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It was the wrong day for the beach.

Or, Lindsay Garza thought dryly, it was the wrong day for the beach for anyone but her. For her, it was perfect.

Not that she especially liked blustery wind and unseasonably chilly weather, of course. But San Marco’s beaches were normally packed, and it usually took apocalyptically bad weather to empty them. Lindsay had been out there before on days when the wind had been strong enough to whip her hair out of its ponytail. She’d been there when the rain had been so heavy she’d hardly been able to see six inches in front of her nose. Compared to that, this was postcard-perfect.

She leaned down and nabbed another piece of trash—discarded beer can, this time—with her reacher-grabber before dropping it safely into the heavy-duty garbage bag at her side.

Cleaning up the beach was so much easier when people weren’t around, which was why she only ever tried it on bad weather days. And in sunny, mild San Marco, bad weather days were few and far between, so the junk had a lot of time to accumulate. Her guess was that no more than five in every hundred people on the beach tossed their soda cans onto the sand instead of into the trash... it was just that the multiplication on that wasn’t in her favor. Five people out of every hundred a day, with the hundreds of people they got during the city’s busy season? Multiplied by the number of days it all built up before Lindsay could get to it?

Well, it still wasn’t enough to spoil the way the beach looked. Lindsay might have honed herself to have eagle eyes for any glitter of aluminum or—way grosser—used condom, but when she relaxed and straightened up, letting herself look down the coast, she still saw something absolutely magnificent.

Sapphire-bright ocean. Sugar-white beach. Mountains in the distance.

Lindsay loved her hometown. She’d never want to live anywhere else.

Which was why she was currently stooping down to hoist up someone’s Styrofoam cooler. She loved the city too much to let it wreck one of its star attractions.

Who tossed a cooler? These things were reusable, weren’t they?

No way. You’re thirty years old. You’re past your days of? scavenging people’s thrown-out futons and dressers with missing knobs—you can definitely afford to buy your own cooler.

Still, throwing away something useful always gave her a little pang of guilt. She’d grown up without much money, and she’d been raised to always think twice before tossing something that seemed broken or useless at first glance. There’d been no limit to the amount of patching and darning her older sister could do on clothes, often making them sharper and more stylish than they’d been before. And her dad had had the electronic equivalent of a green thumb—computer chip thumb?—and had been able to keep their old TV and family computer limping along for years. She liked to hold onto things and repair them wherever she could.

Maybe that was how she felt about the city, too. Even when it wasn’t ideal, it was hers, and she’d rather fix it than abandon it.

That being said, the Styrofoam cooler with a slightly rank package of cheddar cheese slices in it wasn’t a metaphor for her loyalty to San Marco. It was trash. She trashed it, wrinkling her nose a little at the smell that wafted up at her as the lid clunked off, falling into the bag first.

Yuck.

She felt the first couple of raindrops patter against her head. Uh-oh. She’d brought both a massive golf umbrella and the world’s most ridiculous waterproof poncho, but even when you came prepared, rain tended to cut a trash-picking session short. There was only so long a girl could sustain her will to live under those kinds of conditions.

Still, she was game to try. Going home and relaxing with a hot bath and a good book would feel even better if she knew she’d really done all she could first. 

She dug into her backpack and came up with the poncho, which had been a gift from her niece, who had a sense of humor about her tía Lindsay’s over-the-top sense of civic pride. The poncho was an eye-gouging shade of neon green and covered with splashy floral designs in equally brain-melting colors. It was the most hideous thing Lindsay had ever seen—but as her niece had pointed out, it was ridiculously good at keeping her dry and it was from a local independent business-owner. And wasn’t part of Lindsay’s job as a city planner encouraging local businesses?

Her niece was a ruthless evil mastermind. Lindsay was proud.

She got the poncho over her head—it smelled like one of those inflatable rafts—and kept moving.

Granola bar wrapper. Old copy of People Magazine. Scrunchy. Birthday card.

She was so busy looking down at the sand and keeping the rain out of her eyes that the voice to her left came as a complete surprise.

“Want some help?”

Lindsay let out a squeak of surprise that she desperately hoped he hadn’t heard and then looked up.

She had trouble making out the guy’s face through the thick veil of rain, but he was wearing a bright blue windbreaker. Even with its hood up, he must have been getting soaked. Despite that, his voice had sounded completely friendly and even relaxed.

Lindsay couldn’t count the number of times she’d done beachside clean-up. She could count the number of times someone had ever offered to help her with it: one. This one.

Usually, if there were people around at all, all she had to do was reassure them that she wasn’t a prisoner on work-release, just a concerned neat-freak citizen, and then they backed away slowly and left her alone.

