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To all those who have felt alone.

To those who search for love.

There is One who loves you more deeply and fully

Than you can ever image.




He is the lover of your soul.
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The low, metallic reverberating of the sacrificial gong drew Jydryn’s attention. Smoke from his sigh skimmed up his snout and into his eyes. He stretched his wings and pivoted to change directions away from his hunt. Dinner would have to wait. Unlike his kind who killed only for food or when threatened, humans were cruel, violent creatures. Not just to the other species they shared the kingdom with. They were even more likely to turn against their own, which was why Jydryn had selected the cave where he lived.

The Tetling Ridge was a narrow, rocky outcrop with three human settlements at the west end. He knew Beardrift to the north for its brutal treatment of all its citizens. Greenburn, at the west end of the ridge, sacrificed their own young in the green flames of their hideous altar. The town south of the ridge where he was now summoned was Cragholde. They offered their young maidens to the dragons to appease their hateful gods. All of it disgusted Jydryn, so he lived here to rescue all he could. Today would see another damsel relocated to a new town where she might find a life better than in a place known for sacrificing their own.

Jydryn made a wide pass over the clearing east of the town. The villagers were still retreating toward the walls where they would huddle in their homes as he took the poor woman away. The people of Cragholde were acting quite different today.

In all the past, when these wretched citizens offered him a gift, she stood washed and in a white, flowing gown. They would secure the woman to the post on one side of the clearing, and all but one of the townsfolk would leave. The remaining man was a fast runner who would summon Jydryn with the gong and race for the gate.

This was not the case today. Few townsfolk were within the walls when he arrived. The maiden’s filthy, ragged dress hung from her. They’d left her unbound in the clearing. She could flee but stood still, arms limp at her sides, staring at nothing across the wide, empty expanse. Why didn’t she run?

Jydryn decided he would land rather than snatch her as he flew off. He noted the empty pole and coiled ropes nearby. He made a tighter circle over her head. She was ghastly thin. Her dirty and matted hair left the color indistinguishable. He tossed his head to free the scent of her from his nostrils. As Jydryn landed in front of her, she still didn’t move.

There was a fresh cut on her left cheek in the hollow below her sharp, protruding cheekbone. An older, wide scrape crossed from above her right brow to her cheek. Both eyes shone in the afternoon sun. Her sight didn’t appear to be affected by the injury.

The air from his wings buffeted her, but she showed no reaction. His back feet and tail found purchase as he tucked his wings. Before his front feet came to rest on the hard packed dirt, the maiden dashed from her spot. To Jydryn’s great surprise, she didn’t run away from him, but toward him. She darted under him and stood behind his left front leg as it came to rest.

Women fainted when Jydryn reached for them. Many screamed and wept at the sight of him. Never had anyone—except men dressed in armor with long lances—charged at him.

He raised his left leg to get a glimpse of her, but she scrambled out of sight behind his right leg. Jydryn lowered his head. His horns scraped the ground as he peered at her. He spotted the flutter of her dress as she trembled in the great shadow of his wide body. As he moved his leg to get a better view, she retreated closer to his hind feet. Her pounding heart echoed in the living cave she hid within.

Clang, clang, clang. His head rose. The villagers who had left the safety of their town again. They banged their farm tools and kitchen pots as they shouted.

“Take her away.”

“Be gone, foul creature.”

Did they call him foul or her? Why did he sense a dragon-sized sadness in her?

Their behavior compelled Jydryn—more than most—to save her. But he oculdn’t take her from this hateful place if he wasn’t able to get a hold of her.

As the villagers’ angry shouts grew, Jydryn lowered to lie on his belly. With no room to hide, he hoped she’d scurry out from under him, and he could snatch her in his paw.

Again, she surprised him. She fled up his hind leg and onto his back. She took a place below his wings out of reach of his mouth, tail or paws.

Jydryn didn’t know of any dragon who allowed riders, so how did she come to settle in the one spot he couldn’t dislodge her? With the ferocity of the villagers growing, Jydryn spread his wings and launched into the sky. He figured he’d scoop her from the air when she fell, and they would be on their way.

But she didn’t fall. She straddled him as she clung to one of his spine spikes. They flew high out of the reach of the town’s venomous words and leveled off in a steady air current. As he made wide circling passes over the Tetling Ridge, Jydryn tried to figure out what to do with this odd woman.

Most often, he flew them hundreds of miles away to areas he hoped would be kinder. He’d place his charges on a road near a large town and release them.

But this woman was in no shape to enter any respectable town. The scent of fresh blood made him turn his gaze back to her. Of all the smooth spines she could have chosen, she’d picked one of his three jagged broken spines to cling to.

He might take her back to his cave home, allow her to clean and treat her injuries, but then she would learn the truth. Jydryn was a shifter. He never allowed anyone he rescued to know of his ability to change forms.

If one he’d rescued didn’t leave the road where he left them, he’d land out of sight a distance away, shift to his human skin, and retrieve a stash of hunting clothes and weapons he kept hidden in the thick forest nearby. Then, he’d happen upon the woman he’d saved, lead her to the nearby village, and make introductions in the market. He’d slip away and return to his cave to await the call to the next person in need.

But this damsel’s choice of what to grasp, complicated matters. Still, he wouldn’t shift right before her eyes. Jydryn continued to circle.

Few shifters still survived in the Kingdom of Keyaral. Among the dragons, there were three types. ‘The Isolationists’ lived most of their lives in their dragon scales far from humans. They were the first to accept sacrifices to repay the humans for their cruelty and make them pause before they thought of attacking again. The largest group, ‘The Balanced,’ lived in cities much like the humans. They spent equal time in their human and dragon forms, but avoided shifting where humans might see. Jydryn belonged to the smallest group of dragon shifters, ‘The Activists.’ They spent more time in their human skin, but they weren’t afraid to approach the humans as dragons to save lives.

