. When she moaned and arched her back, he lapped one nipple in arhythm that made her skin
prickle with ddicious chillsin contrast to the firein her ssomach and between her thighs.

Hisfingertip barely touched her bud, swollen so tightly she felt it might burst. She undulated her hips.
Lifting hishead, Virid gazed into her haf-closed eyes. “Am | not doing it the right way?’

“Don't sop licking!”
He gave the opposite nipple alight flick of histongue. “Isthat dl you want?’

“Y ou know what | want.” She pressed his hand into her mound. “It burns. Frig me again.” A hot blush
spread over her bare skin. She had certainly never talked to Will thisway. But surely mating with a
dragon had different rules.

At once Virid claimed her breast with his mouth once more, and hisfingers danced over her quim. Two
of them probed inside her, while another strummed her bud. Fire seemed to flood her veins. Her bud and
her sheath pulsed like another heartbeat. She screamed, clutched Virid' s shoulders, and dug her nailsinto
hisflesh.

Lost inawhirlpool of sensation, she became dimly aware that his cock still pressed against her thigh.



“Comein!” she gasped. At once he plunged insde. The world spun around her. The cave floor seemed
totilt asif spilling her into empty space. Caught in hisarms, she found hersdlf rolling over. She crouched
on top of him, while he thrust upward, impaling her on hispole. Sherode him, her nails still scoring his
shoulders and chest. Onefind thrust shot hisfireinto her. She cried out, convulsed in ecstasy, and

collapsed upon him.

Panting, she moved sidewaysto take her full weight off hischest. “1 never expected this,” she said when
she caught her breath. “ Such rapture. And so many times.” She ran her hand over the scratches she had
inflicted. They oozed bluish blood instead of red. Her head still swimming, sherested it on his shoulder
while helay supine againgt the pillows.

“Remember, my treasure,” he murmured, “the more often we mate, the sooner our child will be

conceved.”

Did shewant that result? Her ssomach knotted with anxiety at the thought of bearing any child inthis
strange nursery, much less a babe that most people would cal amonster. Rather than anger Virid by
voicing these doubts, she asked the question uppermost in her mind. “If | get with child, will it be human

or dragon?’

“I know the answer to that no more than you. Such crossbreeds are matters of legend, not living
memory. Y our grandmother bore a human-gppearing child, and the dragon heritage hid in your mother’s
blood until it wokein yours.”

“Then shouldn’t my baby, if | have one, look human, too?’ In the back of her mind lurked the thought
that if she became unhappy with Virid, she could take her child and flee to some distant town, as her
grandmother had. Or, if none would accept her, she might become an outlaw in the greenwood, asshe'd
fancied in her girlhood. With dragon powers, she could feed and protect herself and her baby.

“Not necessarily. Y our grandam was entirely human, so her offspring was only haf draconic. Because
you come from a part-dragon bloodline, our young might be awyrmling, or perhaps midway between
wyrmling and human babe.”

“What' sawyrmling?’ she asked drowslly.
“A dragonet, achild of our kind.”

Still lightheaded from the drink, she rubbed her eyes, trying to keep dert long enough to ask the question
weighing on her heart. “ 1 wish | could talk to Grandmother. If she would tell me what really happened to
her while she lived with her dragon, maybe | would know better what to expect.”



A growl rumbled in Virid's chest. “What truths could she offer that | cannot? In any case, you will never

see her again, so put that notion out of your mind.”

Chapter Four

Rowenallifted her head to gazeinto his jewel-green eyes. “But | could see her. | could fly there and vist
in secret. No one e se would have to know, but at least | could show my family I'm alive, so they

wouldn't grieve.”

“Stop being afool!” He gave her abrisk shake, then drew her into such atight embrace that she could
hardly bresthe. “Y ou told me what your grandam’ s own people did to her. | will not alow you to risk

your life”

“My life?” She squirmed until he relaxed hishold. “Now you' rethe onetaking like afool. Evenif my
neighbors caught me, they wouldn’t hurt me. They would only throw me out. And | would have a chance

to help my parents, too. | could bring them alittle of the treasure.”
He glowered at her. *'Y ou show remarkable generosity with my wedlth.”

She glared back a him. “Y ou could easily spare ahandful of coinsand afew small gems. You' d never
notice the lack. Besides, if I’'m your mate instead of your captive, isn't it my wedth, too?’

“That isirrdevant. What do you suppose would happen to your parentsif they tried to spend coinsfrom

an unknown source? What would your Baron do in such a case?”’

Though sheredized he had avdid point, she didn’t want to admit defeat. “We could think of away

around that problem. If only | could see them once—"
“Enough! Stop thisnonsense, or | will haveto slence you.”

A shiver went through her at the blaze of anger in hiseyes. Sheraised her chin, trying to look unafraid.
“How?’

“Thus.” Gripping her head in both hands, he covered her mouth with his. Her lips parted involuntarily. His
tongue teased hers, and she explored hislips while tasting hisincense-tinged bresth. Waves of heat and

cold swept over her.



After along, languid kiss, he released her, eased her onto the cushions, and covered her with asilken
sheet. “Rest, my treasure. After drinking so deeply, | cannot hold this shape much longer.” Hewaked
over to the treasure pile and reclined on it. Once again the air around him shimmered, and he returned to
his dragon form. Copper and silver clinked under hisweight. Stretching out his serpentine neck, he
closed his eyes and sank into deep.

Standing up, Rowena staggered with vertigo. Her head till reeled from the liquor. She giggled, then
clapped ahand over her mouth. Virid showed no sign of being disturbed by the noise. With exaggerated
care, shetiptoed over to his mationless bulk, leaning on the wall for support when she sumbled. His
chest expanded and deflated in the dow rhythm of deep. Wisps of smoke curled from his nostrils with
each breath. Shelaid ahand on his scaly side. No reaction.

The depth of hisdumber sparked anidea. | don’t need his permission to visit home. | can fly there

and back before he ever wakes up.

Naked, she fumbled her way to the porta. She blinked and rubbed her eyes until they adjusted to the
glare of the sun. When she drew a deep breath and visualized her body swelling into dragon shape, a

gpasm of doubt racked her. Could she transform without her mate’ s help? Did the magic redly flow in
her blood, or had he worked the change through his power?

Shaking off her qualms, she closed her eyes and groped for the core of fire at her heart. She conjured up
theimage of her other salf, huge, winged, iridescent, armed with fierce teeth and claws. Her dragon
nature flared up like atorch burgting into flame. When she opened her eyes, the aguamarine wingslay
folded dong her sdes, and her hands had become talons.

The landscape spread out below her. Her newly keen eyes picked out her home villagein the distance.
For amoment the sheer drop into the ravine made her queasy. Suppose she jumped into the void and
discovered she couldn't fly without Viridiseffulgentiss mus beside her?

Of course | can. | changed without help, didn’t 1?7 Dragon power was part of her nature. He had said
S0 himsdf.

She crept to the ledge and teetered on the rim of it. Only here could she unfold her wingsto their full
gpan. Shetried an experimentd flap, enjoying the cool breeze her motion gtirred. Another giggle burbled
in her throat, a sound that came out as alow growl from her fanged jaws. She leaped off the ledge.

Wind rushed up to meet her. Shelurched sideways and flapped frantically to right herself. Raising her
head, she hurtled upward through turbulent air. Too high, too fast. She struggled to leve off and rolled



amost completely over. Her head reded.

When she managed to force her flight under control, she had cleared the ravine and was soaring in the
direction of the village. On ahilltop to her left, she glimpsed the Baron’ s square-towered castle. An urge
seized her to swoop over the keep and disgorge flame on the lord’ s guardsmen, those men who had
dragged her to the tree of sacrifice and tied her there as afeast for amonster. She restrained hersdlf,

knowing her mate would not approve of provoking them.

She wobbled with dizziness whenever she turned or banked. The liquor hadn’t worn off, she redlized.
Maybe she had better not try to visit her family thistime. Shewould settle for aquick glimpse of her
home and come back another day, when she was't befuddled with drink and had learned to use her

wings more smoothly.

Soon she caught sight of the stream that flowed through town and drove the mill whed. She followed the
watercourse through the gradually thinning forest toward the village. When she approached near enough
to digtinguish one building from ancther, she suddenly recaled the dragon’ swarning againgt flying too
low. She couldn’t let hersalf be seen. Shelaunched hersalf skyward in a series of awkward jerks and
irregular wing flaps. | must look like a barnyard goose pretending to be a swan, shethought. Her

mate would be ashamed of her clumsiness.

Rising in atight spird, she circled high above the village. Was she high enough that anyone who happened
to glance up would mistake her for ahawk? Her dragon eyes saw so much more sharply than her human
sght that she couldn’t judge distance by her own view of the landscape below. She picked out the village
square, with the well and the small, stone church. The common croplands, strips of various shades of
green and ydlow, surrounded the central cluster of cottages with their sheds and outbuildings. She could

see people and animas moving around the fields and kitchen gardens.

After afew minutesto get her bearings, she identified the smal plot held by her parents. In the open
space between the two-room, thatch-roofed house and the chicken coop, a plump, brown-haired

woman bent over awashtub.

Mamma! Rowenaamost dove toward the ground to show herself. Just in time, she checked her dive
and spirded upward again. Did she want to make her mother drop dead from terror? If she wanted to
greet her parents she would have to take human form.

Why not? Her earlier resolution to keep out of sight wavered. What harm would it do to find ahiding
place where she could change shape, then dink around the outskirts of town to her parents  cottage? She

would stay for only afew minutes, just long enough to reassure them of her survival. Nobody else had to



e her.

She had spent severa minutes ooking for agood landing spot before sense prevailed again. Did she plan
to walk up to her mother stark naked? A meeting would require better preparation, including a set of

clothesto wear while in her woman shape.

Stll, shelingered over the cottage awhile longer, watching her mother rinse the linens and drape them
over the hedgeto dry, with “help” from one of thelittle boys. Rowend sflight was becoming smoother.
Maybe the drink’ s effect was fading, for her eation had evaporated. The glimpse of home only made
clear to her how irrevocably she had been torn away from it. She descended allittle lower for one last
look. For thefirst time she noticed asmall figure wrapped in ablanket in the shelter of the doorway.
Although the shadow of the house impeded her view, she decided the person had to be her youngest

brother, four-year-old Harold.

Why was he lying therein broad daylight? Was he sick? If she met her mother face to face, she could
find out what waswrong. Again theimpossibility of that meeting forced itself upon her. Sadness clogged
her throat. No, she certainly couldn’t let her family see her thisway.

Veering away, she headed back toward the stream. The millpond reflected the midsummer sun. She saw
no one near the mill. Probably the miller was a work insde or dealing with one of the lord' s tenants who
had come to have grain ground into flour. Rowena thought about the times she had examined her own

reflection in the pond’ s surface. She redlized she hadn't seen her dragon face yet. Surdly it would be safe

toland for just aminute.

Flapping to dow her descent, she sank to the earth. The humid warmth of the summer day enveloped
her. The upper ar had been refreshingly cool in comparison. Her nostrils flared at the scents of grass,
soil, water, and chaff. Another smell permeated the atmosphere too, the odor of human flesh and sweat
clinging to the manmade structures that surrounded her. With her long tal dragging on the turf, she

crawled to the verge of the pond between apair of drooping willow trees.

Large, gleaming eyes stared back at her from the water’ s surface. Iridescent scaes armored her neck. A
crest stood up on the top of her head. She opened her mouth, gaping amost as wide as her mate's.
Teeth like daggers, made for stabbing and rending, lined her jaws. Any human being shetried to greet
with that smile would flee in horror—or draw asword and attack her. Hot tears dropped from her eyes
and hissed in the water.

A sound penetrated her misery, the noise of adoor damming on the other sde of the mill. Themiller's

voice cdled afarewell. His footsteps then tramped across the floor in Rowena s direction. If he emerged



on thewater sde of the building, he would come face to face with her.

She backed away from the pond, shredding the turf with her claws. When she started to spread her
wings, they brushed the branches of the trees on either side. She needed more room. The miller’s steps
were coming closer. She scrabbled backward, breathing hard in rising fear. Smoke puffed from her nose
and wide-open mouth. After afew seconds of flailing between the trees, she reached the open space
where she had landed.

Sheflexed her legsto push off from the ground. For an ingtant she feared she would only sink to earth
again, but the frantic beating of her wingsraised her from the ground. Just as she straightened out and
cleared the treetops, the miller stepped outside. He looked up.

She sttled into asteady glide. While fleeing skyward asfast as her new flight skills allowed, she glimpsed
the miller staring after her with his mouth open in shock, fortunately too stunned to scream. He saw me!
He'll tell the whole village he saw a dragon! What would they do when they heard of adragon’s

invasion outside the customary Midsummer Eve encounter?

She reminded hersdf that the tenant farmers and craftsmen of the town, or even the Baron with hismen
at arms, could pose no redl threat. Even if they knew the location of the dragon’slair, they had no way to
climb up to the cave without being struck down long before reaching the entrance. The pounding of her
heart dowed. She breathed deeply of the cool air that blew into her face as she flew. It refreshed her

after the humidity and human scents on the ground.

A digtant flying shape caught her eye. When it drew near at a speed much faster than hers, she
recognized the huge, blue-green body and giant wingspread. Viridiseffulgentissmus hurtled toward her,
flame spouting from his maw. It shot past her, only afew wingspans away. Shefdt the heat on her flank.
She dodged, and he followed, pacing her amost close enough to touch wingtips.

“Fagter!” heroared at her inavoicelikethunder. “To thelair! Hy!” Hisanger rushed over her likea
storm. He surged ahead. Sheflew in hiswake, struggling to keep her balance in the wind churned up by
the besat of hiswings.

Scant minutes seemed to pass before they reached the cave, amuch quicker flight than she’' d managed
on her own. Viridiseffulgentissmus glided ingdefirg, then turned to watch her dlumsy landing. Her chest
burned from her labored breathing. The back muscles that flexed her wings ached. The moment she
collapsed onto the cave' sfloor, she flowed from dragon shape into her human body. On hands and
knees, she looked up at the male dragon who loomed over her with hisfangs bared. She trembled at the
thought that he could kill her with asingle blast of fire. She would not beg for mercy, though. She waited,



motionless.

Instead of attacking, he changed to his man shape, which gtill towered over her. “Y ou witless child!” he
hissed. “Why did you defy me? Do you consider your life so worthless?’

“I only wanted onelook a my home! What' sthe harm in that?”

“What harm?’ He seized her arm in apainful grip and yanked her to her feet. “ Suppose they had
captured you? Asit is, you were spotted. Y ou cannot deny that. | saw that man watching your flight.”

“So?" Shetried to pull her arm free, but she couldn’t match his strength. “What can he possibly do,
besdestd| hisneighbors adragon landed by the millpond?’

Virid dragged her to the cushions and flung her onto her back. “And your village elderswill report to the
Baron, will they not? What do you suppose he will do?’ He sank to his knees beside Rowena, grabbed

her shoulders, and shook her. “ Damnation, woman, when | woke and found you gone, my heart froze.”
Her eyes stung with tears from the shaking. She rubbed them away. “Why?’

“Why?’ He stared at her asif she'd gone mad. “Because | thought you might have fled from me. Or else
you had done someidiotic trick to put yoursalf in mortal danger. Either way, | feared | had lost you.”

Did hetruly care about losing her? Or only that he might have to go to the trouble of finding another
femdeto bear hisyoung? Rowena put the question out of her mind when he drew her into atight

embrace and stroked her hair.

“Beloved, my anger arose from fear for your safety.” His heat enveloped her, and his heartbeat pounded

inher ears.
“But what isthereto be afraid of ? Y ou’ re an ancient dragon, and they’ re only human.”

“Ligten carefully and believe me thistime.” His hand skimmed over her head, down her back, and up
again in asoothing rhythm that melted away her aches. 1 have abargain with your Baron. Once ayear,
thefolk of his holdings offer me awoman astribute. In exchange, | leave them done, asdefrom
snatching an occasiona beast from their flocks and herdsiif the game becomes scarce. Because your lord
knows he can trust me not to prey on his subjects, he sends no swordsmen or archersin search of my

lair. What will he do if he decides he can no longer trust that bargain?”
Rowenatilted her head to gaze into hisemerald eyes. “What do you mean?’

“Themiller saw you. A dragon in an inhabited place, and not on Midsummer Eve. | doubt your people



can tell one dragon from another. They only know they may be in danger, danger the tribute was
Supposed to prevent.”

It still seemed to her that Virid was becoming darmed over nothing. “ But what could they do?Evenif
they knew where this caveisand could get up here somehow, surely you' re more powerful than any of

the Baron' sfighting men.”