She blinked rainwater out of her eyes. “Thanks, seriously. That’s really nice of you. But I’m about to pack it in and go home anyway—this is getting pretty bad.”

He nodded. “Carry your trash for you?”

Sure, why not? She’d been lugging it down the length of the beach, and it was pretty cumbersome by now. It would be nice to have an extra set of hands. “That would be amazing. Thank you. I keep worrying I’m going to rip it open on a seashell.”

He shuddered. “That would terrify me. Everything just flying away, all the hard work undone... Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen.”

She handed him the bag, and he twirled it around a few times, choking the neck closed, and then slung it over his shoulder like it weighed nothing at all.

“There’s a dumpster in the parking lot,” Lindsay said. “If you really don’t mind.”

“Not even a little,” he said cheerfully. He started walking. “I’m Boone, by the way. Boone Keller.”

“Lindsay Garza.”

He held out his hand sideways to her. “Nice to meet you, Lindsay Garza.”

She shook. He had big hands with long, lean fingers, and even though they were slippery with rain, she felt like there was something sturdy about them. “Nice to meet you too, trash-carrying hero.”

“Come on. You’re the trash-picking-up hero, I’m just your sidekick.”

He caught her arm when she stumbled over a piece of driftwood. His reaction time was bewilderingly fast, lightning-fast.

He said, “So are you... with Sanitation or something? Public Works?”

“City planner’s office,” Lindsay said. “But this is, depressingly enough, off-the-clock.”

“You just don’t like a messy beach.” He made it sound completely reasonable.

“What about you? Why are you out in the rain?”

“I was sketching.” There was an odd tinge of embarrassment in his voice. He didn’t follow up with more details, either.

Men were so weird sometimes. Hadn’t they seen Titanic? Didn’t they know how much women tended to swoon over dreamy artists?

Technically, she guessed she didn’t know for sure that Boone Keller was dreamy. Whenever she turned her head to get a peek at him, she was still mostly seeing a rain-colored blur. But even if the sun came out and revealed him to have two heads, he’d still have those steady, capable hands and the kind of sweetness that made him help a stranger carry an enormous bag of beach trash. She doubted he had anything to be ashamed of.

She was about to say that it must be a lot easier for him to work without all the background hubbub of the typical beach crowd, but then she saw a gossamer shimmer out of the corner of her eye. She pulled up short.

Boone stopped immediately. “What is it?”

“There’s somebody there,” Lindsay said. She pointed. “Under the boardwalk.”

San Marco’s boardwalk was usually as crowded as its beaches, bustling with food trucks, carnival-style games, and couples strolling along hand-in-hand. Today, of course, it was deserted.

But the underside of it wasn’t. Huddled beneath the wooden planks, down in the mess of slimy seaweed and cigarette butts, was a young woman. She was curled up with her arms wrapped around her knees. She looked out-of-place—and maybe scared.

“She shouldn’t be out in this,” Boone said. “She doesn’t even have a raincoat.”

Lindsay hoisted up her umbrella. “I can loan her this. Let’s get her somewhere dry.”

They made their way closer. There was something Lindsay didn’t like about all this. All of a sudden, she felt like she was in the beginning of a horror movie. Everything seemed ominous: the jagged purple-white scars the lightning made on the sky, the torrential rain that filled up their footsteps the moment they left them, the total isolation. The storm was so loud. She and Boone had almost had to shout to hear each other, and they were less than a foot apart. No one farther away than that would hear a thing. They wouldn’t even hear a scream.

And here was this woman, alone and shivering, hiding out in the one part of San Marco even Lindsay thought was gross.

She didn’t like it. Didn’t like any of it.

She was just glad Boone was there so she didn’t have to go through it all alone.

“Hey,” Lindsay called out as they got closer to the boardwalk. She saw the woman start. “It’s okay! We’re not going to hurt you! We’ve got an extra umbrella, that’s all, and you look like you could use it.”

The boards of the boardwalk weren’t completely watertight, but getting under them still made all the difference in the world. The moment Lindsay stepped beneath the shelter of them, she could see and hear clearly again. That instantly helped take some of the creeping fear away.

The woman looked to be in her early or mid-twenties. Up close, she looked tough and determined, like all the rain in the world wasn’t going to get in her way.

She was beautiful, in a haunting and somehow old-fashioned way. She had delicate features and enormous eyes; she was dark-skinned but had long white-blonde hair that she wore in loose, tumbling waves. But she was drowning in a flood of heavy makeup, most of which the rain had hit enough to streak down her face, and she wore grungy flannel and ripped jeans that looked like she’d gotten them straight out of the nineties. She didn’t match.

She was also staring at them like she’d never seen people before.

“Hi,” Lindsay said. She gave the woman an awkward wave. “We just wanted to see if you needed any help.”