Jydryn glanced back at the woman again. She still clung tight to his spine, deepening her wounds. Another dragon damaged those spines in a fight when Jydryn tried to save a group of humans from him. Jydryn had saved most of them, but he had suffered for days from the injuries he’d sustained.

He turned toward his cave and landed on the wide shelf at the opening. His sleeping chamber lay through a smaller archway in the back, only accessible when he was in his human form.

Jydryn curled into a circle, lowering the spine she held close to the ground so she could slide off with ease.

It took a few moments before she left his back. When she found his chamber, Jydryn took to the air again. He moved three large boulders from the wide path so she could leave after she had cleaned and dressed her wounds. Once he cleared the path for her escape, he resumed his interrupted hunt. She should be gone by the time he returned with his dinner.
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The sun touched the horizon when Jydryn returned to his cave with a large mountain goat in his claws. He sat it at one end of the entrance, where he cleaned his kills and turned to take to the air and return the boulders that kept out the dragon killers. The woman’s pungent odor caught him and he sniffed around the small opening. Her scent remained strong. He stilled and found her heart’s whispered beat that assured that she still lived. So, she hadn’t left. This woman didn’t behave in any way he expected.

But with her still here, he had an additional problem. All his clothes were in the same chamber where she was. His only saving grace was that she’d let the fire go out. With the inner chamber dark as midnight, perhaps he could enter and retrieve his pants without her noticing. Dragon vision was far superior to humans.’

Out of sight in the large outer entrance, he shifted. Naked in his human skin, he stepped into the chamber. A chill rose gooseflesh over his body. Dragons didn’t like the cold, which is why he fought not to let the fire go out. Two quick strides brought him to his trunk at the end of his massive bed. He pulled on his pants and scanned the dark room.

The woman sat in a back corner, bent knees pulled close to her chest. She crossed her arms on top of them, and her forehead rested on them. Again, the wave of despair he felt at seeing her hiding dejected in the corner made his heart shudder and his stomach twist. Or maybe it was the gnawing ache in his belly from not eating all day.

Jydryn pulled on his tunic and rekindled the fire. She didn’t move. After cutting a large piece of meat from the goat, he brought it back to prepare a stew. He added vegetables he’d purchased at a human market and water from the tumbling stream near the edge of his cave entrance. He lit several candles and scanned every surface. She hadn’t touched anything. All the fruit remained on his table. The water for washing was still in the pitcher, and the chairs never sat in. Still, she huddled in the corner.

[image: ]

The stew bubbled and filled the chamber with its savory aroma. Her stomach grumbled. He filled a bowl for her and set it on the table to cool before filling another for himself. “Will you come and join me?”

She flinched at his words but didn’t move otherwise.

“Please, you have had a long, tiring day. I know the food will do you good.” He waited, but she refused to move.

He stood and took both bowls to the corner where she sat and joined her on the floor. He sat her bowl beside her. “I’ve used this cave for a while. The dragon comes and goes out front, but he didn’t mean to frighten you.”

At last, her head rose. Her arms were a bloody mess from where her wounded hands rested on them. Her eyes were hazel, speckled with blue and green. He wondered what she’d look like clean with her hair brushed.

Jydryn smiled to reassure her. “The dragon scared you, didn’t he?”

She shook her head.

“No?”

She tossed her head again.

He took a bite and pointed to the bowl beside her. “You’re very brave, but you need to keep up your strength. Please eat.”

She glanced at the bowl and back at him. A tear left a muddy trail down her cheek.

“Do your hands hurt?” He set his stew aside and reached for her. “Let me have a look.”

She recoiled from him. Horror crossed her gaze; the centers grew wide as the dark centers took over the color.

He left his hand hanging between them, but stilled. “I won’t hurt you.”

Her head shook back and forth as she pressed herself in to the rocky corner, trying to avoid him.

“Please?”

Her head shook more as her hands disappeared between her and the wall.

Jydryn sighed. He didn’t want to frighten her more, so he collected his bowl and moved out of her sight to the entrance. He seldom slept in his dragon skin, but he would tonight to allow her privacy in his chamber. Rubbing a shudder from his arms, he tried to quiet the thought of her sleeping in his bed. He whirled, snatched up the large caldron, and went to the stream. When he returned with it full, he hung it over the fire to warm.

A large tub used for bathing served as the base of his table. He leaned the tabletop against the wall and moved his two chairs. Then, he moved to his trunk and dug to the bottom and found a long tunic and pants that were too small for him. They would be far too large for the woman, but better than anything she wore now. He sat them on a chair with a towel and his hairbrush. If she could get hers clean, his brush might help to get the tangles out. He placed it beside the other items he’d offered. Another glance at her and he wondered if cutting her hair would be easier. But only a shamed woman ever had their head shorn.

He poured the warm water into the tub and balanced a block of soap on the edge. “There. Now, you can clean before you sleep. I promise to remain outside.” He grabbed a blanket and small pillow and moved to the entrance.

While he thought he might sleep in his human form in case she sought him, the cool early spring air caused him to shift and sleep in his dragon skin. The warmth from the inner chamber stopped heating his back. She’d let the fire go out again. He never heard her move or the water ripple.

Jydryn sighed, releasing a puff of smoke into the weak light of the waning moon. This was far easier when he left them with others to watch over them. How was he supposed to care for a woman who never attempted to do anything for herself?
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The following evening, when the woman had still failed to move, Jydryn scooped some of the cool water from the tub and added more hot water. Then, he stomped toward where she continued to cower in the corner.

“You’ve been here for over a day and a half.” The deep grumble of his dragon filled his human voice from deep inside him. “In that time, you’ve refused to eat, bathe, address your wounds, or sleep in the bed. Now, the cuts in your hands are festering.” The sour scent of putrid flesh and decay assaulted his nose.