“Let me show you something.” He strode across the chamber and opened a chest full of books. He
brought back to the deeping alcove aleather-bound volume with gold on the edges of the leaves.
Rowena sat up, hugging her kneesto her chest and looking over his shoulder while he flipped through the
pages. Heturned to a picture of ared dragon with asnakelike head belching lurid flames. A manin
armor stood adtrideits body and stabbed alance into the dragon’ s belly, from which afountain of blood
Spurted.

Virid pointed to the words that accompanied theillustration. 1 must teach you to read thiswriting. It isin
the Latin tongue and tells of Saint Georgius, renowned for the daying of dragons.”

Rowend s stomach turned queasy at the vivid picture of the gory wound. “Where did this happen? How
long ago?’

“No oneknows. Itisalegend of great antiquity.”

“Well, then, maybe it never happened at dl. Maybe it’ sno more than ataefor thefireside.” She reached
over Virid' sforearm to close the book, eager to get the picture out of sight and mind.

“Such tales often ingpire action. Many aknight dreams of imitating thishero’ s deeds.”

She shook her head impatiently. “But there aren’t any such knightsin our Baron’sdomain. | have seen
hismen a arms. They don't look like heroes of ancient legend. They wear mail coats and short swords,
except those who carry bows. | can hardly imagine any of them challenging you.”

Baring histeeth in apredator’ ssmile, Virid said, “'Y our confidence gratifies me, my golden one. But they
might have more than swords and arrows to use againsgt us. Remember, your lord keegpsawizard in his
household.”

“Do you truly think he has enough magic to thresten you? I’ ve never seen him do more than make

moving picturesin bonfires to amuse the children or conjure asprinkle of rain during dry summers.”

“I have dwelt here more than twice aslong as you have been dive, long enough to sense hints of red

power in the man. He may become athrest if the Baron feds sufficiently provoked.” Histone turned



grim. “ And your heedless behavior might count as provocetion.”

She backed away from him and stood up. “ So you’ re harping on that note again? Are you saying |
should spend therest of my life a prisoner in this cave, on the chancethat if | show myself outside, | might

fdl into some phantom danger?’

“If you cannot exercise good judgment and listen to my warnings,” he growled, “I may command you to
do exactly that.”

“Stay trapped herewhile you rant at me? | believe | would rather get eaten than listen to your scolding.”
Now that shefet sure he wouldn't harm her no matter how angry he became, his rebuke annoyed more
than darmed her.

“Y ou deserve more than scolding, woman. Y ou entered a settled region in broad daylight and frightened
aman out of hiswits. And not just any man, but one who has some wedlth and influencein the village,
whose tale will be heard with respect, isthat not so?’

She reluctantly nodded.

“What would ahuman mae do if his mate disobeyed a grave command that way? More than scold, |

wager. Hewould probably beat her.”

Folding her arms across her breasts, she matched his scowl with adefiant glare. “ Are you going to besat

me? That tail of yourswould makeafinewhip.”

Hisfrown turned to asardonic smile. “Perhaps| should, but | have no desire to mar your soft skin. Nor
do | want to squander energy in another change, after that strenuous flight. Y ou say you would rather be
eaten?’ He bared histeeth like awolf stalking alamb. “Then | suppose | had better feast on you.”

He leaped up and caught her in hisarms. She made atoken struggle, till irritated by histyrannical
commands. “Hush, my treasure, my pet. | do not wish to rob you of your freedom. | am only trying to

protect you.”
“I’m not a pet. Not sure | want to be atreasure, either.”

“But you are.” Heran hisfingersthrough her hair. “ Spun gold.” When he massaged her scap, she
couldn’t help sighing, feeling her resstance melt away. “Coral.” Histongue circled the outline of her ear.
She shivered, caught off guard by the sensation. “Rubies.” He tweaked the firm tips of her nipples.

“What's cord?’ Short of breath, she gasped out the question.



“A hard, pink substance, the shdlls of tiny seaanimas. And you aso have apearl in your hidden grotto.”
Hefingered her moigt curlsand the dick “pearl” in the midst of them.

Rowenashuddered. “Please—" Like acat, she rubbed her head against hisarm. His spicy scent prickled

her nose.

“Or would you prefer the treasures that grow in nature? Such asripe cherries.” He nipped the side of her
mouth. Sheinvoluntarily parted her lipsfor the entry of histongue. He didn’t linger there, though. “The
applesof paradise.” Lifting her breastsin his pams, he kissed each nipplein turn. He stroked her sides.
“Skin white and smooth likelilies.”

Inturn, sheran her hand over hischest. Hisolive skin with itstiny scaleslooked like burnished metal,
perhaps copper with a patina of age. He leaned into her caress, histhroat vibrating with asound almost

likeapurr.

One of his handstraveled down to her bottom, while the other explored the folds of her quim. “Rose
petalswith afolded bud and honey at the center.” To her delighted surprise, he sank to hisknees and
tasted the wetness that pooled in her dit.

Trembling, she grasped his shouldersto keep from faling over. Steedying hersdlf, she smoothed the
slver-blue crest of hishair with one hand. It felt softer than she' d expected. “Y ou're only trying to

beguile mewith al thisdaliance—and fanciful words.”

“Have you never heard such language before?” He hummed into her tender flesh, setting up vibrations
that made her head spin.

She giggled. She had trouble shaping an answer with the distraction of theticklein her clitoris. “Only in
ballads. Great lords and ladies make love like that, so I’ ve heard. Our village ladstalk only of swiving.”

Helooked up at her. Hisgreen eyes glowed. “And fucking?’

She suspected he used that word purdly to watch her blush. “ Just when they think the girlsaren’t
ligening.”

“I would rather do it than spesk of it. But first, | promised to eat you. Spread your legsfor thefeast.” By
the last words, hisvoice turned hoarse, with ahint of agrowl. The hungry glint in his eyes made her heart

race.

Still holding onto him, she planted her feet gpart. Raising his head, helicked her navel. The unexpected
touch made her flinch. He clasped her hips more firmly and traced awet trail down her somach and



back up again. With asigh, sheyielded to hisfeasting as the point of histongue mapped her lower
abdomen. It skimmed aong the top of the triangle of hair. She gasped when he nuzzled her curls. Now,
she thought, he would soothe the part that ached for him. Instead, he skipped to her legs. He planted a
kiss behind each knee, then nipped an upward path, his hot breath searing her thighs. He lapped the
creases of each onein turn, avoiding theinner foldsthat yearned for histongue. She threw her head back

and arched her spine.

After severa minutes of spirding gradualy closer to her center he probed inside her and licked up and
down while her hips undulated. He seemed to sense the moment when she started to throb with an
intolerabletinglein her bud. Histongue found and eased that tingle. Her legs quivering, she clutched his
shoulders harder. Thetip of histongue circled her clitoris over and over, never quite touching the pesk,
where she needed it most. Shefelt tight enough to burst. When she groaned with the urgency of her need,
he flicked the spot that yearned for relief. Faster and faster he lapped, strumming the peak hardest just as

shetumbled over the precipice into the abyss of her release.

When she emerged from the moment of oblivion, he stood up, embracing her with his cock pulsing
againg her abdomen. “Now you,” she panted, clasping his hardness. She wanted to inflict on him the
same desperate craving he' d made her fedl.

For aminute he thrust into her pam, his eyes haf-closed in pleasure, but then he pulled back. “Not this
way.” Taking her hand, he drew her to the porta and shimmered into dragon form.

Still melting from her fulfillment, she easily flowed into the same shape. Y ou said you were too tired to
changeagan.”

“Ah, but feasting on you has restored my strength.” He took flight. She followed him to anearby
meadow on ahillside. When she landed, he swooped down upon her. Before she redlized what was
happening, he straddled her body. “1 want you hard and fast thistime.” Thefierce snarl in hisvoice
ignited her desire dl over again. Hisfangs clamped onto her neck, not deep enough to hurt through the
armor of her scales. The sting of hishbite shot bolts of lightning through her. Shefelt his pole against her

flanks.

Burning for him, she lashed her tail sdeways and spread her rear legs. His cock drove into her. She
bucked under him, her claws raking the ground. While he pounded in and out, they shredded the turf with
their talons. Another climax shuddered over her. Fire shot from her mouth, and hisfire merged withiit.
Roaring, she twisted her neck around to bite his shoulder.

Theflavor of hisblood inflamed her further. She wrenched free of him and rolled onto her back. He



loomed over her, hisscarlet cock jutting out. He plunged inside again. With al four feet, she dug her
clawsinto hissides. Clutching each other with their talons, they tumbled over and over, roaring in their
frenzy. Her head reding, she convulsed with the force of histhrusts.

Findly, they lay gill on the churned-up ground. She breathed out afiery sigh of contentment. | could

never have known this ecstasy in my human life!

Chapter Five

Three nights later Rowenawoke to find the silk she lay on damp with perspiration. She sat up, wondering
what had disturbed her. A silver chime echoed in her heed, asif abell had ceased ringing the instant
before she had awakened. A chimein adream, perhaps, though she couldn’t remember what she had
dreamed. The night air chilled the moisture on her skin. Asaways, she dept naked and human. Inthe
perpetud pearly glow that emanated from the cave walls, she glanced at the treasure heap, where Virid
dept in dragon shape. In deep they aways reverted to their respective naturd forms, asthey did
whenever they needed to recover from over-exertion. Maintaining a dragon body took effort for her, and
it appeared that even for an old, powerful creature such as Virid, remaining human for too long could be
adgtrain. He showed no sign of waking at her movement. Since her disastrous adventure, he trusted her
not to fly away on her own. Wrapping hersdf in a shawl, she walked to the entrance and surveyed the
dark landscape by thelight of the full moon.

A drange sensation stirred in the pit of her ssomach. Not nausea, certainly not lust, though the flutter of
excitement had some kinship with lust. A shiver coursed through her. She stretched out her bare arms,

and the moonlight seemed to flow over them like water. She moaned aoud.

Behind her coinsjingled as the dragon shifted on his bed of treasure. Rowenaturned to see his eyes
glittering in the depths of the cave. Hisvoice rumbled, “Areyouill?’

“No, of coursenot. That is, | don't think s0.” Shetook afew stepsback insde. “1 fedl odd. Butitis
surely nothing important.”

“We cannot be certain of that.” He unfolded his sinuous length from the treasure and walked to her.
“Odd inwhat way?’

She described her sensations. With aflare of his nogtrils, he inhaed the dampness between her breasts.



She sighed and leaned on his arched neck. He led her to the deeping acove and curled around her, his
tall resting across her legs. Histongue flickered over her somach, making her leg musclestighten witha

tingle of pleasure,
“Isit possible—?" He covered her midriff with his splayed claws. “Y esss”
“What isit?” She squirmed, rubbing her back againgt the smooth scales of his chest.

Hesat from histouch seeped into her skin and spread through her. “Behold,” he said. A pale, green glow
radiated from her abdomen.

She stared in wonder at the aura outlining the lower part of her body. “What' s happening?’

“My magic confirmswheat | suspected from your scent and flavor. | hardly dared hopefor it so soon.”
Histongue-tip kissed each of her nipplesin turn. “Y ou are bearing my child.”

Her heart hammered as she watched the enchanted light fade away. “ Are you sure? Virid, | don’t know
whether | am ready to become amother. I'm afraid.”

“Of what? | will not dlow anything to harm you.” He clagped her tighter againgt his chest. Hisbreething
and the ponderous drumbest of his heart filled her ears.

“I"'m not frightened about things that might attack from outside. It's carrying a dragon babe that scares

me.

Shefeared that admission might anger him, but he just calmly asked, “Why?Y ou do not view my seed as

acurse, theway your ignorant neighbors would, do you?’

Rowenashook her head. “How can | carry ayoung dragon, awyrmling, in my womb? Suppose it grows
too large?’ A terribleimage she had not thought of until that moment legped into her mind. “What if it rips
me gpart with fangs and claws?’

“That will not happen. Remember, your grandam safely bore adragon’ s offspring.”

“But my mother’s half human, and she has never looked or acted like anything but human. I'm part
dragon, so our baby will be more than half dragon. Perhapsit won't be safe for me.”

“Yes, you are part dragon. Therefore you have no need for concern.”

She turned sideways to snuggle closer to him. How strange to find comfort in agiant reptile sembrace.

“How long until 1 give birth? Nine months, like an ordinary woman?’



“I do not know. Perhaps you will follow the human pattern, perhaps adragon’s, or sometime spanin
between. She-dragons do not give birth to live young. They remain gravid for two months, then lay a
single egg, which they must kegp warm until it hatches.”

She leaned back to stare up at him. “ Are you saying | might have to brood an egg like ahen?’
“We can only wait. Matings like ours are so rare no one could predict the outcome.”
Trembling, she pulled the shawl tightly around her shoulders. “Y ou're overjoyed at this, aren't you?’

“I want you to regjoice, too. And you will, once you become accustomed to theidea.” His claws gently

combed through her unbound hair. “Forget your fears. Seep.”

Next morning she woke before her mate and touched her bare ssomach in wonder. Had sheredlly seen a
luminous hao there last night? Y es, she had to accept that it had actually happened. She had gotten with
child by adragon.

Virid, sprawled on the treasure heap, stretched, blew a puff of smoke, and opened hiseyes. “My jewd.”
He mdted into human form, reclining on his sde with his head supported on one hand. Evenin man

shape, his eyes glittered when they fixed on her.

Rowena blushed under his steady gaze. She scanned his body and watched his cock rise from its nest of
dlvery hair asif her sare wokeit to life. Her quim grew wet, ready to welcome it. However strange and
even frightening their union might be in some ways, she couldn’t deny the thrill hiscarna pleasuring gave
her. She held out her arms.

He hurried to her, lay beside her on the cushions, and gathered her into an embrace. She ran her hands
up and down hisarms, enjoying the silken sheen of hisskin. It gleamed in the congtant, soft glow
emanating from the cave wals. His mouth covered her parted lips. Her tongue eagerly met thetip of his.
Licking theingde of her lips, he nibbled hisway from one corner of her mouth to the other. One of his
hands dighted on her waist and traveled up to her breasts. Her nipplestightened. Still dueling with her
tongue, he brushed his pam over one peak. With asigh, she dragped one leg over hisand shuggled closer
to bring thetip of his cock into contact with her quim.

To her dismay, he broke off the kiss and removed his hand from her breast. “Don’t stop,” she murmured,
trying to force hisfingers back to her taut nipple.

“I must.” He shifted his hips away from hers and kissed her lightly on the forehead.

She tweaked one of his nipples, ddighted with the way it hardened ingtantly like her own. “Y ou don’t



want to fuck me anymore?’ The word still felt strange in her mouth, but she spoke it sometimes because

it seemed to fud his ardor.

“Of course| do. | will never cease to want that. But we cannot take any chances of harming the infant.
As| explained, our mating is unique, so nothing is certain.” He smoothed her hair and fingered the nape
of her neck.

“| see.” She sat up and folded her arms with a half-serious pout. “To you I’'m nothing but abrood mare.
Now that I’'m breeding, you lose dl interest in me.”

“Woman, you know very well that isnonsense,” he growled.
“How do | know?’

He glanced down at his erect cock. It lengthened while she stared at it with him, and the thick head
turned dark crimson. “Y ou can see my interest with your own eyes. And fed it.” He guided her hand to
his shaft. It felt like aburning brand in her palm.

“But you' re not interested enough to put it insgde me.” She couldn’t suppressady smile at her own

teasing.

“There are other waysto find satisfaction.” He closed hisfist around her hand and pumped up and down.
Sighing with pleasure at his excitement, she followed hislead. He released her hand, leaving her to set the
pace. Long, dow strokes made him heavy-lidded with desire, his face flushed. Her thumb skimmed the
ridge around the head of his penis, wringing stifled moans from him. Shejiggled hisballsin her fingers,
while he caressed the back of her neck and brushed each of her nipples so lightly she could scarcely
keep from begging for firmer pressure. His cock expanded and grew ill harder in her clasp. Witha
groan, he squeezed her hand. “ Stop!”

“Why?" Shetightened and released her grip, reveling in the way he panted with need.
“I want your mouth.” He tangled hisfingersin her hair. She gasped. “ Suckle me!”

Made bold by his urgent tone, she nipped his neck, then kissed her way down his body, flicking her
tongue every inch of the way. When she reached his nipples, hard as pebbles, he hed himsdf rigidly
motionless while she lapped them. Only his harsh bresthing betrayed her effect on him. Once she started
farther down, he broke his stillnessto shift impatiently under her dow progress. She swirled her tonguein
his navel, the way he’ d once doneto her, and savored his hiss of surprise. His hips pumped, and he
pressed on her shouldersto guide her. When her lips finaly touched the head of his cock, he groaned



doud.

She gave the swollen knob atentative lick. He eased between her lips, hismuscles quivering asif he
could scarcely keep from thrusting insde. She circled the head with her tongue.