“This is better than standing out in the rain,” Boone said, “so you’ve got the right idea, but we’d be happy to get you someplace warmer and less... algae-covered.”

Lindsay had been so focused on the strange woman that she hadn’t even thought about seizing the opportunity to look at Boone. Not that she exactly felt the same fizz of possibility now that they were face-to-face with somebody in trouble, of course—but she was still curious. She turned her head—

And was confronted with the fact that even without a curtain of rain, a guy in a windbreaker, with his hood up, seen only from the side... still basically didn’t look like anyone. All she could see from here was the tip of his nose. She guessed it was kind of a cute nose.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, but she had known that much already.

Focus, Linds.

She squatted down, bringing herself eye-to-eye with the huddled woman. She tried to smile encouragingly. “I’m Lindsay. This is Boone.” She could try Spanish next, if that would help.

The woman swallowed. “My name is Eleanor.”

She had a high, lilting, musical voice that made Lindsay think of Disney princesses.

“Hi, Eleanor. Do you need some help? An umbrella?”

Eleanor shook her head. “I just want to sit here. I like the ocean.”

“I like the ocean too,” Boone said. “But it’s bucketing down right now. Are you sure—”

“I’m waiting for someone,” Eleanor said, cutting him off. There was something imperious about her tone—so not a Disney princess after all. More like a Disney queen. “Thank you for the offer, but I promise you I’m exactly where I want to be.”

What else could they do? Eleanor clearly knew her own mind, and if she wanted to hang out under a dripping-wet boardwalk all day, there was nothing they could do to stop her. She didn’t seem to be in any distress, aside from how forlorn her self-hugging had looked. She wasn’t hurt or crying. If anything, there was a profound and almost eerie calm to her.

Still, Lindsay hated the idea of just walking away from her and calling it a day. “Boone, you’ve got some paper and a pencil on you, right? If you were sketching?”

“Sure.” He unzipped his windbreaker and took out a sketchpad with a charcoal pencil taped to it. He passed it over to her.

It was strange handling something that was still warm from his body. Lindsay opened it from the back, where she thought she’d be most likely to find blank pages, and tore off a corner of one creamy sheet. Unsticking the pencil, she wrote her name and phone number on the slip of paper and held it out to Eleanor.

“Just in case you need anything.”

Eleanor looked at Lindsay’s hand for a long time, long enough that Lindsay thought she really might refuse, but then she stretched out her own and took the piece of paper. Their fingers grazed together, and Lindsay felt a small spark of static electricity. Eleanor’s eyes widened, her hand closing tightly around the paper.

“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you so much for coming.”

Like she was the hostess at a party.

“Our pleasure,” Boone said, which made Lindsay laugh.

To her surprise, Eleanor smiled too. She had a wide, charmingly unselfconscious smile, nowhere near as delicate and ladylike as the rest of her. “Fine, it was a ridiculous thing to say.” She slid Lindsay’s phone number into her hip pocket. “See you later, then.”

“See you later,” Lindsay said.

Boone echoed her, and then the two of them stepped back out into the rain. Lindsay at least felt a little better leaving Eleanor behind now that Eleanor had a way of asking for help if she needed it and now that the woman’s perfect facade had cracked a little to show a real human being underneath. Maybe she was just eccentric. Or going through a bad breakup—Lindsay had done some stranger and more pathetic things with her heart broken than sit morosely underneath a boardwalk.

She and Boone finally reached the parking lot. Boone swung the garbage bag up into the dumpster with an odd gracefulness and then turned to her.

“Thanks again for lugging that all this way,” Lindsay said. She felt awkward. She wanted to see him again. For that matter, she wanted to actually see him and verify that he wasn’t just naturally blurry. “I really appreciate it.”

“This one really was my pleasure,” Boone said.

Warmth spread through Lindsay’s chest. She smiled, having the distinct feeling that she looked much dorkier than Eleanor ever had.

“I know we’re both drenched,” Boone said, “but since we can’t get any wetter, do you want to go to that diner up the block?” He jerked his head in the direction, but she knew instantly which one he was talking about. It had a neighborly greasy spoon vibe to it that she’d always liked. “Get something hot to drink so we could start warming up?”

“Yes,” Lindsay said immediately. “I’d like that a lot.”

She didn’t care if she was wearing the world’s most atrocious poncho and looked like a drowned cat, and she didn’t care if her plans for the evening had all been about unwinding in a hot bath and letting the world slip away from her. Right now, she liked the world a lot. And nothing sounded better than dripping all over a diner booth with Boone, sipping hot chocolate and making conversation.

They walked to the diner because, as Boone had said, they couldn’t get any wetter, and it didn’t seem to make sense to immediately start soaking their cars, too.