“What does it matter? I should’ve let the dragon eat me.”

A shard tore through his heart at her whimper. “Dragons seldom eat anyone. This one saved you. Are you going to throw away the opportunity for a new start?”

Her face remained buried on her knees.

“If we don’t take care of those wounds right now, you could lose one or both of your hands or your life. Now, either you are getting in that tub on your own or I’m putting you in there.”

Again, she recoiled from him. When he continued toward her anyway, she staggered to her feet and turned away from him. “Don’t touch me.” Terror laced her strained voice.

“I will not hurt you. I’m trying to help.”

Her head shook. “It doesn’t matter. Touching me will hurt you.”

Jydryn froze midstride. “What?”

“Anyone who gets near me gets sick. Most die.”

His hands balled into fists. “Who told you that?”

“The villagers who sent me to be eaten by the dragon. I should’ve let him devour me. But I was afraid if my mere presence makes people ill, then eating me might have killed him. He may be a huge, feared creature, but I couldn’t do that to him.”

Jydryn fought to swallow the lump in his throat several times before he could speak. “Those people sent you to be killed because they blamed you for a sickness ravishing your village, yet you wanted to save your executioner?”

At last, she turned from where she huddled against the corner and raised her tear-filled gaze to his. “He is a beautiful dragon. He didn’t deserve to die because of me.”

“You can call me Jy. What’s your name?”

She shrugged as her breath caught. “I don’t know. I’ve been called all manner of vile things, but my mother abandoned me long before I can remember. She feared I was a curse and wanted nothing to do with me.”

Jydryn smiled as he slid forward and closed the gap between them. “Then I will call you Keena. It means brave, for you are by far the bravest person I’ve ever met. To endure such cruelty and then try to spare the dragon—and me. You have no hate in your heart, Keena.”

As the space between them disappeared, she again turned to the corner. “Please.”

“I can’t let someone so brave and kind die—not for a lie.” His hand rested on her shoulder and he felt nothing but bones. He groaned, sure his heart was tearing in two. “Oh, Keena, you are so very thin. No one deserves to be treated this way.”

“Children in the village got sick,” she protested.

“Which is the nature of illnesses, but as malnourished as you are, if you carried any illness in you—you’d be dead—not fighting to live. I’ve been around you for two days. I’m not sick. You bled on the dragon and he’s not sick. This is not your fault, Keena.” He turned her and her gaze searched his. Her hazel eyes focused on him as her brows arched. Soon they fell as her gaze darted away. She seemed to want to believe him, but couldn’t. What had happened to this woman?

She kept her exposed skin from touching him as he led her to the tub. “Do you need me to help you?”

Bright pink blossomed on her hollow cheeks as her eyes widened. She shook her head in slow sweeps.

“Can I trust that this time you will clean yourself?”

She offered him a single nod.

“Very well. I have faith in you.” He pointed to the chair where he’d left the clothes yesterday. “You can put those on afterward. They will be too large but better than what you’re wearing. I’ll get you something more appropriate next time I go to the market.”

“Please, don’t bother—”

“It would be my honor.” And he meant it. Something about this shattered woman made him want to wrap his arms around her and hold her until she knit back together. The lone thought made him tremble. No woman had ever affected him this way. “Now, while you bathe, I’ll check the mountain trails for some iddika root to mash up for the cuts on your hand. If you clean them well, the root should keep the skin from worsening and help it heal.”

Her hazel gaze glanced at the things he had provided.

“Do you require anything else?”

She shook her head and didn’t speak until he reached the doorway into the larger entrance chamber. “Thank you, Jy,” she whispered.

His shortened name on her tongue made his heart flutter. He glanced at her again, where she still stood and stared at the water. She remained motionless, with her back hunched, head down, and hands pressed to her chest. If she could cave in on herself anymore, she’d turn inside out. “It is my pleasure, Keena. Enjoy your bath.”

He waited long enough to hear the water ripple and a brief splash over the sides before he climbed the trail, crossed back over the stream, and hiked to the higher pass that held the needed healing root. In the days after the fight with the black dragon, he’d used a lot of it. He hoped he hadn’t dug it all up.
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She slid down and the warm water welcomed her, much like Jy’s smile. But it wouldn’t last. He’d get sick soon and curse the name he’d just gifted her. Too many people had grown ill in Cragholde and other villages she’d lived in to hold on to the hope that anything would be different now with him.

She jerked her palms from the hot water as tears pricked her eyes. They stung like they were being cut afresh. It took several attempts and biting her lip to submerge her injured hands. Wouldn’t it be better to let the rot set in and sap her life? She wanted it all to end, but she feared death—terrified that what waited for her beyond this terrible existence was something far worse. One who had caused so many deaths shouldn’t expect a paradise to await them.

The sting of the soap added to her pain but didn’t overshadow the excruciating anguish in her soul. No one could heal that.

She worked the lather into her hair. Oh, how her head itched. When was the last time she’d been allowed a proper wash? She scrubbed, worked at the knots, and washed the freed strands again. Section by section, she cleaned her head until the water chilled and her skin puckered, but she still hadn’t finished. She stepped out and dried with the towel he’d left her. Never in her life had she felt anything so soft against her skin.

With care, she pulled on his pants and tunic, trying not to get blood on them like she had the towel. The bath had washed away the dried blood and caused her palms to bleed again.

The sleeves and hems extended well past her fingers and toes. Careful not to soil the shirt, she wiggled out of it, wrapped her hands in a bit of cloth she found, and rolled the sleeves before putting it on again. She moved a chair near the fire, rolled the hems of the pant legs and continued to work on her hair near the fire.