“Yessss” Hisfingers massaged her hair. “Morel”

Anchoring hersdlf by gripping histhighs, she lapped up and down the shaft. It legpt under her tongue.
When she skimmed the tip, she tasted adrop of sdlty fluid. She opened her mouth and rubbed the head
of his cock around theinside of her lips. The contrast between the silky surface and the iff flesh thrilled
her. When she sucked it in and out between her pursed lips, the flesh between her thighs twitched with
eagernessto fed that same motion. Her clitoris thickened so that she had to cross her legsto relieve the

ache.

Remembering how he' d tormented her with histongue, she licked faster, spirding around his shaft and
teasing the opening at thetip. He stiffened harder than she had ever felt him before. Pressing afinger into
the ridge behind hisbdls, she fdt athrobbing deep within.

“Now!” hecried. “I haveto spend!” With his hand on the back of her head, he flexed his hipsto plunge
deeply into her mouth. Her tongue circled the end of his cock while hethrust in and out. She sealed her
lipsaround him to suckle until shefet hiswhole body turn rigid. His cock pulsed, and hot fluid shot into
her mouth. Clutching his buttocks, she swallowed his seed and held him in her mouth until he went limp
with satisfaction.

Her sheath throbbed with longing to receive his hardness. But he had refused to penetrate her. She
wiggled up the length of his body, and he wrapped her in atight embrace. “Help me,” she gasped. “I
neec—"

He reached between her legs. His caress on her bud drew a moan from her. “Isthiswhat you need?’
“Oh, yed Insdeme!”

Henuzzled her hair. “Insde you? Where?’ She heard the amilein hisvoice.

“In my—my cunt.” A hot flush flooded her face and breasts.

Instantly, he plunged hisfingersinto her. She arched her back and rocked in time with the exquisite
motion. He found a spot that burned with dmost painful intensity when he rubbed it. Piercing sweetness
suffused her whole body. She closed her eyesto immerse hersdf iniit.



“No,” hewhispered. “Look at me.”

She obeyed, staring into the smoldering, green fire of hiseyes. Her head spun with dizziness. Shefdt she
might fal off the edge of the earth if shelet go of him.

“I have never seen eyes 0 blue asyours,” he murmured. “Likethe sky. | could fal into them and

drown.” He quickened the dancing of hisfingers. “Let me drown while you soar to the heights.”

By now she could hardly understand hiswords. She rocked faster, hisface ablur before her half-open
eyes. Between the pressure and stroking inside her and the merciless strumming of her clitoris, shewas

melting, shettering—

She collgpsad in hisarms, with the flavor of him still on her lips, and trembled with plessure at the warmth
of hisbreath rustling her hair. His skin, like hers, fet dick with sweat. She kissed his cheek, tasting sdlt.

“You see,” he murmured, “we need not sacrifice any of the delights we have shared. | shall dwaysdesire

you, and | regjoice that you desire me.”

“Yes, | do.” Shecouldn’t deny that feeling. But did she dso want the child she carried? She till had
deep-rooted doubts about that.

Over the next few weeks, Rowena suffered none of the aches and nauisea she had seen her mother
endurein pregnancy. Shedidn’t even find hersdlf drowsier than usua, only ravenoudy hungry. The
dragon caught wild game for her every day. Tired of spending so many monotonous hoursin the cave,
she began hunting with him more often. In dragon form, she had no qualms about devouring arabbit or
deer raw, dill tseaming with life asits blood soaked into the earth. Sometimes Virid showed her where
wild berries grew or guided her by night to an orchard temporarily left unguarded, to let her fill a basket
with fruit while he kept watch. Human beings, he said, could not remain healthy on meeat done. She had
shed the last of her misgivings about eating uncooked fruit, considering how quickly she had accepted a
diet of freshly killed flesh.

He encouraged her to fly with him but snarled in protest when she ventured out on her own. “ After your
narrow escape at the mill, I cannot fedl easy about having you wander the countryside done,” he
admonished one day when he caught up with her on a peak where she could scan the horizon and see the
Baron’skeep on adistant hilltop and the villages and hamlets that owed homage to him scattered across
the landscape like wooden blocks.



She giretched her wings with an impatient flap. “Y ou spesk asif I'm achild or apet. I’'m agrown woman

and the mother of your babe, asyou won't let me forget.”
“Grown in human years, but very young asadragon.”
She snorted smoke from her nogtrils. “How long do dragonslive?’

“A thousand years or more. | have never seen one of my kind die of old age. When ancient dragons
become weary of life, they take refuge in remote, well-hidden lairs. Whether they die or merely deep, no

one knowsfor certain.”

His casua mention of athousand-year lifespan chilled Rowena. Hiding that reaction, she asked, “Will |
livethat long?”

Viridiseffulgentissmus gave her along, unblinking stare. “ Again, | know not. With your dragon blood

awakened you have a chance a centuries of life.”

“It'spossible, then?” At hisdow nod, she said, “ So when I’'m ahundred years old do you il planto
watch melikeabird with asnglefledgling?’

Hetossed his head like ahorse. “Y ou have many yearsto go until you reach your first hundred.”
“Wadll, if you keep me like ahooded facon, I won't know how to survive even then, will 17’

“If you aretruly eager to learn dragon ways,” he said, “ you should spend moretimein this shape. Except

while hunting, you ingst on remaining human hour after hour.”
“But | am human. Human firs.”
“If you continueto think that way,” he said, “you will remain weak, and you will put yoursdlf in danger.”

Confused, she sprang into the sky, where the rush of wind could blow away the sadness that clouded her
mind. Viridiseffulgentissmus followed, overshadowing her with hiswingsasusud. Now that the freshness
of the experience had worn off, she fdt that the adventure of becoming adragon did not live up to its
promise, not when her mate kept her tethered so closdly. Besides, she couldn’t shake her worries about
her family. Little Harold had obvioudy been sick when she’ d seen him. Had he recovered or died?
Congtantly watched, how could shefind out?

A plan occurred to her, asmple way to make contact with her people. The first step required that she
learn to read and write, something Virid himself had suggested. Back at the cave, she broached the

subject. “1 have nothing to do al day. I’m used to hard work, and there’ s none here. No cooking or



baking. Almost no cleaning.” She had made a crude broom out of twigs to sweep the cavern’ sfloor
every day and brush the worst of the cobwebs from the chests, casks, and loose hegps of treasure that
made up the dragon’ shoard. That task took little time. “No animalsto tend. Not even any laundry to
speak of. At home, we spent afull day each week on that.” She washed her undertunics and hosein the
bathing pool when necessary, but where outer clothing was concerned, the hoard included such an
abundance of gowns and kirtles that she never needed to wear any garment more than once if she chose
not to. “Unitil the baby comes, I'll st idle most of thetime.”

Virid, dtting on aclosed chest in human form, scanned her with a puzzled expression. “ Y ou missdl that
drudgery?'Y ou should be glad of freedom fromit.”

“Inaway, | am. But not without something to takeits place.” Sheflipped open one of the boxes and

took out asmall, leather-bound volume. “Teach meto read, the way you said you would.”

“Very well. But you cannot begin with abook like that. We shall need writing materids.” He rummaged
around inasmdler box for asheet of blank parchment, a handful of quills, and avid of black powder.
Leading Rowenato St on abox, using alarger chest for atable, he showed her how to mix the powder
with water to makeink. “Y ou say you know your |etters?’

“Mogly, or | did once. | might have forgotten some.” Clutching aquill in her right hand, shetried to
imitatetheway Virid held his.

“Then let us begin at the beginning. ThisisA.” He dipped the quill pen and marked the letter on the
parchment.

“Of course| know that one. It'sthe end of my name.” It had been along time, though, since
Grandmother had made her practice writing. She found the process awkward, and her A looked crude
nextto Virid's.

“Do not concern yoursdf with legance yet,” he said. “ Concentrate on remembering the shape.”

After an hour of drill, the alphabet and its sounds came back to Rowena. That basic knowledgewas a
long way from mastery of the skill, though. She ran her fingers over the binding of the book she had set
asde. “When do you think I’ll be able to read something like this?’

“You have agrest dedl to learn before that,” he said. “Most of these books are written in Latin or Greek,
of which you know nothing. I must first teach you to read your own Saxon tongue.”

Sincethat was exactly what Rowena wanted, she made no objection. “Can you tell mewhat’sin the



books, though? What about this one?’

Picking up the smdl volume, he said, “ Thisisthe Metamor phoses of Ovid, apoet of Rome' s golden
age. Sndll | read to you from it?’

She nodded. Her right hand felt so cramped from the unfamiliar task that she knew she had to rest it
before shetried again.

Cuddled up with Virid on the degping cushions, shelistened to histrand ation from a section of thelong
poem, tales of pagan gods pursuing shy maidens who changed into flowers or treesto escape their
suitors. “ Do you think such things really happened?” she asked when he closed the book to save more

for another time,
Hewound alock of her hair around hisfingers. “I cannot say for certain, but | doubt it.”

“We change from dragon to human and back, though. And I’ ve heard of men who take the shape of

wolves”

“That isdifferent from awoman transforming into atree. That would be far beyond the power of dragon
magic, much lessthat of amerely human sorcerer like your Baron' swizard. It would take the
enchantment of adeity.”

“Y ou don't think the heathen godsredlly existed, then?’

He reclined on the cushions and drew her closer to hisside. “1 have never met one, nor have | heard of

any other dragon who has.”

Tracing swirlswith her fingertip on hisgleaming, olive-skinned chest, she said, “I’ ve heard the old gods

wereredly demonsin disguise”

“Doyou believethat?’ His open pam stroked down her side to her flank, then strayed to her arse. They
were both naked. Virid never wore clothes, and Rowena hadn’t bothered to dress when resuming human
form after their flight. Though she sometimes enjoyed trying on the silken robes and fur-lined cape, her

awakened dragon blood kept her warm enough in the lair with no covering.

“I don’'t know. It' s said dragons are akind of demon, too. Taes claim the Devil sometimes appearsasa

dragon.”
He emitted a contemptuous growl. “Typica human fally. | am certainly no demon, nor any of my kin.”

She rubbed her head, catlike, against his shoulder. “1 know that now. If you were ademon, I'd haveto



be one, too, because I'm part dragon. But | do wonder if dragons have souls. Do you?

His brows arched in obvious surprise a the question. “How would | know? | have no ideawhether souls

evenexig.”

She gtared at him in shock. She had never heard anyone suggest that possibility before. “If dragons don't

have souls, do |7’

“So now you are becoming a philosopher, my golden one?” A laugh rumbled deep in his chest. “Do not
trouble yourself about such things. Enjoy what your new life givesyou. Such asthis.” He bent to kiss her.

Whenever she expressed worries of any kind, more often than not he tried to distract her with dalliance.
To her annoyance, she usualy succumbed to those distractions. She turned her face away, ignoring the
frisson she felt when histongue brushed her lips, and said, “1 was brought up to worry about those things.
| can’t just stop thinking about them, any more than | can stop missing my family and friends.”

Hefrowned. “ That complaint again? Dragons do not need company, except perhaps that of amate.”
“Wel, I'mnot al dragon. My human half il hasits needs”

“Needs that you will be happier if you overcome.” He stood up and reached for her hand. “ Shed your

human form and fly with me. | want to share anew pleasure with you.”
“Again so soon? What do you want to show me, another kind of lovemaking?’
“Not thistime. | have an adventure to offer you.” He strode toward the exit.

Curious despite hersdf, shefollowed. On the ledge, they both transformed, and she launched hersdf doft

withhim.

Following in hiswake, she flew higher and farther than ever before. Above the clouds, the sun blazed in
her eyes, yet the clear air blew chill across her wings and whistled through her bared teeth. The
landscape spread out beneath them as, she thought, the eyes of God Himself must seeit.

Her wings began to ache by the time her mate spirded toward the earth on a plateau wedged between
two hills. FHlower-strewn grass surrounded a blue lake. Viridiseffulgentiss mus folded hiswings and waited
for her to glide to alanding beside him. “ See that rivulet trickling downhill”?” He swiveled his neck to

indicate the narrow, rapid stream. “ That isthe origin of theriver that watersyour village.”

“Wereso high,” shemarveled. “I’ d wager not even the Baron has ventured thisfar. Then, why would he



careto?’ Laughter rippled from her in aburgt of flame. “ There' s nothing here to profit him or add to his
prowessin battle.” She savored the scent of the crisp air. “If I'd never cometo you, | wouldn’t have

seen thisplace, ether. | never imagined traveling so far from home.”

“Thisisonly the beginning. Y ou told me you used to crave adventure? When our child hasgrown old
enough, perhaps | will take you to the shores of Greece, the mountains of Carpathia, the sands of Egypt,
or even far Cathay where they spin the silk that drapes so beautifully on your delicate body.”

Shelaughed again at the extravagant compliment, aswell as at theidea of traveling to such exotic lands,
which sounded as likely a destination as the Garden of Eden. He stretched his neck over hersand
nuzzled her. Thefriction of his scales againgt hers made her quiver with ddight. She whirled around and

gave him aplayful nip.
Leaping backward, he spread and flapped hiswings, raising awind. “Now, join mein thelake.”

Hefolded hiswingstightly to his Sdes and doveinto the water. A waterspout splashed high into the air
when he plunged benegth the surface. She dubioudy eyed the deep tarn. It must be deep if afull-grown
dragon could diveinto it. She didn’t want to behave like a coward in her mate' s presence, though. She
legped in an arc and dived after him.

Ingtinct made her draw along breath before jumping. Her nostrils automatically compressed to shut out
the water. She squeezed her eyes closed against the impact. Icy liquid enveloped her. Forcing herself to
open her eyes, she saw schools of fish scattering out of her way and the huge body of the dragon gliding
gracefully beside her, with hiswings spread asif flying. Sheimitated him and thrilled to the Silken flow of
the water over her wing membranes. Venturing aglance down, she saw the lake bottom shimmering far
below.

Over hisshoulder, Viridissffulgentiss mus threw achalenging look at her. With abrisk flap of hiswings
and tail, he shot ahead. She picked up speed to swim after him. He sped through the water like afacon
through the air. He hurtled into the midst of ashoa of fish. A sngp of hisjaws caught one of them. Eager
to match his skill, she gnashed her teeth amid the roiling mass of frightened creatures. Just before the
pressurein her lungsincreased almost to pain, she captured one large fish. Her mate shot up to the
surface, and she followed him. Cold water splashed around her and flowed down her sides, glittering like
countlesstiny crysasin the blinding sun.

She swam to shore, blinking until her eyes adjusted to full daylight again. She gulped down her fish, sdty
and refreshingly cool, while Viridiseffulgentiss mus ate his own catch. The water sparkled on hisscales
like rainbow-hued gems. Her breath caught in her throat at his beauty.



“Now we dive dtill degper.” He hurtled himsdlf into the lake again.

Filling her chest with air, she dovein hiswake. Underwater she saw theiridescent streak of his body
swimming amost sraight down. Within minutes, they glided within adragon-height’ s span of the lake
bottom. The current of their passage stirred patches of weedsin which tiny fish darted. Her mate led her
to aheap of white sticks that at first glance she took for the wreckage of a boat. But who would sall

acrossthismountain tarn so far from any suitable site for atown?

With acloser look, she made out the shape of an elongated, fanged skull. The “sticks’ were gigantic
bones. A creature twice the size of adragon had died herelong ago. Around the neck of the skeleton
waslooped adlver chanwith apde, ova gem hanging fromit. Viridiseffulgentissmus snagged it with a

claw and surged toward the surface.
When they emerged onto the bank, she asked, “What kind of bones are those?’

“Why, those of alake dragon, of course. Centuries ago many of them lived in the waters of thisland. A
few Hill dwell in the degp lochs of the highlands beyond the Roman wall.” He held out the necklace to
her. Now she could distinguish the color of the stone, sky-blue with swirls of roseinitsdepths. “Thisisa

moongtone,” he said. “For you, my treasure.” He hung the chain around her neck.
“Isit magic?’
“Not as you understand the word, but it israre and beautiful, and therefore you should haveiit.”

Touching the moonstone with a claw-tip, she marveled at the glow of the colors at its center. “I have

never seen anything so wonderful.”
Histongueflicked her ear. “ Change,” he said.

Sheflowed into human shape. The cool breeze on her naked skin momentarily made her shiver, but her
mate’ sbody, like aliving oven, quickly warmed her. The chain dangled loosely, with the moonstone
hanging below her breasts. Virid' stongue looped around her neck and teased the hollow of her throat.
Trembling, she leaned againgt his side. He swept her hair over her shoulder to lick the nape of her neck.
Chillsraced down her spine, and he followed them with rapid flickers of histongue.

“How can you doubt that | cherish you and consider you beautiful 7’
“Show me,” she murmured.