As soon as they got inside, though, Lindsay determined to get this poncho off. The second she felt the rain stop dripping on her head, she turned her back to Boone and lifted up the poncho, peeling it off. She felt the slick vinyl catch a little on her shirt, pulling it up in the back—of course, why should the poncho let her be cool now?—but at least then she had the damn thing off her. She folded it over her arm and turned back around.

She felt her whole body relax into that same warmth she’d felt before, just from looking at him. She smiled. “There you are. It’s good to finally be able to see you.”

Very, very good.

He had the nicest eyes she had ever seen. They were hazel and changed with the light, so she could see flecks of gold and green and brown, all muddled together. His hair was dark brown and just the tiniest bit curly. He had that great sun- and wind-burned look Lindsay had always loved, where you could see right away that he spent a lot of time outside.

And he did have a cute nose. She’d been totally right.

She didn’t think he looked disappointed with her, either. It could be hard to be sure sometimes, because of course everything she’d seen from Boone so far suggested he was a really nice guy and she could have had two heads or looked like the Wicked Witch of the West with that poncho off and he would have been careful to not even blink. But there was a difference between “not recoiling” and “looking appreciative,” and she thought he was doing the latter. He looked like he liked what he saw.

Which was funny, because Lindsay more or less knew what he was seeing, and it couldn’t have been great. She hadn’t planned on going on a date today, after all. (It was rare to start a day with garbage pick-up and end it with a cute guy and coffee.) She’d dressed for comfort and hard work, which meant jeans and an old college long-sleeved tee, and her hair had to be frizzing out from all the humidity. He probably should have been thinking she looked like a mess.

It didn’t look like he thought she was a mess, though. Not at all. There was a heat in his eyes when he looked at her that felt like it should have steamed her clothes dry.

A pleasant shivery feeling prickled along Lindsay’s arms.

Boone said, “It’s good to see you too.”
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Chapter Two


[image: image]


The diner knew exactly what two people soaked to the skin needed, and in a matter of minutes, Boone and Lindsay had piping hot coffee and pumpkin pancakes in front of them.

Lindsay cut out a perfect triangle of rich, orange-tinted pancake laced with a delicate sprinkling of powdered sugar and admired it before taking a bite. “Coming here was a great idea.”

He was lucky she felt that way. He would have suggested anything that would have given him more time with her, whether it was a good idea or not.

He’d been a better conversationalist when they’d been walking through the rain, though. Sitting opposite her in a dry, well-lit diner, with his sketchpad on the table next to him, the urge to draw her was hard to resist. He made himself grab his fork instead of his pencil.

And while he was at it, he made himself grab a subject for small talk, too. “So—city planner’s office?”

Lindsay nodded, sipping her coffee. “That’s what it’s called, but it’s such a small town that we do a little bit of everything, really.”

“Except beach clean-up, which is left to thoughtful volunteers.”

“I like that description. I think the last one I heard was ‘neat freak married to the job.’ I do have some actual hobbies, I promise. I can knit, and I like movies, and—stalling for time here—I used to be sort of good at archery, back in college? Okay, I have two hobbies.” Her expression had turned rueful. “Apparently I am married to my job.”

As long as the job was all she was married to. He did a quick, hopefully inconspicuous check for a wedding ring and was relieved to not find one.

He celebrated by taking a moment to savor his pancakes, which were exactly the right velvety combination of sweet and rich. “It’s good to like what you do. Not a lot of people get lucky enough to have a job they want to do even on the weekends.”

“Well, I can’t say the trash pick-up is my favorite part.” But it was impossible to miss how she brightened at the chance to talk about her job. A beautiful rosy flush tinted her smooth brown skin, and her eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. “But I do really love it all, in general. If I’m married to the job, it’s a pretty happy marriage. Like I said, the city is small enough that my office has a hand in almost everything and we all have to pitch in, so it all stays interesting. You know, we handle park design and business permits and zoning regulations, all the technical city hall stuff, but we also plan community cookouts and figure out what kind of trees to plant on public land. It’s fun. I mean, it’s basically like one of those video games where you get to design a city, but in real life.”

“And you probably can’t put three rollercoasters on one block,” Boone said.

“That was a big disappointment to my inner twelve-year-old, believe me. So what about you? What do you do?”

Boone felt the familiar flash of tension around his throat, like his vocal cords were tightening up to keep any sound from coming out. When would that go away?

Luckily, he didn’t think that he sounded as strangled as he felt. “I’m an artist.”

Lindsay gasped. “Seriously? Professionally? That’s so cool!”

The hold on his throat relaxed. The odds were that she was thinking of something way more glamorous than his actual life, but he’d take any reaction that wasn’t disappointment.

“Not the museum-worthy kind,” he clarified, “with art gallery shows.”