With a small knife she found, she cut out the worst knots. She wove those shorter areas with the longer strands nearby into small braids and tied each off with twine. Six small braids later, with most of the rest of her hair free of tangles, she looked up to see Jy standing in the doorway staring at her. He always seemed to smile, but at the moment, his gentle grin gaped open a little. His eyes were the lightest blue she’d ever seen. The man was almost a head taller than her and his tunic stretched over his muscles. He trimmed his beard and moustache short, but his light brown, wavy hair hung past his shoulders.

Still, he continued to stare. Her body warmed as though he’d built another fire in the stone chamber.

She pulled her gaze from him. “Is something the matter?”

“Not at all, Keena. You look … radiant.”

The way he said the name he had given her made her insides wobble. The hum of it danced over her skin. She didn’t understand him. Calling her brave, caring for her, complimenting her was a stark contrast to how she had lived for almost twenty-two years.

She glanced up as he pulled the other chair to face hers and sat across from her. His sleeves were wet where he’d pushed them up near his elbows. There were scars on his forearms and another one across his nose.

“If you are searching for any sign of illness, I can assure you, I am quite well.”

A long breath eased out, and her shoulders relaxed.

“You were frightened.” He reached for her hands.

She pulled them behind her. “I can do it.”

“Keena, I assure you; you will not curse me with some sickness if I touch you.”

She couldn’t surrender her hands. This was the first person in her entire life who showed her any kindness. Well, not entirely. But she would never forgive herself if something happened to him. “Do you have gloves?”

He stood and returned with a small towel over his palm. “Rest your hand here and let me examine it.” She searched his face, doubt making it impossible to move. “God did not give us a spirit of fear, Keena. You are His precious daughter.”

She shook her head. “If I am anything to any god, it is as a weapon of his wrath.”

His powerful hands gripped her shoulders. “You were fearfully and wonderfully made for the Almighty’s great pleasure. There is nothing hateful about you.”

Tears blurred her vision. She had never been one for tears. Why did this man’s kindness stir them? “You haven’t seen what I have done.” Her voice choked on her words.

“I know you have made no one sick or caused anyone’s death. And I will prove it to you someday.” He took a deep breath and his words softened. “But for right now, let me see your hands, please.”

With a shudder, she laid her hand in his. He was careful to use the corner of the towel to work the cream into the many cuts there.

“I’m sorry this stings and reeks, but it’s the best for quick healing.”

“Thank you.” The whispered words didn’t express the balm his kindness was to her soul. His actions and words were far more powerful than any cream.

When he finished, he cut up one of his shirts. She tried to stop him, but he wrapped each hand in the clean cloth. Once he’d covered both palms, he roasted meat over the flames, tossed out her filthy dress, scooped the dirty water from the tub, and reset the table on top.

As she moved her chair to the table where a plate of sizzling meat and steaming vegetables waited, he glanced at her feet. “Don’t you have any shoes?”

“I’ve never had shoes. It was only so no one had to risk further exposure at the sight of me that they ever gave me a dress to cover myself.”

Jy closed his eyes. The muscles in his cheeks flexed and rippled as a small growl escaped his throat. “Father in heaven above, grant me the strength to forgive those who have treated your dear daughter with such cruelty. Help her hands to heal. I thank You for the honor of sa—of having her here in my home where she will be safe. Shower her with Your love. Show her she is precious to You and You have always known her name. Help her see You do not hate her.”

Years of unshed tears cascaded down her cheeks and pooled on her plate as she fought not to sniff and disturb his prayer. She had heard many invoke the names of their gods as curses against her and pleas for their protection against her. But never had she heard anyone speak to any god as Jy spoke to the One he called Father. Who was this God? And why did she want to know Him?

“Bless this food that it would nourish and restore Keena. Make a way for her in the days ahead that will lead to great joy. Watch over her and protect her as her loving Father until You call her to Your presence. In the name of the Son, my Savior, Amen.”

Her food sat untouched as the tears continued to fall.

“Things are going to be different for you now. This I swear.” The last words were ground out as if he spoke an unbreakable vow, and it made her quiver.
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The beleaguered woman Jydryn had left to bathe and the one he returned to was not the same. Keena was striking—even as gaunt as she was. Her clean hair was russet, though the light playing on it from the candles and fire made him see hints of pink and even blue. Her tanned skin glowed in the flickering flames of his chamber. But most striking was the scent that greeted him now that she was free of all the dirt tainting her body.

Every creature had their own special scent that made it easy to track with a dragon’s sense of smell. Most women smelled like some variety of flower mixed with strong spice. Keena’s scent brought to mind an open meadow in spring with fresh wild flowers in rich moist loam. She was the best part of the earth, the area where one found the most beauty. No other woman he had ever rescued affected him as she did.

After dinner, he convinced her to take his bed as he moved back to the entrance. He listened for her steady breathing of sleep, shed his clothes, and shifted. Though he craved warmth, like most dragons, there was something about flying just after the sun set. The cool air sliding over his leathery wings, and the quiet of a world where only the night insects made any noise, filled him with a peace that often lasted for days.

Here, he could float on a breeze without the shrieks of women and children at the sight of him. Men didn’t turn their bows and ballistas his direction to shoot him from the sky. Here in this quiet solitude, he was free to be all God had created him to be—the body of a mighty dragon and the soul of a son of the Most High.

He sang praises to his God, and he let the peace of communion seep into his spirit. He took seriously his task of rescuing those like Keena. Ones who the Father wanted free of their pain, but this was where he found his greatest joy—on the wing, worshiping God.

Before midnight, he returned to the cave, added wood to the fire as he drank in Keena’s earthy scent again, and he curled in his dragon skin at the entrance and slept.
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The sun had not cleared the horizon when he landed and shifted outside a town he favored, an hour by the wing to the south. Eagle’s Nest housed almost a thousand souls. The people had no grotesque altars to blood-hungry gods, and there was no clearing for the sacrifice of maidens within several leagues. The people greeted him with smiles and waves. Many in the market called him by name as he often came to purchase their wares and produce.