He ddicatdy sfted her unbound hair through his claws. Histongue circled her neck again and explored



the hollow of her throat and the valley between her breasts. Her nipples puckered, and her breath
became quick and shallow. She stared into the glow of his green eyes, feding entranced like amouse
under the gaze of aserpent. Y et helooked at her with ahunger quite different from asnake sfor itsprey,
asif the sight of her enrgptured him and cast him, too, into atrance. How far they had come since her

terror in the first moment she’' d seen him.

One of hisclawstraced atingling line down the center of her chest, while he tasted each nipplein turn.
Impatient, she wanted to embrace him and pull him down to her, but her arms barely reached around his
neck, and her merely human strength had no hope of overcoming his resstance. She had to squirm
helplesdy while histongue spiraed around each breast and worked its way over her somach to the
damp curlsat its base.

She did to the ground and lay on her back, legs spread in invitation. Thetip of histongue probed her
cleft. Letting out ahissing breeth, she arched her hips. Helicked up and down the moist folds, and with
every stroke, she melted still more. Her clitoristightened to an unbearable ache. She could tell by the
way histongue fleetingly brushed there that he knew what she yearned for. She couldn’t force out the
wordsto beg for it, only moan and clutch at him.

When she felt about to shatter with need, he settled into a steady licking of her swollen bud. He curled his
tall around her and inserted the end of it into her sheath. His tongue strummed her harder, faster. She felt
hersdf plummeting toward the cliff-edge of release—a scream ripped from her throat—she plunged into
the abyss—

Heavy-lidded, she gazed into his eyes, close to hers with his huge head resting beside her. “Y ou' ve had
no satisfaction,” she said when she could bresthe again.

“That mattersnot. Y our pleasurefulfillsme.”

Her eyes prickled with moisture. No lad of her village would ever have spoken thus. She folded her hand
around the smooth hardness of the moonstone. “Y ou wereright,” she said, rolling face down on the

grass. “Thisisanew kind of adventure.”

“And, as| sad, only the beginning of many greater ones.”



Chapter Six

Over the next fortnight, she relearned the sounds of the aphabet and began to read. Virid' s hoard held
amost no booksin her native language. He explained to her that whenever people wrote anything of
importance, they used Latin. Records were usudly kept in French. He managed to unearth afew writings
in the Saxon vernacular for her to practice with, such things as merchants inventoriesand lists of village
births and deaths. She didn’t object to the dull, everyday subject matter, for it contained many of the
words she would need for the message she planned to send. Whenever she was not exercising her wings

and hunting, she spent most of her waking hours studying and prodding Virid to teach her faster.

“Why this obsession with letters and words?’ he asked her one evening as she sat by the cave entrance
taking advantage of the fading sunlight. “Put away your parchment and fly with me.”

Rowena shrugged off histouch on her shoulder. “ L ater, after the moon rises. | don’'t want to waste
what' sl eft of theday.”

He responded with awordless hiss of annoyance.
“Y ou told me dragons va ue wisdom. Don’t you want meto learn?’
“Of course, but you need not learn al the wisdom of the world in one day, or even one week.”

“No fear of that.” Sheimpatiently brushed her hair back from her forehead. She couldn’t admit her redl
motive for cramming every possible hour with study. He certainly would not gpprove of her writing to her
family. But she had to find out whether her little brother had fallen victim to the typhoid fever raging
through the village. “What else am | supposed to do with my time? | can’t stand day after day of

idleness”
With his glittering eyes fixed on her, he said, “Have you truly been so discontented?’

“Not exactly discontented, but thislife still fees strangeto me. | have trouble resting with the same light
coming from thewals every hour of the day and night. I'mtired of living on mest and fruit. | missthe
other food | used to edt. | crave aloaf of bread with honey or awedge of cheese. | even miss pease
porridge. And, yes, sometimes| misswhat you called the drudgery of ordinary work.” The words

tumbled out, even surprising hersdf. “And de. | haven’'t had amug of de since you brought me here.”
“Do you not prefer wine and mead?’

They often shared afew goblets of winein the evenings, and she had developed ataste for the vintages



of Burgundy. “1 like them well enough, but that doesn’t slop me from craving more ordinary fare

sometimes.”

“You missyour human life,” hesaid in adeadly quiet tone.

“What did you expect? Y ou sole me away from my family and friends.”
“Friends? They scorned your ancestry and delivered you up for sacrifice.”

Scrambling to her feet with the parchment and quill clutched in one hand, she glared & him. “True
enough, | didn’t have many friends, and they turned out to be false or too afraid to speak up. But at least
| had girls my own ageto talk with and my parents and brothersto care for me.” Would she actually
return to that world if she could? Perhaps not, given the treatment she' d received from the neighbors she
had known dl her life. Y et she resented having the choice snatched from her.

“I carefor you. Do you not believe that yet?’

Rowena shoved past him into the cave and busied hersdalf with putting the writing supplies away. “1
believe you do in your own way. Y ou care for me as your mate and the mother of your young.” She
touched her belly, more rounded than it had been amonth earlier. “But it' s not the same.” Shelooked
over her shoulder to find him hovering behind her. “ Of course, | enjoyed our swiving, and | lovetaking

dragon shape and flying with thewind. But | love my family, too.”

“If you would cast away these human anxieties and regrets,” he said, “you would attain happiness and
freedom. Y ou need to remain in woman shape only while you deep, not the rest of the time. Embrace

your dragon nature.”

“And attain freedom?’ Sheturned on him, with her hands on her hips. “I haven't noticed you giving me
any of that yet. When | do take dragon form, you shadow every move | make. Y ou want meto forget
my family and my human life, yet you don’t dlow me aproper dragon life either.”

“When you become strong enough to protect yourself—"

“Bdlockd That'sonly an excusefor not trusting me. Y ou think if 1 got an occasond glimpse of home, |

would leave you.”

Heflinched, asif the randomly flung accusation had struck the center of thetarget. “1 smply desire your
happiness, which you cannot haveif you remain suspended between your two natures. Have you
forgotten this?” Striding to the largest book chest, he pulled out the volume that contained the legend of
St. George. He opened it to the gold-embossed picture of the knight standing over the prostrate dragon.



“Thisiswhat human folk would do to you if they could. Forget their puny lives and choose your true
ﬂf,”

“Y ou want meto live asadragon, yet you want to keep me penned here at your pleasure! Would atrue

she-dragon accept this treatment?’

He bared histeeth, sharply pointed even in human form. “A full-blooded she-dragon would never want

to fraternize with humankind.”

“A she-dragon’s mate would trust her out of his sight, instead of assuming she hadn’t wit enough to be

caeful.”

Virid gripped her shoulders, hisfingers digging into her flesh. “Woman, you try my patiencel” With a
long, hissing breath, he relaxed his grasp. “What do you want of me? Bewarned, | will not tolerate any
trespassing on human lands.”

Rowena s heartbeat quickened. She struggled to keep triumph from showing on her face. “ Prove your

faith in me. Allow me some of the freedom you mentioned.”

“How?"

“Let mefly donefor part of each day. | vow not to let any human eyes see me without your permission.”
He studied her face asif searching for any hint of deception. “Y ou make this promise fredy?’

She nodded. “If you meet my condition. If you keep watching me every minute, | can’t promisewhat |
might do.”

“Very well.” He sghed and ran his hands down her armsin adow caressto clasp her hands. “1 accept

your vow. When do you plan to enjoy your freedom?’

“I think I'll start now.” Freeing her hands from his, she stripped off her gown and underlinen. She wanted
to test his compliance with the bargain. At the sametime, her behavior would assure him that she would

keep her word. She didn’t intend to break the vow. Her plan didn’t involve having anyone see her.

When shelaunched hersdf from the ledge, Virid stood there as aman, watching her. That behavior
struck her as agood omen. By not changing into his dragon shape, he seemed to be reassuring her that
he would not follow. Still, she would take no chances on her first couple of flights. She headed away
from theinhabited region to fly over uncleared forest. Recdling her girlish daydream of livinginthe
woods as an outlaw, like Maid Marian with Robin Hood, she wondered what it would be like to walk



under those venerabl e trees. Perhaps on some other day she could find out.

The setting sun tinged the horizon with violet and rose. Soaring higher, Rowenawatched the crimson orb
snk behind the hillswhile the blue of the sky faded into twilight. She scented moisture in the cool upper
air. When she circled back toward the east, she saw clouds gathering. By the time she reached the cave,
raindrops were spattering her scales. She opened her mouth to catch the windswept rain.

Sighting her gpproach, Viridiseffulgentiss mus|egped from the ledge, shifting shapein midair. Heflew
around her, then paced her, wingtip to wingtip. “Y ou returned.”

“Did you serioudy think | might not?” She wasn't sure whether shefdlt offended by his doubt or flattered
by the concern it indicated.

He hedtated for several wing beats before answering. “1 am not certain what | thought. | am grateful for
your return.” Instead of landing at the cave entrance, he swooped down to anearby hilltop. Rowena
followed him. When she settled to the ground and folded her wings, he wrapped hisaround her.
“Rowenaureadulcima. My treasure. | wish only to give you joy, ddights you could never imaginein your
former life. Likethis” His serpentine tongue lapped raindrops from her neck. Shivering, she surrendered
to the pleasure of his caresses. He chased the rivulets over her body until he had licked her from neck to
tail-tip.

By then her tall was twitching with restlessness that coursed through her veins and settled between her
rear legs. She spread them wide, and he circled behind her. His sinuous tongue lashed her dit. Inthis
body she had no clitoristo form the center of her need. Insteed, dl the aching tightness settled deep
indgde her. Heinserted histongue into her sheath and rubbed in time with her frantic humping.

“Change,” he ordered.

Shemdyted into her human shape, till shaking with hunger for him. The sensation of histongue whipping
inand out of her while her body compressed from dragon to woman made her scream in mingled shock
and excitement. On hands and knees, her fingernails gouging the turf, she arched her back to beg for
deeper penetration. One of his clawstrailed down her spine. The fiery track of its point sharpened her
craving still more. Histongue-tip found aburning spot far insde her shesth and stroked it in time with the
rocking of her hips. Ecstasy radiated from that spot to flood her entire body.

Limp, panting, she dlowed him to roll her onto her back. He still held his dragon shape. She saw his
gdlion-like cock jutting out.

He licked raindrops from her breasts. “When you have given birth, we can mate as dragons again. |



yearn for that.”

“Turninto aman so | can pleasure you.” Sitting up, she reached under his abdomen to cup his penis,

amost too big for her hand to fit around.

“No.” He blew apuff of smoke that ingtantly turned to Seam in therain. 1 want to spend in my true

form.” Helay down on hisside, with his cock engorged to a deep red.

She skimmed her palm over the taut flesh. “How?” Her sheath rippled in anticipation, despite the
impossibility of hisentering her thisway.

One of hisforelegs curled around her to draw her close. She automatically opened her legs. The head of
his penis settled between her thighs, its round tip resting on her clitoris.

“Move,” he ordered.

Bracing her legs againgt him, she did up and down his shaft. Sowly at first, she savored the glide of his
rigid flesh on her tight bud. With each cycle of upward and downward motion, she quivered with
eagerness, and agroan rumbled in his chest. His claws held and guided her, clasping just tightly enough to
prick her skin without pain.

He urged her to afaster rhythm. She felt him swelling between her legs. The friction on her bud and
between her folds of tender flesh sent the now-familiar waves of delight crashing over her. His body
quaked with passion, and the scalding heat of his seed flooded her. The sensation drove her to the edge

al over again.

When she convulsed in her find delirium, he coiled around her and held her with al four limbs until her
shudders died away. Torrents of rain drenched their entwined bodies.

LR R R R

Over the next few days, Rowenaflew with Virid whenever heinvited her. Shedso regularly flew by
hersdf an hour or two, varying the time of day or night and the length of her absence. She wanted to be
sure the dragon accepted her unpredictable flights and believed she would always come back without
getting into trouble. Aside from the furtherance of her plan, she found that she enjoyed soaring donein

the moonlight even more than her daylight forays.

On rocky hillsides she practiced another skill shewould need. She picked up small stones, ascended high
into the air, and dropped them one by one onto the ground, aiming for targets she had scratched in the



turf. At first her sones missed more often than they hit. Soon, though, her keen dragon eyes enabled her

to learn how to hit her mark.

Her thoughts hadn’ t advanced beyond the prospect of communicating with her grandmother. If Harold
was deathly ill or some other disaster had happened at home, what could Rowena do about it? She
amply felt she had to know. It did occur to her that if she asked Virid' s permission to vist her family, and
he refused again, she could leave him. Did shewant that? A chill gripped her insdes at the thought. For
onething, deserting her mate would force her to bring up amostly-dragon infant by herself. Yet, if that
decision did eventually face her, she wanted to be prepared.

At heart she knew she could never live with her family again. Could she make ahomefor hersdlf, though?
What about her idea of living in the deep woods? As a dragon, she wouldn't need shelter and would

have no trouble obtaining food.

Although she had no serious plans to abandon Virid, she began to use part of her “free” hours exploring
theforest. She quickly discovered the trees grew too densely for awinged monster to descend through
their branches. Instead, she landed on the verge of the woods, changed shape, and walked in. After
many weeks of not bothering with shoes, her feet did not suffer from walking bare-soled on the
leaf-strewn loam. The towering trees cast such deep shade that it muted the late summer heet to moist
coolness. Little underbrush grew beneeth them, so nothing impeded her leisurely stroll. She marveled at

their massive trunks, likethe pillars of agiant’shall.

About haf an hour into the forest, she came upon afdlen tree. Vines covered its gigantic remains.
Kneding down, she discovered a hollowed space under it, dmost like aminiature cave. Maybe some
anima had denned there for awhile. She considered crawling insde to check the size of the hole, but
thoughts of beetles and spidersrestrained her. Still, it might make agood hiding place to store things out
of the wegther. If she ever did fed compelled to leave Virid, she might want to have afew supplies
stowed away.

Brushing dirt from her hands and knees, she turned back toward the edge of the forest. By exploring the
countryside on her own, she had discovered that her dragon nature gave her afaultless sense of direction.
She had no doubt of her ability to find the dead tree again. Once clear of the woods, she resumed dragon
shape and flew to thelair, where Viridisefful gentiss mus awaited, impatient for a shared hour of flight and
frolic. Though he never said so, she got the impression that he felt uneasy about her solitary ventures,
evenif hetrusted her to stay clear of human settlements. Apparently her partia independence troubled
him. Well, let it. He had better learn she wouldn’t be treated like a possession.



In the following days, she began to accumulate a stash of items she thought she might need if she had to
leave. A well-fed dragon, she had learned, dept long and hard. Her partid humanity meant that she often
found hersdlf awake while Virid dumbered. Although she wouldn't risk snesking out of thelair a such
times, because of his probable reaction if he did wake up and find her gone, she decided searching the

boxes was safe enough. Her rummaging around the cave' s chambers never seemed to disturb him.

She st aside adagger with its sheath and belt, al wrapped in oiled cloth. With several layers of
water-resistant cloth, the wrapping could easily hold severa other small objects. In astroke of luck, she
later found a pouch of the same materia. Between the two packages, she gradualy tucked away severd
changes of clothes, afew quillsand avid of powdered ink, and a handful of coins. For outer clothing she
chose men'’ s breeches and tunics of green and russet. If she had to live in the forest, she couldn’t do it
gowned like acourt lady. She dso filched shoes and hose, aswell as linen cloths and two shawls, in case
shedid find herself caring for ababy aonein the wilderness. Little by little, she cached the suppliesina
small, empty side dcove, too cramped for Virid' s dragon body. Since he had not been using it for

storage so far, he would have no reason to go near it, even in human form.

Watching him deep or lying curled up with him after love-play, she mused over her own actions. He
caled her hismate. Most of the time, she thought of herself that way. Y et she redized she did not
congder herself wedded to the dragon asirrevocably ashedid. If she shared hisbelief in their union, she
would not be making plansfor afuture break that might or might not ever come to pass.

When she reached the stage where she felt confident of writing aletter that her grandmother could read,
she debated how to deliver it without arousing Virid' ssugpicions. Shedidn’t fed safeinrelying onthe
depth of hisdeep. Nor could she venture out while he was away hunting. If she made up some excuse
not to fly with him, he would suspect ulterior motives when he returned and found she had left on her

own.

Their evening flagon of wine suggested a possible solution to that problem. Virid often dlowed her to
draw their drinks from one of the casks. It would be a smple matter to add a dash of poppy syrup to his
goblet. Did the drug work on dragons? And how much would she need to deepen his deegp? She could
only try adose a random. If it didn’t work, she would have lost nothing, because Virid would have no

reason to guess what she' d done.

She saized the opportunity that very day at twilight, while Virid disposed of the gnawed bones of asheep
they had devoured. During hislast rest period she' d hidden one of the bottles of poppy syrup under her
deeping cushions. Since he | eft the tidying and replacing of the bed silksto her, hewould not belikely to
notice the bottle. She hurried to the rock shelf where she had already set out two flagons of different



design. After splashing afew drops of the drug into the cup she intended for Virid, she rushed to hide the
bottle again. As she plumped the cushions back into place, she dready heard hiswingsflapping at the
porta.