“No one stands around eating cheese cubes and drinking bad white wine while talking about what your work really means?”

“God, I hope not.” He was gratified by her laugh. “No, I’m what you’d call a commercial artist. I do labels and logos and some graphic design, usually for people who can’t afford the big New York and LA design firms. That’s mostly what pays the bills. And I do a lot of illustrations for children’s books. Sometimes for comics and fantasy novels, too. That’s my favorite thing to do, the illustrations.”

“That’s awesome,” Lindsay said. She looked completely sincere. “I love graphic novels. And I was so depressed when my niece aged out of picture books and I couldn’t spend forever lurking around the bookstore with her looking at them.”

She glanced at his sketchbook, and her eyes widened.

“You said you were drawing earlier, right? Can I see?”

Boone was amazed by how quickly his self-consciousness had dwindled around her. Usually he got nervous about showing anybody his work, but with Lindsay it was easy to just hand over the sketchbook so she could flip through it. He didn’t even have to think about it.

Lindsay turned the pages slowly, letting each image sink in. Boone looked at his own drawings upside-down.

“These were all just for fun, so they’re a little rough—”

“Excuse me,” Lindsay said. “Please don’t insult my new favorite artwork.”

She paused longest on the last page in the sketchbook. The rosiness of her cheeks deepened.

Boone looked more closely at the drawing. It was another long beach panorama like the last several she had flipped through, but where he’d gotten silly with the last few and put in some of his fantasy illustrations, like mermaids lounging in the surf, this one was pure realism.

Including the tiny figure in the poncho.

Oh. Right. He’d forgotten about that.

“Sorry,” he said sheepishly. “I know it’s probably weird to see a drawing of yourself—”

“No,” Lindsay said at once. “No, trust me, ‘weird’ isn’t what I was thinking.” She let one finger hover above the little penciled-in version of herself, like she didn’t want to smudge it.

In every way that counted, Boone knew it wasn’t a real drawing of her. Not at all. She hadn’t even been close enough for him to get a good look at her, not then. She’d just been a mysterious figure in a gaudy flowered poncho, struggling determinedly down the length of the beach. He’d only just gotten through adding the little cape-like corners of the poncho when he had come out of his artist’s haze enough to realize that he was watching some poor woman lug a bag through the rain and that helping her would probably be more useful than drawing her. He’d snapped the book shut then and started making his way down. Just in time, it had turned out, for him not to get all his pages ruined by the downpour.

So it was Lindsay on the page, but it wasn’t really Lindsay. Not like he would draw her now, which his fingers itched from wanting to do.

“I could do a real portrait for you sometime, if you wanted,” Boone said. He felt awkward, like he was saying, “I could spend an hour staring at you sometime, if you wanted.” He basically was: that was probably what it would be like from her point of view.

But Lindsay’s flush only deepened, adding a touch of cherry red in the middle of all the rose. It just made her eyes sparkle even more. “You probably have people ask you for those a lot, right? I don’t want to be a pain.”

“You would in no way be a pain. I’d like to do it.” He hesitated and then added, “And it would be an excuse to spend more time with you, and I’d like that too.”

Lindsay’s smile was incandescent. “Well, if it’s about that, you can use any kind of excuse you want.”

“Then... it’s a date.”

*
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Sometimes, in Boone’s experience, making plans caused chemistry to fizzle out then and there. Sometimes the fun of the flirtation was entirely in the suspense, and once all the feelings were out in the open, the thrill leveled out. It was just one of the hazards of dating.

But with Lindsay it was the opposite. It was like knowing all this was mutual only heightened the pull between the two of them.

Whatever magnetic field was drawing them together wasn’t about the game of figuring each other out. It was deeper than that.

And relaxing didn’t make it fade away. It just let him give into it.

He soaked in the little details of her, like the uneven way her wet hair was drying, with some strands still long and wet against her shoulders while the bits closest to her ears had started drying and frizzling up shorter, framing her face in a beautiful dark cloud. He got that itch in his fingers again, wanting to get all this down on paper.

Wait, he scolded himself.

They kept on talking right through getting and paying the check. At first they were waiting for the rain to slack off, but then Boone thought it was more that neither of them wanted to part ways.

In that case, the rain was on their side, because it was pouring down harder than ever.

Lindsay was telling him about her family.

“Money was tight when I was a kid. My mom was in a bad car wreck when I was six, and I think all the medical bills just tanked their savings. And their checking account. And their credit cards. And everything else.”

“That must have been rough.”

She waved her hand. “I know that sounds bleak, but it’s a hundred percent better now. She’s doing great. Honestly, these days I think she has more energy than I do—she taught high school for thirty years and now she turns up at every city council meeting to argue for more school funding. After thirty years of sixteen-year-olds, I think I’d just want to sleep in.”