He entered Eagle’s Nest as they opened the gates and ambled to the town center. Most of the shops weren’t open yet, but the market already had many vendors ready for customers.

“Jy, my friend, you have returned. Weren’t you here only three days ago?” The vendor was a lean man that seemed to be all arms and legs. He had a narrow face and a rather long nose that hooked at the end.

“Aye, Tom. Your potatoes and green beans were so good, I ate them all and need more.”

“And I am happy to supply them.” Tom filled Jy’s bags with the produce. “Enjoy, my friend.”

Jy dropped a couple coins in Tom’s hand. “I will indeed. Can you tell me, do you know of anyone needing a worker?”

“I thought you had land of your own to work. Grapes, wasn’t it?”

“Forgive me for not being clear. I’ve heard of a young woman needing employment on my travels. I thought I’d ask here and pass on the information on my return.”

“Hmm.” Tom rubbed his pointy chin. “Sarah, the laundress, is always in need of more hands. Bert the baker might need help now that his daughter is married.”

“Jenny is wed?”

“She turned seventeen this past winter. It was time.”

Jy didn’t agree but as long as the girl was happy and the man kind, he had no grounds to object.

Tom named a few others before Jydryn ambled off to see to the other purchases he needed.

After he’d talked with all those who might employ Keena, and with his back loaded down with all he’d purchased, he strolled out the gate toward the hidden clearing he used. He’d never brought a woman he’d rescued here. He wasn’t sure why. Perhaps he feared finding them in a place where they were still unhappy after he’d saved them. That he wanted to bring Keena here now so he could catch sight of her from time to time spoke again of her differing from any other he’d saved. But the thought of her someday greeting him with a husband at her side made his nostrils flare and his skin burn. It seemed safer for her and her future husband if he never saw her again. Why did his heart clench at the very thought of losing her?
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Keena—she still struggled with having a proper name—stretched and rolled to her back. Carrying a name was no less strange than being clean, in men’s clothes, or lying in an actual bed. Somewhere between the town’s folk running her all the way to the clearing at the point of their pitchforks and riding on a dragon, she had fallen into a dream world like nothing she’d ever known. She feared the moment when she would wake to the stench of her own body and the hateful cries of her victims.

She glanced around Jy’s chamber, again aware of his smoldering scent lingering in his bed and on his clothes she wore. Where did he sleep now?

She snuggled into the blanket and turned to the fire. Only a few glowing embers remained. With a sigh, she slid out of bed and—being careful of her injured hands—added a log. She turned from the hearth. The sunlight coming from the entrance drew her attention. How long had it been since she’d slid off the dragon’s back? Two days? Three? With slow, cautious steps, she inched to the doorway and peeked out but found neither the dragon nor Jy.

Keena’s gaze roved over the huge opening. From what she remembered of the dragon it looked tall enough for him to stand in, wide enough to stretch out and not touch his nose or tail tip to the sides, and deep enough to spread his wings. She followed the sound of running water to the opposite side of the opening. As she crossed the large stone surface, she noticed a blanket folded against the back wall with a small pillow on it.

Keena swiped at a tear with the back of her bandaged hand. That anyone would give up the comfort of their bed and lay out in this chilly space on the hard ground for her was inconceivable. There was no cause for him to care so much.

Her feet brushed the grooves cut by the dragon’s talons. Where was the dragon, and what relationship did he have with Jy? It seemed unthinkable for a dragon and a man to be friends.

A clear mountain stream cascaded over the far edge of the opening. It welcomed her with a fine mist blown in by a cool breeze. The water landed below the opening and she followed its meandering down the rocky mountain until it vanished from sight around a bend. Moss and clusters of tiny white star-shaped flowers and many-petaled lavender flowers lined the banks of the stream.

From the flowers she turned her attention to the land that stretched out far below the ridge. Bright, muted, and dark green trees filled the land in every direction. Some were tall and pointed, others were broad and spread out. She could see places where the path of a road or river wound through the forests. In other places there were no trees, only wisps of rising smoke—no doubt villages. Was one of those Cragholde? Were the people there safe and recovering now that she was gone?

A powerful wave of wind swept her hair in her face and ruffled her baggy clothes. She brushed her hair aside and blinked away the dust in time to see a long gray-green tail vanish above the opening. The top of the mouth of the cave hung out farther than the shelf where she stood, so she couldn’t lean out and look up to see where the dragon had gone.
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Jydryn floated around to the entrance of his home and found Keena standing near the spring. One quick pump of his wings and he shot up. Had she seen him? She didn’t scream—but then she hadn’t shown fear the first time they met.

He landed on a flat area above the cave and took a moment to let his thundering heart calm. Why was he so concerned about what this woman thought? He tossed his massive head, trying to clear it. It wasn’t her. He was a shifter and if he had landed and she had seen him transform, his life would be at risk. That had to be the reason. Or maybe it was the fact that he’d never brought anyone he rescued back to his cave before. Yes, that must be it. He wasn’t accustomed to having to guard his identity in his own home. Well, he’d solve that soon. Eagle’s Nest would make a pleasant home for Keena.

Why did that very idea send his heart pounding again?

Thankful he’d left his clothes in the bag with his purchases, Jydryn shifted, dressed, shouldered his heavy bag, and descended to the cave.

Keena stood in the entrance looking up. “Where’s the dragon?”

“He’s always close.” Jydryn moved to the inner chamber.

Keena followed. “Are you friends?”

“You don’t sound like you believe that.”

Her brows pinched as her face scrunched.