By the time he dithered into the great hall, raindrops diding off his scaes, Rowena stood quietly with a
cup in each hand. She hoped he couldn’t hear the racing of her heart. “Let me draw some mead for you,
and we' Il drink by thefire.” She nodded toward the fire pit where embers smoldered after the roasting of
the sheep.

“Mead?” When he completed his shift to human form, he gave her aquestioning stare. “Y ou usualy

prefer wine.”

“It' sawet evening. Mead seems best for thiswesther.” She spoke with her back to him while she
headed for the cask that held the honey beverage, afraid he would recognize deception on her face. In
truth, she chose the sweet winein hopesit would disguise any strange flavor. Shefilled his goblet, then

her own, and carried them to the deeping alcove where Virid reclined on the cushions.

She swirled theliquid in hisflagon before handing it to him and taking asp from hers. Over therim of her
cup, she watched him drink. Her anxious scrutiny detected no change in his expression when he tasted
the meed.

“Why do you stare a me so intently, my love?’

“Do1?" A blush spread over her face and neck. How could she expect to get away with lying to him?*“|
never get tired of looking at you. You're beautiful.” That statement, at least, wastrue. Hisemerdd eyes
and, in human shape, burnished olive skin with its ddlicate pattern of tiny scales dtill fascinated her. He

was even more glorious, though in agrand and terrible way, as a dragon.

“Indeed?1 cannot recdl any other human female paying me that compliment,” he said with awide,
sharp-toothed grin. “ So are you, my treasure. Beautiful. Like gold and mother of pearl.” He placed a
fingertip in the hollow of her breastsjust above the neckline of the slken shift she wore. After weeks of
this cave-dwelling life, seldom exposed to sunlight except in dragon form, she had in fact noticed her skin
losing its tan and becoming dmost pale enough to be called “ pearl.”

Shetook aswallow of her meed. “Finish your drink. | don’'t want to become tipsy aone.”

“Have you any specid plans after you have intoxicated me? Not that | need anything but yoursdlf to
produce that effect.” Cupping the back of her head, he nipped her earlobe, then nibbled hisway aong
her jaw to her mouth. A gasp of anticipation parted her lipsfor him. His tongue traced their outline,



making her bresth come quick and shallow. He tasted like honey.

Hismention of “plans’ cut into her excitement with atremor of fear. Could he suspect? A second later,
sheredized guilt had led her thoughts astray, and the only plan he had in mind was seduction.

“Drink up,” shesaid, forcing ateasing lilt into her voice, “and you'll find out.” She drained her cup,

suppressing agrimace at the sticky sweetness.

Virid followed her example. He put down his empty flagon, twined hisfingersin her hair, and returned to
feasting on her mouth. With asigh of relief that he' d noticed nothing suspicious, she wragpped her arms

around his neck and yielded to the pleasure of hiskiss.

After long minutes of head-spinning delight, Virid pulled away from her. His palm skimmed her nipples
through the cloth, but with no urgency. “ Shdl we rest first and carry out your plan when we awaken
refreshed?’ His eyes were heavy-lidded, hisvoice deep and dow.

“That would suit mewel,” Rowenasaid, dthough thefirein the pit of her somach made her amost wish
he would delay deep long enough to quenchiit.

“Good night, then.” With afind, light kiss, he withdrew to the treasure hegp, where he shifted to dragon
form and stretched out with eyes shut.

Chapter Seven

Shewatched him, amost holding her breath, until twin curlicues of smoke from hisnogtrils signded the
rhythm of deep. Anxiety doused any trace of lust. When shewasfinaly sure he wouldn't wake anytime
soon, she got out her writing materials to pen the note to her grandmother. She knew only enough words
to compose asmple message, but she needed nothing more. She wrote, “Grandmother: | am dive and
well. Tel my parentsif you think it safe. Are they well? Are my brothers well? Leave an answer under a
rock by thetree of tribute, and | will get it. With love, Rowena.”

She folded the paper and wrapped it in two layers, first of oiled wool, then of |leather. Tying the package
with alesther thong, she attached the bronze amulet to it. That talisman would prove to Grandmother that

the note came from Rowena. She only hoped Virid would not notice the amulet’ s disappearance. He



hadn’ t taken any notice of it Since the night she had arrived, and over the weeksit had become buried
under shifting layers of coins. Its absence shouldn’t be obvious.

She stripped off her shift and gathered up the packet aswell as her bundles of hidden supplies. Aslong

as she had the chance to sneak out, she might as well combine errands.

The rain was ending when she legped into the air with the packages clutched in her claws. Shefirst
headed for the deep forest. Again she had to change shapein order to fit under the trees. Evenasa
woman, she retained enough of her newfound draconic directiona senseto retrace her path straight to
thefalen tree. She wedged her oilcloth-wrapped bundles as far into the hole as she could. Since she had
not packed any food that could attract animals, she felt sure the cache would remain safe until she needed

it, if ever.

That left only her message to deliver. She hurried to the edge of the woods asfast as she could to
shapeshift and launch hersdlf into the sky. She drove hersdf to the swiftest possible flight, her wings
aching, her chest tight with the struggle for breath. With no way of knowing how long the poppy dose
would affect the dragon, she didn’t want to take chances with delay.

The moon peeping from behind the clouds helped her find theriver that guided her to thevillage. She
hoped its glow, athough strong enough for her dragon eyes, would be too faint to dlow awakeful man
or woman to spot her. When she reached her destination, she saw the glimmer of candlelight inonly a
few windows. Most houses were shuttered and dark, asthey should be at this hour. Dawn came early in

summer, and farmers had no reason to postpone much-needed deep, especialy on awet night.

Circling over her family’ sholding, she focused on her grandmother’ s one-room cottage. At sunrisethe
old woman would emerge from her door to plod across the yard to the shared livestock shed and milk
the single nanny goat dlotted to her. She couldn’t miss seeing the message packet if it lay on her front
walk. Rowenacircled aslow as she dared, concentrating on the technique she had practiced with
pebbles and rocks. She hovered for a second, clasping the small package in her claws, and let it drop. It

landed on the stone dab outside her grandmother’ s door.

With ahissing smoke-puff of relief, she shot upward and raced for the cave. Now she needed to get
back before Virid noticed her absence. She could do no more until she' d allowed time for Grandmother

to read and answer the note.

Glad therain had stopped, so that no telltale wetness could betray her unauthorized journey, Rowena
changed back into awoman the moment she landed on the ledge. When she emerged from the entry
tunnd into the great hal, coins clinked with the dragon’s movement. She froze, one hand on her chest,



the other bracing her againg thewall.
Heraised hishead, eyes glittering. “My jewd ? |s something wrong?’

“No.” Could his keen ears catch the hammering of her heart?“| had trouble deeping, and | went to the
portd to look at the moon.”

“Comeliewith me.” He extended aforeleg to beckon her.

She crossed the chamber and reclined in the circle of hisfront legs. He laid one across her body,
claw-tips grazing her breests. “Why are you bresthing so heavily?’

She could hardly confess her solitary flight now. With ahand on her belly, she said, “ Sometimes | have
trouble getting enough air when I’'m lying down. It presseson my ribs.” That excuse held sometruth, for

the pregnancy had expanded aarmingly within the past week or two.

Virid' staonslightly skimmed the visible bulge. “Our youngling will be strong and vigorous. He grows
faster than ahumean infant.”

“Or maybe she.” With therdlief of knowing her mate didn’t suspect her secret errand, Rowenafound
hersdlf overcome by weariness. She hid ayawn behind her hand. “I might have agirl, like my
grandmother.”

“Perhaps.” He seemed unperturbed by the suggestion.
“What, your dragon magic can't tel?’

He said with aripple of laughter, “I cannot even divine whether the child will appear dragon or human.

Having waited so long for my true mate, | can wait with patience for the birth.”

She snuggled up to him with her head pillowed on historso, knowing that she would fed iff and sore
from dozing on the treasure pile but wanting to encourage him to fall back to deep quickly. The longer
they conversed, the more likely she would become nervous again and let him catch her in alie about her
evening' sactivity.

Hardly able to stand the delay, yet afraid of using the poppy syrup again too soon, Rowenawaited until
the second night afterward to dip the drug into Virid' s evening drink again. Since the first dose had
clearly taken effect but hadn’t lasted very long, sheincreased the amount by a couple of drops. As soon
as he dept, she flew to the tree where she had been sacrificed.

Upon landing, she saw nothing that looked like amessage. In the faint moonlight, though, even dragon



eyes could miss such asmal object. She searched the ground at the foot of the dead tree, still draped
with the remains of the ropes that had bound her. Nothing. Inhding and exhading in rapid hisses of
frustration, she widened her circuit and turned over every rock. No |etter.

She sllently commanded hersdlf not to panic. Lack of anote didn’t necessarily mean Grandmother had
not read the letter. It could mean only that she hadn’t found time to sneak out and deliver areply. The
tree was along wak from the village, especidly for an old woman. Rowenalegped from the earth, her
wingsflaling the night air. She would Ssmply haveto return in anight or two.

The next day, she couldn’t hide her dismal mood from the dragon. She had no appetite for applesfrom
the basket he had filled on hislatest orchard-robbing expedition. She barely nibbled the rabbit he roasted
for her when she refused to change shape and eat it raw. When heread to her from aLatin scroll of the
lives of saintsand martyrsthat usudly enthralled her, she fretted and |ost the thread of thetde.

“What troubles you today?’ hefinally asked. “Y ou seem unlike yourself. Perhaps you need to fly in the

clear air and exercise your wings.”
“I don't fed likeflying.” She wrapped her arms around her knees and edged away from him.

Hiswhip like tongue encircled her neck and insinuated itself into her bodice. “ Then another kind of

exercisemight help you relax.”

Her skinitched with irritation at the caress that normally made her tremble with excitement. “1 don’t want

that now, either. Just leave me done.”

“Can you not tell mewhy?” Thewidtful rather than impatient tone of hisvoice made her fed amost guilty
about keeping secretsfrom him.

Unable to confess her problemsin communicating with her family, she gave him apartid truth. “I've
aready explained what' s bothering me. My body feelswrong, I'm worried about the baby, and | miss

having my mother and grandmother to talk to, which you won't hear of. So why discussit at al?’

He withdrew toward the entrance tunndl. “ Beloved, | have difficulty understanding why you yearn after
that lifewhen | give you every luxury you could wish for. But | do grasp that your new existence till feels
strange to you. Please try to comprehend that | do everything for your good.”

“If you say s0.” She hid her face on her folded arms.

The dragon rummaged in the treasure pile for amoment. “1 shall leave you to your thoughts, then.” Then
she heard him behind her, leaving the cave.



She occupied hersdf with flipping through some of the colorfully illuminated books until he returned.
Although tempted to check the tree again, she couldn’t risk hisfinding her absent. Judging from the
position of the sun when she went out to Sit on the ledge, he stayed away longer than usud. She
wondered where he had gone, surely not hunting again. They needed no more food today.

When hefindly regppeared, he carried something in histalons. She watched him glideto alanding. The
object turned out to be abasket with its contents wrapped in cloth. “I have brought you a gift,” he said.

“I hopeit will cheer you.”

Too curiousto bother going insde first, she unfolded the top layer. She could hardly believe the aroma
wafting from the package waswhat it seemed. “It’ sfresh bread!” She peeked under the cloth. “Two

loaves!”

Hurrying into the great hall, she unwrapped the till warm prize. Tucked into the Sde of the basket she
found asmaller, sticky package—awedge of honeycomb. Her eyes widened with ddlight. “ Oh, Virid,
how did you get it?’

Keeping his dragon shape, he curled on the floor like agiant cat. “Easily enough. | scented the hiveina
hollow tree and subdued the bees with smoke, as your beekeepers do.”

“No, I mean the bread, of course.” She spread a cloth on the chest they used as atable and broke off a
chunk from aloaf. After the scant amount she' d esten earlier, her somach cramped with hunger. She

swallowed to keep from drooling.

“I bought it. After dl, | have plenty of coins” A smug tone colored hisreply.

“What? How—7"

“I took human shape and walked into atown. Not your own, alarger one some distance away.”

“But you don’t look human,” she blurted. How could he walk among ordinary people, with hisolive skin

and glver-blue crest of hair?
“With a cape and hood, my peculiarities are not obvious.”

“What about the risks you keeping harping on?” She smeared honey on the bread and took agenerous

bite. The flavor warmed her down to her toes.

“I have prudence and skill enough to keep out of sight whilein my true form. Thefolk of the town saw

me only in the guise of acloaked man.”



“Wadl, thisis more than wonderful. Would you like some?’ She held the fragment of bread up to his

grinning jaws.
“No, thank you. | am pleased that you enjoy it. Y ou said you missed bread and honey.”
She paused in the act of uffing another bite into her mouth. Y ou remembered that?’

“I remember every word you speak. And | would not have you unhappy.” Histail and forelegs embraced
her.

Savoring the heat he radiated, she turned to hug his neck. “Thank you!” She planted akisson his scales.
When his tongue whipped out to lap drops of honey from her mouth, she melted insde. Nothing had
forced him to bring her this gift. Aslong as she remained his bedmate and brood mare, he need not have
taken any notice of her fretful mood. And regardless of his clams, he had risked attack or capture. He

must care for her more than she' d redlized.

Contracting into man-shape, he wrapped his arms around her. When he kissed her more deeply,
whispered yearning words against her lips and neck, and |apped hisway down to her flowing quim, her
thoughts scattered and her body dissolved into aflood of del ectable sensation.

Despite Virid' s kindness, Rowena knew better than to broach the subject of her family again. Even
though he had risked hisown lifein avist to ahuman town, hewasn't likely to change his mind about
forbidding her to do the same. As soon as she could dip avay while he dept that night, she flew to the

tree of tribute,

The moment she landed, she noticed moonlight glinting on meta. She swooped down upon the object.
Her bronze amulet lay half under alarge rock, with parchment tied to it. With her heart pounding, she
snatched up the packet. Even dragon eyes couldn’t read quill scratchings by thisfaint light. Rather than
trying, she hurried back to the cave with her find.

With Virid adeep, shejudged it safe to read her message insdethelair. In woman shape, dressed only in
adlk undertunic, sheretreated to one of the side alcoves and unfolded the parchment. It was her own
|etter, she discovered, with afresh note written on the back in what looked like berry juice. Used to
reading by the glow of the walls, she had little trouble deciphering the words.

“Dear Granddaughter: Y our mother and father and brothers are well, save for Harold. He has been sick
with the fever, and he now hasthe cough in his chest. We fear he may die. | did not tell anyone of your

message. It isnot safe. | thank the Blessed Virgin that you live. Y our loving Grandmother.”



Fever. Cough. So Harold had fallen ill with typhoid and the disease had led to lung fever, asit often did.
Rowenaburied her face in her hands, tears welling in her eyes. She had to do something, but what?
Would the hegling potion stored on the medicine shelf cure disease? Perhaps, if only she could deliver it
to her brother, something Virid would not alow.

With unshed tears choking her, she burned the message in the dying embers of thefire pit, then huddled
on her bed cushions, staring at the celling in silent misery. Her hand wandered over her distended
stomach, larger by the day, it seemed, with the skin astight as adrum-head. Aslong as she carried the
dragon’s child, he would never let her show herself among people.

Y et shefelt she had to ask, at least. Suppose her brother died without her ever seeing him again? At
daybreak she confronted Virid, first broaching the other subject that preyed on her mind. “ The baby,”
she sad, standing on the ledge in her shift, with gusts of wind molding the cloth to her body. “I’ ve gotten
big sofadt, but | don't fed quickening.”

The dragon spread his claws across her swollen belly. “The child lives. | senseit.” When hefocused his
gaze on the place he touched, the faint glow appeared.

“Thenwhy can't| fed it moving?’

“You ask questions | cannot answer. Centuries have passed since | saw ayoung wyrmling, and | have
never fathered one myself. Thousands of years ago we thronged these lands, but | was only a dragonet
myself then. And even before time and human warriors thinned our ranks, we led solitary lives. Unless

mated, adragon livesaone.”
“Don't you get lonely?’

He snorted. “A typicaly human question. We do not need to gather in herds the way your kind do. We
mate for life, and adragon who cannot find his destined beloved prefers solitude. Besides, more than two
dragonsliving at close quarterswould quickly strip their land of prey.”

“What happens when the baby grows up, then?’

“He must range widdy enough to find his own territory. No great task, with so few of usleftinthis
country. But that liesfar in the future. We will have many years with our child. Soon enough, he will come
forth.”

“Or she,” Rowena absently corrected. “How soon?’