“Says the woman who spends her weekends picking up litter on a public beach.”

“I’m not retired yet,” Lindsay said primly. “I’m saving up all my laziness for the future. Anyway, it just took a long time for all the financial stuff to bounce back to normal, so we all did a lot of scrimping and saving. That was just a really long way of telling you why my sister decided that she was going to marry a rich guy. I’m not kidding—she read her way through a stack of Jane Austen novels when she was in college and decided it was the way to go.”

Boone laughed. “And did she?”

“She did. Ana never gives up on a dream. But she got rich first, so it almost doesn’t even count. It’s kind of adorable—she invented a productivity app and he invented a relaxation app. They’re actually really happy together.”

“Ms. Productivity and Mr. Relaxation. It’s good when couples balance each other out.”

Lindsay had a warm, slightly husky laugh. The sound hit Boone like a shot of whiskey. “Isn’t it? Anyway, there you go: I come from a very driven, very eccentric family, and I still have hang-ups about wasting money. Your turn.”

“My family?”

“Mm-hm. Are they artistic too?”

“Yes,” Boone said wryly, “but in a completely different direction. My parents met because they were both singing in the same opera.”

Lindsay let out an actual squeal of delight. “No!”

“Oh, yeah. I grew up hearing Carmen and The Marriage of Figaro pumped through the speakers 24/7. And my brother’s a classical violinist. Meanwhile, I’m practically tone-deaf.”

“It couldn’t have been easy growing up surrounded by music people, then.”

“Not always,” Boone admitted. “They all speak the same language, and I’m the only one who doesn’t—except my grandfather. He had to be my go-to guy for learning what people could even do if they weren’t good at music.” He smiled. “But even if we don’t all have much in common, we’re still a family. I go see my brother every time he’s playing anywhere near here, and my parents text me whenever they see some of my work around.”

He took out his phone and showed her an example. His latest texts from his mom were 1) a picture of a bottle of wine he’d designed the label for, 2) a series of exclamation points, and 3) “a Boone sighting in the wild!”

“Aww,” Lindsay said. She added in sing-song, “Boone’s family loves him.”

He couldn’t stop himself from chuckling.

And he couldn’t stop himself from thinking how different she was from Talia, who had always kept his family at arms-length, like she was worried she’d catch something from them. She thought they were weird.

But Talia had been a long time ago, he reminded himself, and he had been a different person with her. This was who he was now, and Lindsay seemed to like who he was now, so everything was fine.

There was no way he was bringing any of that up on a first date. You had to wait a little longer before unloading all the baggage of past relationships. For right now, he just wanted to enjoy being with someone who was attracted to this side of him.

And the other side of him?

Well, thinking of the other side of him, the alpha male side,  reminded him of Eleanor. His smile faded. He’d wanted to protect her. It bothered him that he hadn’t been able to.

“What?” Lindsay said.

“I just hope that woman met up with whoever she said she was waiting for. And that they got her in out of the storm.”

“Eleanor? Me too.” She leaned forward, her dark eyes serious. “I didn’t really know what to make of her, did you? Do you know what I mean?”

He did. “Don’t laugh, but she felt like a time traveler.”

“Yes! Exactly! Or an alien. Not someone you’d normally run into, anyway. It really would be nice to know that she’s okay.”

“We could swing by the boardwalk again and check up on her,” Boone said.

It was like the air pressure in the room suddenly changed, making his ears pop. It felt like what he’d said—even though it had been something completely ordinary—had moved them to some higher, more dangerous place. Some of the color had run out of Lindsay’s face, like she had felt it too.

Boone said, “Did you just—”

She nodded. “It must be the storm.” But there was an uncertain note to her voice.

Almost as if she was thinking what he was thinking: Not like any storm I’ve ever been in.

This is something new.
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Outside, the weather felt apocalyptic. The lightning was close, close enough for Lindsay to smell the faint hint of ozone it carried with it. The thunder crashed hard enough that she could feel it in her chest.

Sane people would have gotten as far away from water as possible. But here she and Boone were, heading right back down to the beach and its high, thrashing tide. If lightning hit anywhere near them, they’d get fried.

At least they weren’t going to be hanging out around a flagpole? There was no convenient lightning rod near the beach...

But she couldn’t fool herself into believing this was safe. The easy, comfortable feeling of being with Boone in the diner had evaporated. Right now everything seemed ominous, from the slapping sound the waves made against the shore to the gritty grind of her shoes on the sandy sidewalk.

It was like there was a timer running in the back of her mind, counting down to... something. A thousand movies had primed her to think that any clock hitting zero meant an explosion.

But if she thought that, why wasn’t she running away? Why wasn’t she taking the possible guy of her dreams and making herself scarce? Why was she walking closer and closer to trouble?