“Does no one in Cragholde have a dog, cat, or horse that they care for, talk to even?”

She shook her head. “There are dogs out in the streets. They steal food. People yell at them and kick them if they can. A few cats live on the mice in the barns. People use horses for riding, pulling carts, for plowing, but they are also yelled at—whipped too.”

Jydryn stopped pulling items from the large heavy cloth bag to stare at her. “I am very glad you no longer live in such an awful place.” He smiled. “You’ll like your new home. It’s nothing like that pit Cragholde.”

He drew a cloth bundle from between the sacks of potatoes and beans and offered it to her.

Keena stared at it and glanced up. Tears pooled in her eyes and her voice was a shaky whisper. “I’m not staying here?”
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Jy wanted her to leave. Was it possible for a broken heart to shatter more? His sweet smile hid a fearsome weapon, for his rejection was the deadliest of all. At least the town’s people never pretended to be nice to her.

He offered her a dress; the most beautiful she had ever seen. It was dark green with a fitted bodice and trimmed in light green ribbons with tiny bows at the end. It would have been a wonderful gift if not for his intention to be rid of her.

“I live in a dusty cave. It is not a good place for a woman.” He held the dress toward her with long, outstretched arms.

She only wanted one thing from him. To stay.

Her arms folded in and she held herself against the freezing air that came from within her empty soul. Her voice was little more than a whisper. “It is the cleanest place I’ve ever been allowed to stay.”

He took a step toward her, and his smile grew.

She staggered back and flinched.

“All the more reason to go to Eagle’s Nest. You’ll have your pick of jobs. Do you enjoy baking? Or maybe working in the inn or the laundry? If you work in the inn, you’d have a room provided.”

She could offer to clean his clothes, be his maid, but if he didn’t want her, what was the point? There was an answer to all her pain. A way to put a permanent stop to the hurting.
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Why did everything she did surprise him? He’d bought the dress because he thought she’d look stunning in it with her auburn hair. But she seemed hurt by his thoughtful gift and his idea that she needed to be some place where she could live a pleasant life.

A small vibration tickled the soles of his feet. It had no source, and quakes weren’t common here. But it matched the way Keena shuddered. “You don’t want me here.”

“That’s not true!”

She recoiled from his outburst.

Jydryn draped the dress over a chair, took a deep breath, and returned to unpacking the food. He’d been stunned at his own reaction and needed to consider a new tactic. “I said nothing of the kind, Keena. It has been a very long time since I lived among others. I enjoy having you here, but it is not what is best for you. You need to find a home where you can find—love.” Why was that so hard to say? “You deserve that. And a family of your own.” Again, the words caught in his throat.

“I’m sorry I have caused you so much trouble.”

When he turned from putting several items on the shelves he’d carved into the cave wall, she was gone. “Keena?” She didn’t answer, so he went out to the entrance. She stood at the edge. The path was still open for her to walk away, but she didn’t intend to leave. As her toes slid over the high perch, he knew she planned something far worse. His dragon pushed against his skin, ready to burst forth and save her—again.

He held control of his other nature and spoke in a calm, firm tone. “The dragon saved you from that horrible place, and this is how you plan to repay that kindness?”

Her arms still gripped her as she continued to inch off the edge. “My own mother never wanted me. The town’s people hated me. The dragon didn’t want me. And now you. There is no place for me in this world.”

“Keena, stop!” His deep voice growled with his dragon’s fear. Dragons had a bit of magic besides their ability to shift. They could, to a small degree, compel someone to do something. Now, he couldn’t make her do anything that she would never do—like kill someone or eat something she knew was poisoned. But with a little push of his thoughts to hers, he might prevent her from jumping. “Keena, stop and step away from the edge.”

She tossed her head as if a gnat had flown at her face. Again, vibrations tickled through his boot soles as tiny bits of rock trickled down from above.

She didn’t move from the ledge. Her being human, his compulsion should have worked.

As his fear provoked his dragon more, he had to try something else. He had to stop her. “The dragon stays here and guards you. And I never said I didn’t want you. I want more for you. Please come away from the edge. Nothing is going to change for a while. Your hands need to heal and you need time to gain some strength from eating proper meals. That is why I traveled to Eagle’s Nest. To get you food, a dress, and shoes.”

She’d stopped moving forward but hadn’t stepped back from the precipice either. “I have cost you so much. It would be—”

“Thoughtless to let it go to waste.” He inched toward her. “Keena, please. I have seen too much sacrifice. Don’t force me to watch yours.”

He took hold of her upper arms and pulled her from the ledge until her back rested against his chest. She must feel the drumming of his heart against her gaunt frame. He released her as the urge to wrap his arms around her and hold her overwhelmed him.

He cleared his throat of the foreign need. “Why don’t you try on the dress? I’d very much like to see you in it.”

Keena turned without looking at him and staggered back into the cave. He removed his shirt, moved to the cascading stream and let the cold water wash away his railing thoughts. What was this woman doing to him?
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The atmosphere between them changed after he returned. Keena huddled again on the floor in the corner. She hadn’t put on the dress.

“Cragholde always dressed their sacrifices in fancy gowns before they fed them to the dragon,” she told him.

He didn’t expect her to view his relocation as his personal rejection of her. Would this have happened with any of the other women he’d saved? If he brought them here first, would they have wanted to stay too? Jydryn glanced at Keena. Why was everything about her different?

“Keena, will you walk with me?”

“Why?”

“So I can show you the view from the peak above us.”

“And see all I will have to leave when you can’t tolerate my presence anymore? No.”

All right, he admitted his offer sounded cruel. He cooked the last of the goat. They’d need fresh meat tomorrow—but he didn’t dare leave for fear she’d hurt herself. The thought alone near stopped his hammering heart.