He said with an impatient flutter of hiswings, “Y ou persist in asking for answers| do not have. Almost



two months have passed since you conceived. If you were a pure she-dragon, the time would be amost
here. But you have human blood. And from al | have heard, these cross-breedings are dways shaped by
the unpredictability of magic.”

She drew a deep breath to nerve herself for what she had to ask.

“If theré sno tdling when I’ll give birth, then | want to see my family now, one last time, before the baby

comes.”
Tendrils of smoke curled from his nogtrils. “I have spoken my fina word on that subject.”

“Only once, just to let Mammaknow I’'m dive. | can’t let her go through the rest of her lifethinking | was
torn apart and devoured. And | want to talk with Grandmother and hear the full truth about her dragon. |
have to do this, have to know.” She couldn’t state her real reason, the need to find out how sick Harold

was and help him if possible,
“Out of the question!” he roared

Tears burned her eyes. “I’ll never ask for such athing again. I'll follow al your commands without a

sngle protest.”

“I have explained why | cannot dlow it. Why can you not rest content with al I’ ve given you? Why must
you ask for the impossible?”

“It'snot impossible!” She planted her hands on her hips, raising her voice to match hisshout. “I1t' sjust
your stubbornness. Y ou' re so hardheaded you won't admit | can take care of mysdlf.”

“My jewe, the danger—"

“ Stop blathering about how it’ sfor my own protection, and stop calling methat. Y ou treet me like part of

your treasure hoard instead of amate.”
“Do | haveto lock you up like atreasure to keep you from throwing away your life and our child’ s?°

“Jugt try it!” She marched into the cave, calling over her shoulder, *'Y ou can’t watch me every minute. I'll

fly away, and you' |l never see me again—or your wyrmling.”

Following, Virid dithered past her, shimmered, and flowed into human shape. He grasped her by the
shoulders and gazed into her eyes. “ Do not even speak of such athing.”

Shetried to wriggle free of hishands, but he held her too firmly. “Would you keep me here by force?



Just as| suspected dl along, I'm only apossession or abreeding animal to you.”

“No, my dear one!” His eyes gleamed with sadness, not anger, and the pressure of hisfingers dackened.
“If you fled, | would indeed be—Ilondly. | have never felt londiness before, yet | know itsmeaning. Itis

the emptiness| would suffer if you left me.”

“A likdy tale. Y ou'd miss our swiving, you mean.” She pulled away from him and stalked over to the
chest that held her clothes.

“Yes, of course, but not only that. | could always find another wench for that purpose.” He followed her
across the chamber, hisfigts clenching and unclenching at hissides, asif he fought the urge to seize her

again. “Rowena, what are you doing?’

With abrupt, jerky movements, she pulled akirtle out of the box and tied it into abundle with her shift.
“Going out, the way you gave me permission weeks ago, remember?’ Shetook afew strides toward the

exit.
“Where?’ He stepped into her path.

“Don’'t worry, I’'m not going to the village. I'm not stupid enough to try that in daylight, and you would

stop me anyway, wouldn't you?’

“I would not allow you to teke that risk with our young,” he said, standing stiffly motionlessin front of

her. “But otherwise | would not use force to confine you.”
“Good, because | need to get away from you. Don't follow me.”

A shadow of what |ooked like sadnessfell over Virid. Without another word, he retreated to the treasure
pile, lay down, and closed his eyeswithout changing form.

An achetugged at Rowena s breast, tempting her to run to him and throw her arms around him. Could it
be that he would actually suffer if helost her? She Stifled the impulse to offer him comfort. Surely that
display of sorrow was only adragonish trick to get her to surrender to hiswill. Besides, if hispain was

red, let himwalow in it for awhile. The experience would teach him alesson.

Chapter Eight



With her bundle of clothes, she flew to the open meadow where the two of them had frolicked severa
times. After dressing, she strolled around the field, picking wildflowers and savoring the summer breeze
and the coolness of grass underfoot. Or pretending to savor it. Her thoughts kept wandering back to the
lair. Hours passed while she dternately walked until she grew tired and dozed beside the stream or
bathed her feet init. Her head pounded with confusion. She had to take that healing potion to her
brother, yet she could not openly defy the dragon. And the new fear that she might actualy hurt her mate
by her defiance added to her turmail.

When hunger threatened to drive her back to the cave, she shapeshifted and killed awild goat. In dragon
form, she had no qualms about devouring it raw. Findly, when the sun began to snk toward evening, she
decided she had punished Virid enough. Not only that, she had worked out aplan to bring aid to her

family. After this one last time, sheresolved, | shall become the kind of mate he wants.

Upon her return to thelair, she found Virid, still man-shaped, waiting with a cooked haunch of venison
upon asilver tray, adecanter of Burgundy wine, and aspray of wild roses arranged in a Grecian vase.
Therest of the bread lay diced on aplatter.

Motionless, he watched her approach and change into woman form. The grave sadness on hisface
unsettled her. Was he offering a sincere expression of remorse, or was he only trying to appease her and
get her under his control? He beckoned to her. “ Drink with me, and say you forgive what you cal my

subbornness.”

Shenoticed he didn't admit to being wrong, much less offer to let her visit her family. Her plan required
her to accept his overture, though. “1 don’t want to quarrel with you. Let’s say no more about it for

She put her hand into his. “And | never want to quarrd with you,” he said, hisvoice rough with yearning.

Drawing her close, he wrapped hisarms around her and gave her alingering kiss.

With nowill of her own, her lips parted to welcome the flicker of histongue. The familiar honeyed
warmth flowed through her veins. Sighing, she settled on the cushions beside him, with hisarm draped
over her shoulderswhile hefondled her breast. She nibbled the bread and offered him abite from her
fingertips. He sucked her fingersinto his mouth and circled each in turn with histongue.

Shivering, she pulled her hand away and poured agoblet full of the tart, crimson wine. Shetook asmal
sp before handing him the cup. Getting tipsy hersdf did not enter into her plan. She urged him to drink



while she sampled the bread and mest. They fed each other and passed the cup back and forth, his
fingers congtantly playing with her hair and caressing her nipples. Delectable sensations rippled through
her. Lightheaded, she forced hersdlf to keep her mind on her god.

“Thiswine makes my mouth pucker,” she said, trilling alaugh that she hoped he wouldn’t recognize as
fase. Theclamitsdf, at least, wastrue. “1 want some mead to sweeten my palate.” She dipped out of
his embrace to pick up another pair of cups and fill them from the mead cask. To her relief, Virid waited
for her rather than getting up. In an dcove out of hissight, she emptied an entire via of poppy extract into
his drink. She had to make sure he dept soundly and long thistime.

As she waked toward him, he reclined on one elbow, watching her like astarving man gazing upon a
banquet. His unguarded need stabbed her with amoment of guilt for her trickery, but she suppressed it.
If he’ d listened to reason in thefirst place, shewouldn't have to do thisto him. Again shetook only tiny
spsfrom her cup. When he didn’t drink asfredly as she wanted, she held the gobl et to his mouth,
laughing. “Y ou got me drunk thefirst time we caroused together, remember? Why shouldn’'t | be ableto

do the sameto you?’

“Why, s0 you canravishmeas| liehdpless?” He amiled asif genuindy amused by her game. The sight
of his needle-sharp teeth, amost like the fangs of a snake, reminded her of the way they gripped her neck

when heravished her asadragon. The memory gtirred warmth in the pit of her somach.
“Youwon't find out unless you cooperate.” She offered him the goblet again.

With alow chuckle, he gulped down the rest of the drink. “There, | have obeyed your will, and you have
meinyour power. A fitting revenge for my taking you captive.” He swept her into hisarms, and they
toppled onto the cushions together. His eyes, fixed on hers, smoldered with the same glow they held
when he wore his dragon shape.

Hekissed her, titillating her tongue with the sticky sweetness of the mead. Itsflavor and thethrill of his
touch intoxicated her. No, | have to stay alert. | mustn’'t fall into the trap | set for him.

She broke off the kiss. He nibbled her ear and her neck, making her shiver again. Rising to her elbows,
sheflicked one of his nippleswith her tongue. His moan of pleasure gave her a sense of power that she
couldn’t help but pause to enjoy. She dithered down his body, licking aong the patterns of his pale,
olive-tinged scaes. The smoothness of his skin under her caressing hands made her pamstingle. His
cock jutted into the air by the time she reached it. Taut veins stood out on therigid shaft. The engorged,
crimson tip dmost scorched her lips when she tasted it. She traced the pattern of veinswith her tongue
until he growled in desperation, then sucked the head into her mouth. His hips bucked. She swirled her



tongue around thetip, tasting the salty dropletsthat oozed fromiit.
“Now—" he groaned.

Y es, now. She wanted him drained so that he would deep quickly. She drew more of the shaft into her
mouth and laved it with her tongue. His back arched, and his hips pumped at frantic speed. A geyser of
hot fluid erupted into her throat. She swalowed over and over until he went limp. Hislabored breathing
filled her ears.

When she lay on her side next to him, his eyelids were drooping. He cupped her rounded belly and ran
hishand over it in alingering caress. *'Y ou have consumed me, my jewd,” he said, hisvoicedurred. “I
need to rest.”

“Yes, we should deep.” She hoped her reply didn’t sound too anxious.

Shefdt hest radiate from him, and his shape began to blur. She sat up just in time as the transformation

overcame him. He loomed over her in dragon form.
“You areright. | must deep. Have you forgiven me?’
“Yes” Shewasn't sure how true that was, but she did believe he sincerdly craved her forgiveness.

“Beloved.” He clamped his claws around her forearm, not quite hard enough to cause pain. “Y ou will not

leave me, will you?’ Hisemerad eyes glistened.

Guilt clogged her throat. She rubbed her cheek against the smooth scales of his neck. “Of course not.”
Not for long, anyway.

He nuzzled her onefind time, lurched to hisbed of gems, and sank into a stupor.

While helay like acolossa figure carved of stone, she wrapped afresh undertunic and kirtlewith apair
of hose and shoes. Into the bundle she tucked a pouch of copper farthings and halfpennies, modest
enough in value that her parents could spend them dowly without drawing suspicion. Last she added one
of thetwo vias of healing potion. Virid would certainly notice the loss of it, unlike the poppy syrup. No

matter, she would face his anger when the time came.

Carrying the bundle, she flew through the quiet night to the edge of the forest that bordered the village.
There she shifted form and scrambled into the clothes. She had to lace the bodice of the kirtle high above
her waist, because of the hard bulge in her somach. At abrisk walk, she headed for her family’ s holding.
Without the stamina of a dragon, she quickly started panting from exertion. Pebbles on the path, harder



than the soft earth of the forest, hurt her feet through the soles of the embroidered dippersthat she'd
settled for in her hurry. With her human eyesless attuned to the moonlight, she sumbled afew times.

Nobody chalenged her on the way. She paused by her grandmother’ s hedge to catch her breath and
press ahand againgt the stabbing pain in her sde. When it faded, she crept to the door. Grandmother
would welcome her, she knew. Rowena wanted some preparation before astonishing her parentswith a
return from certain death. Shaking, she tapped lightly on the door.

An inarticulate grumble interrupted the faint snore from ingde. With anervous glance toward her parents

cottage across the yard, Rowenaknocked again.

“Whoisit?" came the old woman’ svoice.

“Please, Grandmother, it sme. Let mein,” Rowenaanswered in arapid whisper.

“What?'

“Hurry, open the door.” She couldn’t speak louder, for fear of waking therest of the family.

Sow steps dragged across the floor insde. Finally, she heard the bolt removed and the latch lifted.
Grandmother stood in the doorway, wearing aplain shift, with her gray hair straggling loosely around her

shoulders. She looked thinner than Rowenaremembered.

“Child, isthat redly you? Get insde before anybody seesyou.” She grabbed Rowena swrist and pulled
her into the single room, shutting and bolting the door. “Come, sit down. | can light one candle, and no
one should notice with the shutters closed.” By the glow of the banked codsin the centra hearth, she
groped for atallow candle and lit it from the embers. The stuffy room filled with the odor of melting fat.

Rowena accepted a seat on the one stool by the hearth under the smoke hole in the roof, while
Grandmother sank onto the bed. “Why did you dare to come here, girl, in your condition? Suppose

anyone catches you? Y ou are with child by the dragon, aren’t you?’
“Y ou should know. Y our dragon sired your baby, didn’t he?’

After along silence, Grandmother said, “Aye. | let the people here think Robert, my man who died, was
the father, but it wasn't s0.” She got up and filled a cup from ajug on ashdf. “Here, you must need
this”

Rowenatook agulp from the mug. Ale, something she hadn’t tasted since her capture. “Why did you
leave your dragon? Did you escape because he treated you cruelly? Or did he cast you out, the way our



neighborsthink?’

“Not exactly.” Seated on the bed again, Grandmother stared at Rowena s rounded stomach in the
candldight. “Y our pregnancy isdifferent from mine. My unborn babe didn’t grow that fast. My dragon

gave methe choiceto leave, and | took it.”
“Why? Didn’'t hewant achild?’

“Oh, yes, but his magic showed him early on that my baby would look fully human. He wanted ayoung
dragon to bring up.”

“So hethrew you out? That sounds crudl to me.”

“Not a dl.” The old woman twisted her fingerstogether in her Iap. “He did not believe ahuman child
would be happy growing up in adragon’slair. He thought the baby deserved achance a anormd life.
When he put it that way, | agreed.”

“So you left. Wandering aone couldn’t have been easy.”

“No, it' sawonder | wasn't ravished by bandits before Robert took me on as a partner. Y ou know the
rest of the tale. We found our way here just before Robert fell sick and died, and your mother was born

soon after.”
“How long did you carry her?” Rowenatouched her tightly rounded abdomen.

Grandmother looked puzzled. “The usud nine months. It is strange that your womb has grown so big

dready.”

Does that mean my baby won'’t be human? She shrank from pursuing the question. “What about the

amule?’

“Thedragon did giveit to mefor protection, but not exactly likel claimed. In case| ever ran into another
of hiskind, he said they would recognize it and not harm me. Of course | couldn’t tell thefolk here that
I’d loved adragon and he d given me ataisman of protection. So | made up a hdf-true story of my

“It worked, didn’t it?” Rowena said, Spping the ale and savoring itsrefreshing tang. “ They felt sorry
enough for you to let you stay, even if they never quite approved of you.”

“But they wouldn't let you do the same. Y ou aren’t thinking of asking, areyou?’



Rowena shook her head. “1 know better. | just had to see my family once more. Especidly with Harold

0 sick. Ishe—?" Shewas afraid to ask.
“Hedtill lives, but not for long, wefear.”

“I brought something to help him. We have to go wake them up right now.” She set down her mug and
stood up.

“What do you mean?’

She patted the pouch tied at her waist. “1 have a hedling potion. Magic. Tomorrow morning might be too

late for my brother. Y ou haveto go in first and warn them what to expect.”

Grandmother’ s eyes again lingered on Rowena s sscomach. “ Just seeing you dive will give them ashock.
Maybe you' d better not give them the full sory first thing.” Shetook her winter cloak from achest inthe
corner and draped it over Rowena. “Wear this so your condition doesn’t show.” She pulled arusset

kirtle on over her shift.

The contrast between the drab, coarse fabric and Rowena sfinely woven gown, like the odors of the
cramped hut with trampled straw on the earthen floor compared to the cool, crisp scents of the dragon’s
cave, struck her with awareness of what adifferent life she' d embraced in the past two months. Would

she dwdl here now even if she could?

She followed her grandmother across the yard to the larger cottage. While Rowenaflattened hersalf
againgt the wattle-and-daub wall out of the direct line of sight, the old woman tapped on the door. After
afew knocks, Rowena sfather opened it. She stifled a gasp at the sound of hisvoice.

“We haveavigtor,” Grandmother said in aquavering whisper. “One who has to be kept secret.”

“Wheat are you talking about, Mother Joan?’ He sounded none too pleased about being awakened with

mysterious news.

“Bequiet, and I'll tdl you.” She dipped insde. Rowena heard murmurs through the open door but
couldn’t distinguish words.

Abruptly her father’ s voice rose to ashout. “What? Are your wits addled?’
A piercing cry from her mother: “Areyou sure? It' s not her—"

Grandmother cut her off with, “No, it'snot her ghost. Y our daughter isaive. Now, hush. Do you want to
wake the whole town?” She beckoned to Rowena, who clutched the cloak snugly around her to hide the



pregnancy and stepped into the doorway. Grandmother hustled her inside, with the straw crackling under
their feet, and dammed the door. The smells of the byre to one sSde of the main room where the goats
sheltered in harsh westher, the swest of too many bodiesin the smoky cottage, and the kettle of pease
porridge kept warm on the centra stone hearth rolled over her.

“Mamma? Papa?’ Rowenaglanced from one to the other in the wavering light of the single candle her

father held. He wore only apair of breeches, and his straw-colored hair stuck out in al directions.