Because those feelings were silly. Because she couldn’t get herself all worked up over the heebie-jeebies, not when Eleanor might need them.

And because—

She cast a glance at the man beside her, who was walking with the same kind of purpose she was.

Because having Boone there made her feel like she could take on anything.

She had to admit that was dumb. They barely knew each other. And he was an artist and she was a city planner: you could fill a book with all the things the two of them couldn’t take on, separately or together. She knew that.

But it didn’t change how she felt.

“Is there a word for the opposite of deja vu?” she said as they approached the boardwalk. She was noticing again how bleak and bare it looked without the usual assortment of fruit carts and taco trucks and old women selling baskets woven out of palm fronds. “Because we’ve done this before. The only real difference is we were coming from a different direction. But this feels—monumental. Epic. Which isn’t how you usually feel about something you did an hour ago.”

She’d tried to get herself ready for him to scoff at her, but he didn’t.

Instead, he said, “Yeah, I know what you mean. I feel like I’m back in Ir—” He cut off whatever he was going to say and then, after a moment of walking in silence, added, “I think it’s jamais vu.”

He pronounced it jah-may voo. Lindsay curled her mouth around the sounds, trying them out.

“The opposite of deja vu,” Boone said. “Feeling like something you’ve done a hundred times is weird and unfamiliar.”

“Well,” Lindsay said, “this qualifies.”

Then she saw it.

The actual boards of the boardwalk were laid very close together, with just the tiniest of gaps. That was what had kept Eleanor relatively dry, after all. They were almost watertight.

But not quite. And light could go places water couldn’t.

Lindsay had never had to think about that before, but she had to think about it now, because right in front of her, spilling up through the hair’s-breadth cracks in the San Marco boardwalk, were curtains of shimmering purple light.

She reached out blindly and grabbed Boone’s hand. He closed his fingers around hers at once, holding her tight.

In defiance of all the laws of nature, the purple light continued to bleed up into the air around them. It looked like condensed twilight, bewitching and unearthly. But even though it had a stark, impossible beauty, looking at it gave Lindsay a sense of bone-deep horror. It almost made her sick to her stomach. It was just wrong, like an emergency warning siren her body understood even though the rest of her didn’t.

It felt like holding Boone’s hand was the only thing keeping her sane.

She swallowed. “Are you seeing this?”

“Yeah.” If he was afraid, it didn’t show in his face. His jaw was set. He looked focused and grim. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s not good.”

“Not good at all,” Lindsay agreed.

He turned to her, and the smallest of smiles cracked the rough-and-ready facade he’d been wearing. She was glad to see that there was still a human, vulnerable Boone underneath the new steely hardness. This was the Boone that was holding her hand. 

“What?” Lindsay said. Despite everything, the way he was looking at her made her flush, her cheeks warming.

“I’m just glad our instincts are on the same page,” Boone said. “And that we’re listening to them. I had a second there where I was worried you were going to tell me a glow-stick must have washed in with the tide.”

God, it would be nice to have that simple and plausible an explanation. If only she could believe it.

She waved her hand at the luminous waves around them, still the same dense, sparkly purple. “I’d like to see the glow-stick that could do this.”

But she knew what he meant. It was the exact same way she had felt about the jamais vu. When you were hip-deep in craziness, it was comforting to know someone else was right there with you, thinking and feeling the same things. Neither one of them was going to tell the other to snap out of it. They both had the same sense that whatever this was, it was for real.

She would have said that all her body wanted to do right then was run. But her heart felt differently.

She said, “Let’s go look.”

“Yeah,” Boone said. He sounded as surprised as she felt. “Let’s do something stupid.”

They were still a quarter of a mile from the end of the boardwalk, where it petered out into the beach and where they could easily start walking under the boardwalk, back along the coastline itself. Without a doubt, that was where it would be simplest to make the over-under switch. But Lindsay couldn’t shake the feeling that time was of the essence.

She eyed the drop from the boardwalk railing to the beach. Not too bad from here, especially since they’d be landing on wet, sugar-soft sand.

She stepped on the lowest bar of the railing, testing her balance.

“Whoa, whoa.” Boone moved his grip from her hand to her arm. “What are you doing?”

“Jumping,” Lindsay said matter-of-factly. “It’s not that far.”

“It is if you make a bad landing.”

“I’ll land with cat-like grace.” She flexed her toes inside her sneakers. “I didn’t know this morning that I’d wind up on a date, so I’m even wearing practical shoes. And I took two whole gymnastics lessons when I was in seven, so I have serious skills.”

“At least let me go first.” He stepped up onto the railing beside her. “I’ll go ahead and drop down, and then I can catch you if it looks like you’re going to slip.”