He left her in the inner chamber and went out to sit on the edge where she’d stood. The rocks below were jagged and numerous at the bottom of the twenty-foot fall. She’d never survive that—and neither would he. What was she doing to him?

Whatever was at the root of Jydryn’s trouble with this woman, he knew it wasn’t attraction between them. Dragon shifters mated for life with other dragon shifters. On rare occasions in generations past, they might have found their mate among one of the other shifter clans. But things were different now. Fewer females were being born to any of the shifter clans. As the years passed, there were fewer shifters because of the lack of females.

The humans had no problem growing in number. They seemed to reproduce like fleas and cared little for their young, as the sacrifices proved. But a pairing between a human and a shifter—especially a long-lived dragon—hadn’t happened in over a thousand years.

Jydryn sighed and rolled his neck. Attraction couldn’t be his problem. He’d known when he chose the life of an Activist over joining the Isolationist or the Balanced, he’d be alone. He would never find love and never sire offspring. It was part of the lifestyle of those who helped the humans. He didn’t harbor those desires. He’d chosen this life to help those victimized by the hate of others. Keena was one he was most proud to have saved. She’d suffered so much. To free her to live a fulfilling life seemed like the highest calling he’d ever completed. So why was it turning out so horribly?

He pulled off his shirt and crossed under the cascading stream. The cold water bit, but was refreshing to his knot-clenched muscles. Once on the other side, he climbed to the high plateau he’d wanted to take Keena. From this height, he saw for hundreds of miles—thousands if he used his dragon vision. But, instead of looking down at the land, he turned his gaze skyward to the wispy trails of clouds and beyond. He could almost make out the stars past the light of the late afternoon sun.

Jydryn inhaled the breeze peppered with the first buds of spring. The sun warmed his back and dried his hair. He closed his eyes and raised his hands. “Father, the wonders of Your hands declare Your glory. You are the source of all life, and I praise Your holy name.” He left his hands stretched to the heavens as he lost the words he wanted for worship.

As much as he loved his Lord, there was a need on his heart he couldn’t contain any longer. “Father, Keena needs You. I can’t help her.”

Something pushed against him as though he’d received a playful shove. He opened his eyes and looked around. He was alone. There was no scent in the air but his own and the sandstone, the blue mist shrubs—though they would not grow blooms for several months—and hawthorn also grew nearby. Grandmother used the bright red berries for medicine for the heart. The pungent odor of a group of ground squirrels was there too.

Jydryn moved to his knees, raised his arms, and closed his eyes. “Father, comfort her and show her Your mighty love.”

Once more, he felt a physical prodding.

He sat back on his heels; resting his hands on his thighs. When he was confused, there was only one option. “What is Your will, Lord?”

You.

God spoke to him in many ways. The words of the hymns he’d learned as a fledgling were the most common. But situations often revealed the will of the Father too. Never had he received an audible word spoken straight to his heart. “Me? I don’t understand.”

Teach her of Me. 

He remembered his lessons well enough to obey that instruction.

Love her as I do.

“What?” The word choked in his throat. No one could love like God. He was perfect and complete, and His love unconditional. And love—no, he wasn’t prepared …

But he would not refuse his God. Jydryn stood and hurried back down to teach Keena her first lesson of the Father. Creation was always a good place to start.
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Jy was an odd man. First, he treated her wounds with kindness and bought her a dress—and shoes. Then he wanted her to leave. Now, he spent part of each day teaching her about his God, and he’d quit talking about her leaving.

The deity Jy spoke of differed from any she’d heard of before. All powerful and in control of all things. Jy said He loved all His creation—including her. She waited to hear what her devotion to this God would cost. There had to be a price to pay. Her being sent to the dragon to make some god happy and stop the illness in Cragholde was proof enough.

Keena swayed on her feet. Perhaps it wasn’t Jy but something in her that was the problem. For days, she’d felt off. Her sense of smell dimmed, her hearing dulled, and her sight blurred. Ever since she donned the fancy dress and slid on the leather slippers Jy had brought her, she felt disconnected from the world around her.

Jy finished clearing the table of their evening meal and came to her as she added another log to the fire. “Let me see your hands.” 

And there it was again. A strange buzzing in her head at random times when he spoke. It was like his words came straight to her mind and forced her to do what he said. The pressure in her skull made her head ache and her eyes water. “They’re fine.” She studied her hands, picking at the dirt under one nail.

“You haven’t let me see them in a week. I must insist that I look at them.”

Keena kept her back to him and stared at the dancing flames.

He took hold of her elbow and whirled her around. He snatched up her wrist before she could hide her hand behind her back. Thankfully, the cuff of her dress kept his skin from touching hers. “Keena, you must get over this fear. You’ve been here for weeks and I’m not sick—not even a sniffle.”

“Maybe the dragon protects you somehow.” She held her fist closed until he reached for her fingers. Fear for him forced them open so he wouldn’t touch her. It might be better if he got sick—a little. She could stay and take care of him, and he’d be too weak to take her to another town.

He undid the knot and unwound the dirty strip of cloth. Closed pink scars added to the lines in her palms.

So that was it. He’d send her away now.

His smiling face rose, but his perpetual grin faded when he glanced at her tear-filled eyes.

“I don’t want to go,” she mumbled.

He sighed. “Is that what you’ve been worried about?”

She nodded.

His head snapped up as his whole body jerked. He turned as he released her. “Stay here.”

The buzz pierced her head again.

He hurried toward the opening out to the entrance.

She took a step to follow. “What’s going—”

“Stay. Here!” His voice growled as the muscles across his shoulders tightened under his shirt. “Don’t come out of this chamber.” He ordered as he vanished from sight.
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Jydryn hopped as he pulled off his boots and crossed to the edge of the entrance. The chants of the vile priests of Greenburn found him through the breeze. What day was it? He glanced at the sky and jerked off his shirt. The first new moon of spring. He should have known there’d be a sacrifice tonight. Keena’s presence distracted him.