He peered at her and dowly set the candle down on the rough-planked table. “By Our Lady, it'sredly
you.” Hedidn't smile. “How did you escape?’

“I didn’t, exactly. The dragon doesn’t keep me chained or locked up. | dipped away, just for tonight, to

seeHarold.”
He frowned. “What do you want with your brother?”

“Joseph,” her mother interrupted, “ what doesit matter how or why she came? We have our child back.”
Dressed in ahastily donned, unlaced gown, she threw her arms around Rowena, who felt the plump

body trembling.

She squeezed her mother inatight hug. “It’sdl right, Mamma. I’ ve brought medicine for Harold. A
hedling potion.”

Gently drawing back from the frantic embrace, she noticed her two other brothers, aged six and eight,
emerging from the back room. Little Peter rubbed his eyes and stared at her. “Rowena? Where did you

come from? Are you an angel now?’
She said with ashaky laugh, “No, I'm dive, and I’ ve cometo visit Harold. Ishe adeep in theloft?’

Papa gtill 1ooked dubious, but Mamma clasped Rowena’ s hand and tugged her into the back room. Her
father trailed behind them with the light. “1’ ve got him in our bed where | can watch him. He getsworse
every day. We vetried al the herbsfor fever, and the priest has anointed him, but nothing works.”

By the glimmer of the candle, she saw Harold lying on the single bed in the smaller room, near the ladder
that led to the loft where the children normally dept. Thelittle boy’ s cheeks flushed red, and his open
eyeslooked dazed. He blinked at the sght of hissister. “ R’ weena? Y ou' re home!” Thewordstriggered
afit of coughing.

Mamma.dipped acloth in abasin of water and wiped his forehead. “He got better for awhile, and then
the fever came back. It settled in his chest, as you see. And he has blood in his stools.” She rubbed her



eyes.

Sitting lightly on the edge of the bed, Rowena untied the pouch a her waist and got out the blue vid. “I
brought something to make you well, Harold. Will you drink it for me?’

Papa grumbled from behind her, “I have my doubts about thismagic.”
“Then keep them to yoursdlf,” Mamma snapped. “ Rowena, giveit to him.”

Uncorking thevid, Rowenainhded itsfragrance, like honey and roses. “ Drink up, Harold, and you'll fed
better in no time.” She hoped the dragon was right about the virtues of this potion.

“Doesit taste nasty?’ the boy asked.

“Oh, no, it'sddicious,” Rowenasaid, counting on the flavor to match the ddightful scent. She did her
arm under his back and raised him to drink from the bottle.

After one sp, Harold gulped down theliquid. “ That’ sthe best thing | ever tasted. | fed al warminsde.”
Hisvoice already sounded lessreedy, and he didn’t cough after spesking. “Can | have more?’

Rowena laughed softly, lightheaded with rdlief that the remedy seemed to work. “I’'m afraid that’sdl |
I,.la/e.”

“Thescknessisleaving him,” her mother whispered, her hand againgt his brow to test the temperature.
He sdready cooler.”

“Too soonto tel,” said Papa, but he sounded |ess suspicious than before.

The brothers crowded into the bedchamber, followed by Grandmother. “ He srecovering, isn't he?’ the

old woman said.
“Yes,” sad Rowena smother, “it' samiracle”

Her father put in, “He may be getting well, but | wouldn't cal it amiracle” Hiseyesmet Rowena's. “ Still,

we thank you, daughter.”

Her two brothersthrew their arms around Rowena, who stood up to hug them. “I’m glad you' re back,”

Peter said. “ Y ou can stay now, and it'll bejust like before.”

Her father gave her asharp look over their heads. “ Time enough to talk about that tomorrow, lads. Say
goodnight to your sister and go back to deep.”



“But, Papa—"

“No more of that. Go.”

Rowena kissed each of the boys on the forehead and detached their clinging arms. “Goodnight, up you
go.” She watched them climb the ladder to the loft.

When she looked back at her parents, she found them staring at her, Mamma with open-mouthed
amazement and Papawith narrowed eyes. She redlized the cloak had fallen open to reveal her swollen
somach.

“What have you done, girl?’ he said in aharsh whisper.
“Let' stak in the other room, so the children can deep,” Grandmother said.

Mamma glanced at Harold, aready adeep, with the feverish red gone from his cheeks. She drew up the
sheet with afind pat. Together they al withdrew to the outer chamber.

Papa sat on the bench at the trestle table like a judge about to pronounce sentence. “Well? What' s the
meaning of this?’

“Don’t badger the girl,” Grandmother said, “when you can see for yoursdf what it means. She did what

she had to. If it weren't for the dragon’ s favor, your son would still be dying.”

“I’vethanked her for that, and | meant it.” He frowned at Rowena. “But it was dangerousfor you to

come here. If you' d been caught, who knows what might' ve happened to our family?’

“Wadl, shewasn't,” Mammasaid, “and | thank the saints she' s here. Child, sit down and have something
to eat.” Shedished up abowl of pease porridge and unwrapped aloaf of black bread.

Abruptly aware of hunger and weariness, Rowena sank onto the bench and dug into the food. Her
mother drew amug of deand setitin front of her. “1 brought you something ese,” Rowenasaid when
she'd had afew bitesand along drink. Shetilted the pouch onto the table and spilled out a handful of
copper coins. “Thisshould last you awhile.”

“What isthat, dragon’ streasure? It' sunlucky,” Papa said.

Mamma, though, scooped the money into her hand. “Nonsense. It looks like honest coin to me, and if

we spend it with care, nobody will question where we got it.”

“I can bring you more,” Rowenasaid, “when | cometo vist Harold next time.”



Her father glowered at her. “What do you mean, next time? Y ou can never come here again.”

Chapter Nine

Mamma gasped.
“But, Papa—" Rowena s eyes stung.

“I'll' hear no more about it. We d al bein danger if you got caught, not just you. And what if the dragon
came after you? He might burn the village to get you back.”

“I didn’t think of that,” her mother said, with anervous glance toward the bedchamber. “ There sthe

boysto congder.”

“Don’'t worry,” Rowenasaid, swallowing her tears. “I’ll be gone before sunrise. | just want to stay long

enough to make sure Harold' sdl right.”
To her sorrow, afaint expression of relief flitted over her mother’ sface.
That'sdl right, then,” her father said, relaxing. “ Just see that you keep away from now on.”

“I wouldn’t think of putting you in danger,” she said. Though she knew he was right, she couldn’'t help
feding hurt by hiseagernessto get rid of her. Perhgps he believed, like the rest of the village, that
Grandmother had brought the curse of disease on the community, so that she, Rowena, deserved her
fete

Papaleaned back on the bench to rest againgt thewall behind him. “If al goeswell, we may get free of

the dragon by thistime next year. Then you can take some of that treasure and go your own way.”
“Free? How?’

“Folks say the Baron has a plan so we won't be at that monster’ s mercy anymore. The wizard' sworking

on enchanted arrows to be ready for the dragon when it comes for next year’ stribute.”

The dragon would never ask for another maiden, Rowena knew, but she couldn’t explain that to her

parents.



Grandmother sniffed. “Y ou know what | think of that foolishness.”

“Not foolishness, Mother Joan. | heard it from one of the lord’ s servantslast market day. It salong,
dow job, but they claim the wizard boasted it will take only afew hitsto kill the beast. Or maybe they’ll

wound it just enough to make it harmless and drag it in chainsto the Baron' skeep.”
Chilled, Rowenasaid, “Why would they do that?’

Her father shrugged. “To dice pieces off itsliving body for the wizard' s spells? To drain its venom for
potions? Forceit to revea where the treasure’ s hidden? How should | know? Maybe the Baron wantsto

kill it dowly soits hidewon't be spoiled for making armor for hisknights.”

Thefood she' d eaten congealed into alump in Rowena s ssomach. Thank Heaven her father had no idea
shewas part dragon herself. Furthermore, both he and Virid wereright in saying it was too dangerous for

her to vigt the town. She would |leave before daybreak and never return, as she' d promised.

Obvioudy noticing her sick expression, Mamma squeezed her hand. “Don’t trouble yoursdlf about it,
child. Finish your supper and rest awhile. Y ou have hours yet until dawn.”

“I'm not hungry anymore.” Shetook afina sip of deto settle her somach. Shewould have left right
away, but weariness dragged her down, and she did want to make sure Harold was cured before she
departed.

With her mother, shetiptoed into the other room to check on him. He still dept, breathing easily. “I think
he' sredly wdl,” Mammasaid when they returned to the outer chamber. “But I'll tell you if there' sany
change. Y ou rest here by thefire” After ahug and kiss, her mother |eft Rowena curled up on thefloor,
wrapped in the cloak, with her back braced againgt the raised hearthstones. Her father gave her only a
wordless grunt of farewell before joining hiswife in the bedchamber. Grandmother huddled on the bench,
her eyes half-closed.

Rowena meant to rest but not deep, partly to make the most of her last night with her family and partly
for fear of saying too long. “Tdl me one of your taes, Grandmother. A story of Robin Hood and Maid
Marian,” she said, thinking of her hiding place in the woods and her dream of living asan outlaw. Like

Rohin and his band, she was an outcast from her home now.

In her quavering voice, the old woman began to sing aballad of Robin appearing in disguise a the
Sheriff’ sarchery tournament. Verse piled upon verse, and the sound trailed off as Rowena s eyelids
sagged. When she caught hersalf dozing, she lifted her head and forced hersdlf to focus on the words of
the song. It sounded distant and faint. Her head drooped. Sleep enveloped her.



Pain wrung her guts. Daggers stabbed her from insde out. She stared at the bulge of her belly. The skin
cracked open. The flesh split like ripe fruit. Claws ripped a bleeding hole in her body. A gaping, fanged
mouth thrust out of the wound.

Rowena screamed and woke.

Clutching her ssomach, she glanced wildly around. Her grandmother snored on the bench. Faint, gray
light seeped through the shutters. Roosters crowed outside.

Dear God, I’ ve stayed too long! She heaved hersdlf to her feet. Her pregnancy felt even heavier than it
had the day before. The roosters' noise didn't necessarily mean the neighbors were stirring, since the
wretched birds crowed at thefirst glint of sunrise, but it certainly meant Rowenahad no timeto waste.

She shook her grandmother, who sniffled and blinked at her. “ Child?’

“I haveto leave. Say goodbye to Mammaand the boys for me.” Rowena rubbed moisture from her

eyes. No timefor that now.
Grandmother gave her aquick, hard embrace. “Y es, of course. Hurry. And be well.”

Rowenakissed her on the cheek, unbolted the door, and dlipped out. She crept along the outside wall of
the house, then darted for the gap in the hedge. Chickens cackled and goats bleated at her passage.
Cursing them under her breath, she headed for the most direct path out of town. Despite her fear, the

fresh air came asawelcometreat after anight in the smoky cottage.

The path she chose skirted the market square and led toward the river. Once she' d followed the river
into the countryside, she would be safe from observation and could change into dragon form and fly
away. She quickened her pace, finding herself eager for the airy heights of Virid' shillsde. Sheredized
that she even missed her mate. What would he do in hiswrath when he discovered she' d taken the
hedling potion and disobeyed his command? Wel, she had ways of pacifying him, shereflected with a

smile. And if he refused to forgive her, she could survive without him. The thought gave her an

unexpected pang.

With afold of the cloak over her head to hide her face, she crept behind the houses that lined the square,
hurrying from one to the other and taking advantage of the predawn shadows next to the walls. Every
minute increased the light from the rising sun. She hoped the crowing of the roosters would cover any
other sounds that might give her away. The barking of adog made her heart race. Crouching in the midst

of acottage s kitchen garden, she waited for the animal to calm down.



When she started walking again, the aroma of fresh bread wafted to her nostrils. She was passing behind
the bakery, where of course the day’ swork began before sunrise. She quickened her steps, hoping a
brisk pace would convince anyone who happened to glance out that she was a neighbor with good
reason to be on the street. Just as she reached the next house and started onto the lane that curved
around it, the rear door of the bakery opened, and the baker himsalf stepped out. She clutched the cloak

tighter around her and scurried faster.

“Who' sthere?’ the man caled. “ Stop—aren’'t you—?" He dashed over to Rowena, grabbed her by one
arm, and pulled the cloth off her head. The cloak fell open, leaving her fully exposed. “It can't be. You're
dead!”

“Please,” shewhispered. “Let mego.”

“Not so fast. How did you escape?’ From the doorway behind him, his son Will emerged. The boy
stopped, dumbfounded, to stare at Rowena. When his eyes settled on her ssomach, his face darkened
with outrage. The baker glanced over his shoulder and said, “Will, get some of the men here asfast as

you can.” With atight grip on Rowena swrist, heled her into the square.

Shefleetingly considered changing into adragon and flying away, but |etting the townspeople know about
her inhuman side seemed like a desperate last resort. Maybe she could talk her way out.

A cramp racked her. She doubled over, hand on her abdomen. Blinded by the pain, she sumbled asthe
baker dragged her dong. A minute later, in the center of the village green, she found herself the object of

hard stares from three of the aldermen. Will stood among them.

Shaking with anger, he pointed a her. * Devil’ swhore!”

“Will, please don't!”

“Youwouldn't liewith me,” he said, “but you' ve fucked amonger.”

Shetried to straighten up. “Y ou have no right to say that.”

“You can't deny it, dut. The midwife testified to your virginity before the sacrifice, didn’t she?’

The baker crossed himsdf. “That’ sright, she did. No natura child could grow that big so fast. Will, call
the priest.”

The boy ran off again. Rowena pulled againgt the baker’ s hand on her arm, but she couldn’t match his
strength. By the time the priest appeared, ahandful of other people had gathered to stare at her. “L ook



at her!” Will shouted. “ She' s carrying the spawn of the Devil.”

“He doesn’'t know what he' stalking about,” she said. “Let mego. I’ ve done you no harm.” Her face
flushed with anger and the effort of fighting the baker’ s bruising grasp. Another cramp squeezed her

stomach. Tearswelled in her eyes.

Striding to the center of the green, the priest raised his cross and intoned wordsin Latin. He uncorked a
small bottle and splashed water in her face. Holy water, no doubt. Did he think it would scald her?*1’'m
no demon, you haf-witted—"

A wave of pain swamped the words. She crumpled to her knees, wrenching the arm that the baker ill
gripped. Shefdt the change surge over her. Her clothesripped and fell off. The man let her go with a
scream when she swelled into dragon shape.

Fly! shethought. Now, it's my only chance! The pain nailed her to the ground, though. Shefelt asif her
vital organswere splitting open.

Onefind wave, and the agony faded to nothing. Mingled gasps and cries rose from the few people who
remained close enough for her to hear. She whipped her head from side to side, glowering at them. They
had retreated to the edge of the green. Terrified though they were, she was surprised to find them staring,
not directly at her, but at something behind her. She turned to |ook.

An egg lay on the trampled grass. The size of the hard bulge she had carried in her womb, it had a pearly

shell with afaint, blue-green radiance.

So my child isa dragon after all, shethought. Now, while the spectators stood dumbfounded, would
be the moment to snatch up the egg and fly to safety. But she couldn’t raise herself from the ground. She
was too weak even to unfold her wingsto their full span. All she could do waswrap her tail around the

egg and glare at the men.

One of the ddermen whispered ingtructionsto Will, who left at arun. The elder then spoke softly to
another lad lingering on the fringe of the group, and he, too, trotted away. The priest brandished his cross
and resumed his Latin chant in abooming voice. He must have thought hisincantations and holy water
had drained Rowena’ s power.

While she struggled to rise to her feet, a couple of the men inched closer, daggers drawn. What they
thought their knives could do to adragon, she had no idea. She roared at them, and they retreated.
Probably they expected her to bresthe fire. Well, she might have, if she’ d had the strength. Sheltering the
egg between her claws, shewaited. If only she could manage to get off the ground before they built up



enough courage to rush her.

Before either event happened, the blacksmith and his apprentice marched into the square. They carried
folded lengths of chain.

Sheroared again, thistimein panic. The blacksmith threw aloop over her head and pulled it tightly
around her jaws like amuzzle. Seeing that she didn’t bite his head off, other men charged in to help bind
her legs. Shetried to lash her tail a them, but she was still too weak to do more than brush the grasswith
it. When one of them laid ahand on the egg, though, she raked him with her claws. They |eft the egg
aone after that.

Though sheflalled and fought until her energy gave out, with two men holding each leg down, they
managed to get her loosdly shackled by al four limbs. The blacksmith hammered spikesinto the ground

to secure the chainsin place.

Bowing her head over the egg, through heavy-lidded eyes she watched the priest pour holy water on the
wound of the man she had scratched. Now she knew Virid had spoken truth when he said she had to
choose between her human life and her new one. The people she' d thought of as her neighbors would

never see her as anything but amonster. What did they plan to do with her?
About an hour later by the sun, she found ouit.