A rustle behind him stilled his hands as he jerked the leather laces of his pants open. “Keena, stay inside.” Why didn’t his compulsion work on her?

A glance over his shoulder said she’d not come out. He yanked off his pants and shifted as he leapt into the air.

He tucked his wings and dove for the altar, already glowing with its sickening green flames. The wail of an infant stole his breath. He was too late.

He sped over the altar. Flames licked at the child’s legs and set her tiny white dress on fire. He snatched her with a roar of pain. While the skin on the pads of his feet was much thicker than human skin, they were one of his more vulnerable spots. He’d need some of Keena’s healing ointment when he got the child to the cave.

In pain, the child shrieked in his paw as he whirled back on the worshippers in a rage. The priests shouted and raised bows to stop him. Jydryn opened his mouth and bathed them in his fire. If they so desired to appease their wicked god by flame, they could sacrifice themselves.

The child grew silent and still. He’d been too late. If the child was dead, Keena would find herself in Eagle’s Nest, or some other town, by morning.
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Keena wasn’t at the entrance when he returned. He sat the child on his shirt and shifted. The babe woke with a wail and he hurried to get his pants on before Keena came to investigate. Several blistered fingers made his task difficult.

The child had burns on the back of her legs and one heel. He’d snuffed out the flames on her dress when he’d closed his paw around her. The ragged, blackened edge now didn’t even cover her round belly. Her skin there was red with a shallow burn, but nothing more.

Jydryn snatched her up and ran for the inner chamber. “Keena, I need your help.”

“What happened?” The tears in her words made him glance up from the screaming child as he laid the babe on her stomach.

“They tried to sacrifice her.”

Keena gasped. “Who?”

“The loathsome inhabitants of Greenburn.” He remembered the dozen he’d left writhing from his wrath with a shudder. “Come help me.”

“I—I can’t. She’s—a—a baby. My touch …”

Jydryn left the infant on the bed and stomped toward Keena. She backed from his aggressiveness. “She needs your help. Your touch won’t hurt her,” he said, grabbing both her wrists. “If you don’t help, she could die.” He pressed his thumbs through the fabric of her sleeves into a curve on each of her wrists.

Keena bit her lip at the pain he caused, but her fists opened with her fingers almost straight.

He pressed her palms to his bare chest. The skin-to-skin contact almost doubled him over as though a young dragon had kicked him in the gut.

“What is that?” Keena’s panic added to his own shock as a line of tiny blue tongues of fire appeared to hover on her hands. Each dot of flame formed a row up both arms. The tip of each was—pink.

“Zyrsog!”

“What?” Keena struggled to break free of his grasp. Of course, she wouldn’t recognize the curse word in an ancient dragon dialect that few dragons remembered.

He watched the flames find a rhythm that matched his frantic heart. They didn’t—couldn’t—burn her. It didn’t even singe her dress. “Dragon Fire,” he whispered. How could that even be?

“Dragon Fire? What is that?”

If he released her, the image of the flames lining her body would disappear and she’d understand that he was—at least in part—responsible for it. He took a deep breath, more to calm himself, and offered her as reassuring a smile as he could manage. He leaned away so her hands no longer touched his chest and let his hands slide up her sleeves as though he wiped the tongues of flame away. Without their skin-to-skin contact, the flames went out. “You are under the dragon’s protection.”

“Protection?” She rubbed her arms as if continuing to remove the now dormant flames. “Why?”

That was an excellent question, but the wail from the bed pulled his attention back to the more pressing need.

He took Keena by her elbow—assured the fabric of her sleeve would prevent the Dragon Fire from reappearing—and led her back to the bed. “We’ll have to discuss it later. Right now, she needs our help.” He turned to Keena and pushed her to sit. “Hold her while I collect the medicine I need.”

He only made it a step away. He needed the baby held still while he worked to treat her deep burns. Everything in him told him Keena carried no sickness and would cause the babe no harm. But the thought poked at him for a moment. What if …?

“I—I don’t know how.”

Exasperation flashed through him again, threatening to release his dragon. The inner chamber was much too small for that. How could anyone not know how to hold a child? He whirled to see terror flash in Keena’s eyes as a single finger hung quaking over the child’s forehead. A wave of cold pity squashed the wrath. Of course, Keena wouldn’t know. No one touched her, or allowed her to touch them, so why would she know how to hold a child?

Jydryn slipped his hands under the child’s armpits with a wince of pain. One of his blisters had opened when he took Keena’s wrists. He placed the squalling child against Keena. Stomach to chest. He wrapped the babe’s tiny arms around Keena’s neck. Who was more uncomfortable? Him, the babe, or Keena? It was hard to tell. To avoid touching Keena and reigniting the flames, he directed her to place one hand at the back of the child’s neck and head, and the other under the babe’s bare rump. “Firm, but not tight,” he whispered.

Keena gave him a wide-eyed nod.
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Keena held the babe against her while the poor girl’s tears soaked Keena’s collar. The horrid burns on the baby’s legs made her gag.

Jy returned from the other side of the chamber with his arms full of clay pots and glass jars. He set them on the table beside the bed, pulled the chair she used from the dinner table, and sat beside them.

“Is she going to be all right?” Keena whispered over the child’s continued bawling.

“I will do everything I can for her. The burns are deepest on the backs of her legs, but they do not cover a large area. If the Lord grants us His favor, disease will not set in, and she will survive the trauma of dressing these wounds.” He dipped a slender metal tube into a dark green glass bottle. He set the container aside and put the tube in the girl’s mouth.

“What is that?”

“Something to kill the pain and help her sleep while I treat her.” His gaze rose to Keena’s. “Two drops would
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