The Baron rode into the village square at the head of adozen men at armson foot, dl in chain mail. Six
swordsmen flanked his steed. The others carried bows. At the rear of the group Rowena glimpsed aman
in amonkish robe and cowl. She knew he was no friar, though, but Master Geoffrey, the Baron's
household wizard.

The Baron raised an arm. The bowmen formed a half-circle around Rowena, nocked arrows, and

prepared to shoot.

“No!” shecried. A few of the villagersin the background flinched. She hadn’t spoken in dragon form
until now. “Don’'t hurt me. | only want to leave with my babe.” The words came out asagrowl, just

barely understandable even to her ears.
The wizard spoke up. “Don’t listen to the beast’ slies, my lord.”

“Certainly not. We won't missthis chanceto try your enchanted arrows. Strange to find a she-dragon,

though. We thought there was only one of the crestures.”

“Pleasg, it' sonly me.” With ashudder of effort, she curled around the egg and wrenched her body into



human shape. She crouched on the ground naked, with the sun beating down on her back and the

loosened chainsfalen in aheap around her. “Don’t shoot! I'm just Rowena, the maiden you sacrificed.”

“Soit'strue” said the Baron. “Thegirl did turn into adragon. | thought that boy wasraving.” With a
lewd chuckle, he added, “Not amaiden anymore, | see. Men, seize her. We Il take her back to the keep
and let Master Geoffrey sort thisout.”

Just as the swordsmen stepped forward, arush of wind swept over the green. Rowenatilted her head
upward. Virid swooped down and landed between her and the Baron's men. She went limp with relief.

He breathed ablast of flame at the nearest siwordsman, who collapsed with a shriek of agony. Three of
the othersturned and fled.

“Stop, you damned cowards!” the Baron bellowed. “I’[| have your heads for that. God'’ s blood, shoot
it!”

One archer obeyed. The arrow struck Virid on the side of his neck. To Rowena s shock, the point
pierced his scales. Heroared in pain and shot agout of fire skyward.

“Enchanted arrows,” she whispered.

“Y ou see, my lord, the magic works,” the wizard said. More loudly, he caled to Virid, “ That one didn’t
kill you, mongter, but we have five more. Surrender and let ustake you to the castle, and you may be

dlowed to liveawhile”

Ignoring the man, Virid turned to Rowenawith anguish in hiseyes. He said with ahiss of pain,
“Rowenaureadulcima, beloved, take the egg and fly, now!”

“I can’'t,” she gasped. “Too weak.”

“Herel” With ataon, he dashed his chest and caught adrop of blood on thetip of hisclaw. “Thiswill
restore your strength.” He touched it to her lips, and she automatically licked it off. “Now go!”

Shelad her open hand againgt his smooth-scaled neck. “I can't leave you. They' Il kill you.” Tears
blurred her vison, matching the ones she saw gleaming in hisgemlike eyes.

“Never mind that. Y ou must save our child.”

The archers were tightening the circle around them. She knew she had to fleg, or she and the baby would
die, too. Swallowing her tears, she kissed him on the side of hisjaw, then pressed her lipsto the cut he'd
made and tasted another drop of hisblood. “Y es—beloved.”



Chapter Ten

Energy flooded her. She flowed into dragon form, cradled the egg in her forelegs, and sprang into the air.
By the time the bowmen recovered from their astonishment enough to aim their wegpons, she had flown
too high for an easy shot. A sharp command from the Baron stopped them from wasting arrows. A quick
backward glance showed her another shot fired into Virid' sleg instead.

She couldn’t pause to worry about hisfate. She had to keep the egg safe.

Driven by fear and ingtinct, she fled straight to the lair. As soon as she reached the greet hdll, she set
down her burden and changed to woman shape. She rummaged in a chest for awoolen cloak, which she
wrapped around the softly glowing egg. Her legswobbled, the surge of energy from her mate' s blood
draining fast. She staggered to the shel ves where the potions were stored. Onevid of heding dixir

remained. She uncorked it and took asmall sip.

Piercing sweetness seared through her, burning twice as hot as the liquor she' d imbibed with Virid. The
hairson her arms and legs bristled asif she' d been struck by lightning. She stared at her naked body,
almost expecting sparks to dance on her skin. The potion did better than restore the rest of her strength.
It made her fedd more dive than ever before. Every ache and laceration had disappeared, even the

soreness from expelling the egg.

With the physical heding, her head cleared. She redlized she needed a different refuge. Suppose the
Baron’swizard had discovered the location of the cave? True, the climb to the entrance would be hard,
but not impossible for determined men with spikes and ropes. Of course, she could strike them down
with her flame breath before they reached the ledge. If Master Geoffrey could enchant arrows to wound
adragon, though, maybe he had some other spell to disable her or at least extinguish her fire. She had to

move the egg to asafer place.

After packing a pouch with food, awaterskin filled from the spring, her amulet and the moonstone
necklace from the lake as kegpsakes, and the via of healing potion, Rowena shifted to dragon form and
gathered up the egg. No one knew about her hideaway in the forest. She could protect her unhatched
infant there. Her mate would want the little one cared for above al. Her chest ached at the memory of his



swooping down to rescue her. What had the Baron’ s men done to him? She had no way of finding out
now, not until she got their offspring to sefety.

Stll brimming with energy from the éixir, she quickly flew the distance between the cave and the edge of
the woods. There she changed shape to walk among the densely growing trees. She had no trouble
finding the clearing with the fallen tree where she had stashed her supplies. The glade had just room
enough for her to transform back into adragon after setting the egg down on the mossy earth. She knew
shewould haveto keep it warm, like abird’ s egg, and for that she needed afire, since she couldn’t

imagine brooding it in her arms hour after hour.

She cleared a bare space on the ground, then stripped twigs and branches from surrounding trees and
gtacked them in layers, with dry leaves stuffed among them for kindling. Findly, she sarted thefirewith a
puff of flame. She settled the woolen-wrapped egg close enough to get the benefit of the heat but far
enough to avoid any risk of burning. Flowing back into woman form, she wondered how long the egg
would take to hatch. She' d haveto collect fuel to keep the fire going congtantly. She thrust aside the
other problem nagging at the back of her mind, how to feed anewborn dragon. If only Virid were hereto
advise her.

At that thought, pain racked her. Now that she had aminute to breathe, she remembered her last sght of
the dragon, wounded by a pair of magica arrows. If the wizard had spoken truth, the bowmen had four
morein reserve. If they shot Virid in the throat or heart, would he die? Was he dead aready?

He had risked hislife to save her. She recalled the hurt shadowing his eyesin that moment when he'd
gazed a her. Though she had disobeyed his orders and put both hersdlf and the babe in danger, he had

shown no anger, only sadness.

True, she'd had to disobey him to heal her brother. She didn’t regret that act. But she could have
behaved more prudently, departed right after dosing Harold or perhaps even I eft the viad with her

grandmother. Her capture was her own fault, and now the dragon would diefor her folly.
Not if I can get to him fast enough.

Making sure the fire was burning steadily and the egg was safe, she hurried through the woods to the
open meadow where she had enough space to transform. She launched hersdlf into the air and flew at
top speed toward the village. She soared high enough to stay out of range of any arrows from the

Baron’ s bowmen.

When she got within sight of town, she discovered Virid was no longer within its bounds. Insteed, the



men a arms were dragging him aong the road toward the Baron’ s keep. He must be in astupor from the
magic arrows, she decided, for they pulled himin chainslike adead weight.

Or ishetruly dead? At the thought, pain and rage flooded her. A crimson fog veiled her sght. She
hurtled toward the ground. The Baron, riding at the head of the procession, looked up and gaped in
astonishment. She blasted him with her flames. His clothesignited like atorch, and his horse screamed
and fdl onto itsSde, pinning him under itsflank.

The men on foot dropped the chains and scattered. Rowena spared afew secondsto breathe firein two
different directions, catching three or four of the panicked fugitives. The odor of charred flesh choked
her.

Descending the rest of the way and folding her wings, she dlighted besde Virid. Thanksto the saints, his
eyes opened and met hers. “ Rowenaureadulcima?’ He spoke her dragon name in a harsh whisper
instead of abooming roar.

Sheflicked his neck with her tongue. “Now you haveto fly. Hurry, they might work up the nerveto
come back!”

“Cannot,” he rasped.
“Then changeto aman so | can carry you.”
“Too weak. The arrows. Go, my love. Cannot let you die, too.”

Dragon tears scdded her eyes. “Ligen to me, Viridiseffulgentissmus! | won't let you die” She
remembered what he had done for her on the village green. Gouging her own neck with aclaw, she
forced her mate’ s mouth to the scratch. She fdt his hot, whip-like tongue licking the blood. A shudder of
pleasure went through her, despite her fear for him.

A tremor racked his body. With a shivering moan, he turned into a man. When he changed, the chains
dropped off, and the arrows embedded in hisflesh fell out, but the punctures till bled. He had to cling to
Rowenato keep from collgpsing.

She scooped him up with her forelegs and legped into the sky. A few minutes later, she landed at the
verge of theforest. “I can't fly into thetrees,” shesaid, “so | haveto turn back to human.” After gently
placing him on the ground, she changed form.

Virid lay on hisback, gazing up at her through half-closed eyes. She did an arm under his shoulders and
eased him into areclining position. “Y ou haveto walk. | can't carry you thisway.”



With asmall negative motion of his head, he said, “ Cannot walk. Too weak. Beloved, itisnouse. | am
dying from the poison in my veins. Only ametter of time.”

“What kind of speech isthat, from adragon?'Y our ancestors would be ashamed of you.”
His breeth rasped with effort. *If we had the healing potion—"

“Youdon't haveto die. | do have the potion, hidden in the woods.” She could go fetch it, except that she
was afraid to leave him. What if he succumbed to the deadly magic before she got back? Wheat if awild
beast wandered by or one of the Baron’s men stumbled upon him?“Up! All you haveto do iswalk with
me ashort way.”

“Y ou brought the potion? Well done. Then | shdl try.” Leaning on her, he struggled to hisfeet. For afew
seconds they stood face to face, clinging to each other, his body dick with blood against her bare skin.
Their lipsmet in agentlekiss. Hisnormdly hot, dry flesh felt clammy and chilled.

“Thisway.” She draped hisarm around her shoulders and staggered when he rested most of hisweight
on her. One gtep at atime, they shuffled into the forest. Her nerves twanged with anxiety at the downess
of their progress. She practically had to drag him.

At last they reached her clearing. “Y ou saved our child,” he said in abarely audible whisper when he saw

the egg beside thefire. “Y ou are indeed a precious treasure, my golden one.”

Rowena settled him on the ground and dug the via out of her pack. Virid's eyes were closed again when
she turned back to him. “Wake up!” She smoothed his silver-blue crest of hair and held the potion to his
mouth. “Don’t frighten melikethat. Here, drink it, al of it.”

He obeyed, pausing after thefirst Sp to take the vid from her and hold it by himself. Hafway through, his
eyes gleamed, and she felt the warmth returning to his flesh. When he finished the dixir, he wrapped one
arm around her and cupped her head with his other hand, drawing her closefor along kiss, histongue
teasing the corners of her lips. The hot, spicy taste of his mouth confirmed his hedling.

She dipped out of hisembrace to get acloth and soak it in cool water from her waterskin. She wiped the
blood from his skin, noticing that the wounds had vanished, and dried him with another piece of linen.

“Youtricked me,” hesaid. “Y ou broke your vow.” Hisvoice conveyed hurt rather than anger.

“I’'mtruly sorry.” Would he not want her anymore, now that she' d betrayed him?“But | couldn’t let my
brother die”



“I begin to understand that now. Family bonds have great importance for humankind.” He sat up against

atreetrunk. “'Y ou might have died, though, and our young one with you.”

“I know. | should have |€ft right after | gave them the potion, and thiswouldn’t have happened.” She sat

next to him, and he put an arm around her.

“When | woke and found you missing,” he said, “1 thought | had lost you forever. | thought you had
chosen your human family, regardless of therisk.”

“Oh, no! | dways meant to come back to you.”

“Areyou certain? If you had been so determined to leave me, | would not have restrained you.”
“Redly?’ Shedared into hisglittering eyes. “ Y ou’' d have let me go?’

“If your happinessrequired it.”

“I redlize now that | couldn’t possibly livein the village. They’ d never accept me. Even my father—" She
choked down the beginning of asob.

Virid stroked her hair. “Y ou could find another home among human folk, as your grandmother did.

Clearly you have the wit to survive.”

Did he want her to go away? Or was he smply offering the freedom she had begged for? A shimmer in
the corner of her eye interrupted her thoughts. Turning toward it, she realized the egg was glowing
brighter, itslight rippling like wavelets on apond. “Look!” She pointed.

Virid stood up. “It isready to hatch.” Even as he spoke, the egg quivered. Both of them stepped closer
to watch. A thin crack gppeared in the shell. It gradualy lengthened, and the inner light pulsed.

“Should we help?’ Rowenawhispered.
“Not yet. | have never seen birds help their chicks hatch. | believe he needsto build up his strength.”

She sank to her knees at arm’ s length from the egg and watched the crack grow wider. Quietly, Virid
crouched beside her, hiswarm hand on her shoulder. A cluster of tiny claws poked through the gap. She
held her breeth.

Fragments of shell flaked away. “Now you can bresk therest of it,” said Virid.

As she peded off bits, the glow faded. Shetore at the inner membrane, through which she glimpsed a
wiggling, four-limbed figure. Hooking her fingersinto the jagged edges, she ripped the remaining shdll in



half.

A baby lay in apiece of eggshell asif inacradle. A human infant, not awyrmling. Her hands shaking,
Rowenawiped away sticky fluid with acorner of the cloak in which the egg had been wrapped. As soon
as she cleared the nose and mouth, the baby wailed. She gathered him—Virid had guessed right about
the sex—into her arms, swaddling him in the dry part of the cloak. Her chest ached from the warmth of
the small body.

Cuddled against her breast, the baby stopped crying and opened his eyeswide. He didn't look fully
human, after al. He had emerald, cat-shaped eyeslike hisfather’s. His skin had the olive-green hue of
Virid' s human form, with a pattern of tiny scales. Ingtead of ordinary nails, he had miniature clawson his
fingers and toes. Hisdowny, silver hair grew in acrest pattern. Rowena thankfully noticed that he had no

teeth. Shewouldn’t have cared for the idea of nursing an infant with fangs.

“Perfect,” Virid bresthed.

She glanced over her shoulder at hisfascinated gaze. *'Y ou don’'t mind that he wasn't born adragon?’
“He has your nature aswell as mine, my treasure. How could | not rgjoicein that?’

The baby’ s head turned toward her breast, his mouth rooting with muffled whimpers. Her breastsfelt
heavy and tingly. She guided a nipple between hislips. He clamped on and immediately began to suck.
She gasped a the voracious tug that sent a pang from her nipplesto the pit of her ssomach.

Virid's hand massaged the center of her back. “Once he has been fed, we must make our plans. | cannot
gay inthe cave any longer. Y ou did not kill the wizard, did you?’

Thinking back over the moments of rage when she' d rescued Virid, she recadled aglimpse out of the
corner of her eye. Thewizard, at the fringe of the group, had fled unscathed. “No, and | wish | had.

Doesthat make me evil ?’

Virid shrugged. “Good and evil are human ideas. All it meansto meisthat the Baron's heir may seek

revenge, and he may order the wizard to use magic to seek out my lair and destroy me.”

Chilled by the redization that her attack on the Baron and his men hadn’t ensured the safety of her mate

and child, Rowenasaid, “What can you do?’

“Itisno great catastrophe. | have another lair dready chosen half aday’ sflight away, in amore remote
location. No dragon would live without such arefugein reserve. Later | can move my possessionslittle

by little, whatever | do not wish to abandon.”



“Wait—you keep saying |. You tak asif you're going alone.”
“Do you hot wish to seek a home among your own kind?”

Her heart racing with the turmoil of her thoughts, she turned her head to sareinto hiseyes. *Y ou want

meto go away?’

“No, never!” His hand covered one of hers, cradling the baby’ s head along with her. “But | will not hold
you captive against your will. All 1 ask isthat you teach our son the truth of his heritage and perhaps

dlow meto vidt him sometimes.”

Her chest tightened in sympathy with the anguish in histone. He would let her go, taking his much-desired
offspring with her, just to ensure her hgppiness? A lump welled in her throat. She swallowed it and fought

to keep her voice steady. “| don’t want to leave. | never intended that. | love you.”
Hopeflared in hiseyes. “Truly?’
“Oh, yesl” Sheleaned againgt him, basking in his hest.

“Asl loveyou.” He drew her into atight embrace, with their child between them, and she twined one
arm around his neck. Shefelt his heartbest pounding in harmony with hers. Dragon or man, he was her
destined mate. Dragon or woman, she belonged to him. Forever.
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