Lindsay would agree to any fair solution that would get them both down to the beach as soon as possible, so she nodded and stepped back onto the reassuringly solid, sturdy boardwalk. She didn’t know why he would be any more qualified for spontaneous beach jumping than she was, but she had to admit that there was a weird thrill to knowing he wanted to protect her. She’d never really had that before.

Boone was clearly relieved. He flipped one long leg over the top of the railing and then the other. When he was poised like that, standing on the opposite side of the rail from her, he gave her a daredevil kind of grin and said, “See you on the other side.”
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Boone tumbled down. He landed hard on the wet sand, but he landed on his feet. That was good, because as soon as he hit the ground, he saw how studded this part of the beach was with sharp-edged seashells and broken bottles that had washed in with the storm. He was glad he’d gone first. If one of them had to risk a bad landing and a trip to the ER for a dozen stitches, better him than her. And now he could catch her if it looked like she’d fall.

He could smell the sea salt up close now, briny and wild, but there was something else, too. A wilder, stranger smell.

He had meant to look up to tell Lindsay she could jump, but then he saw the source of the strange purple light.

It wasn’t human.

Whatever it was peeled back his understanding of the world, stripping aside everything he’d always thought he’d known about what was real and what was impossible. He could hear his own heartbeat thundering away in his ears.

At first his mind tried to insist he was looking at some kind of malformed mutant crocodile. When he couldn’t make himself believe it, he thought wildly of pterodactyls instead, like what was lying beneath the boardwalk was an escapee from some Jurassic Park experiment.

But he knew it was neither. This was more unreal than even the most farfetched science fiction.

And he had drawn one of these things before.

It’s a dragon.

“Boone?” It was Lindsay, calling down to him from over the railing. By the sound of her voice, this wasn’t the first time she’d tried to get his attention. There was a silvery quaver of fear there. “What is it?”

He had no clue how long he’d been standing there trying to process what he was seeing. He made himself look away so he could at least reassure her a little.

Only the words dried up. What did you say when you found a dragon under the boardwalk?

Pretend it’s an IED that could explode any minute. You have to get her out of range.

“Go get your car,” he said in a flash of inspiration. At least that would put some distance between her and the dragon. “I’ll be right behind you.”

But Lindsay wasn’t having it. “Just tell me what it is.”

“I can’t.”

“Fine.” She hooked one leg over the railing. “Then I’m coming down.”

“Lindsay—”

“I was kidding about the cat-like grace, for the record. If you could stop me from falling on my face, I’d appreciate it.”

In another instant, she was headed down to him.

He caught her. They wound up posed like they were about to start dancing: her hands on his shoulders, his hands around her waist. She leaned into him, and he smelled the warm cinnamon-sugar scent of her skin. She rested her smooth forehead against his chest, like she was breathing in the smell of him too. There were little tremors running up and down her body. From the cold? From knowing that there was something life-changing behind her?

But even though he would have let her hold onto him forever, she didn’t do it for more than a second. She had to look.

Boone watched her face. He saw the dragon reflected in the black mirror of her pupils and saw her eyes get wider and wider, like they had to make room for it.

“Is that...”

All Boone wanted was for her to have a reasonable explanation for this. She was a city planner, wasn’t she? She had a finger in every pie in San Marco. He wanted her to say, “Is that the rare Ecuadoran lizard that escaped from Mr. Smith’s private zoo?” Or something equally ridiculous but equally grounded in reality. “Is that the animatronic model they stole off the movie set on the south side of town?” Anything.

He said, “What do you think it is?”

Lindsay inched forward. She opened and closed her mouth, looking for the right words, and then said, “Something that isn’t supposed to be real.”

The dragon—if it was a dragon—was enormous, almost twice as long as Boone was tall. Its body was thick and muscular, with powerful haunches that made it look like it was made to spring into attack. Its front legs were tipped with onyx-black claws, razor-sharp and several inches long. From its head its slowly thrashing tail, it was covered with purple scales in shades that ranged from soft and rosy pastels to deep blue-violets. It was terrifying. It was magnificent.

It was hurt.

Lindsay seemed to care more about that last fact than she did about the mystery of the thing’s nature. “It’s bleeding!”

She knelt down on the sand and tentatively stretched out one hand, settling it down between two deep, long scratches on the dragon’s side.

If this were an IED, an unexploded bit of fantasy-world ordinance, Lindsay was now petting it. Every muscle Boone had tightened up, wanting to get her as far away as possible, make sure she didn’t have to pay some price for her compassion, but—

He had just barely started processing that the dragon was bleeding light, not just blood, when there was suddenly no dragon there at all.

Boone stared. “Eleanor?”

The woman lay where the dragon had been just a second before. “Run,” she said hoarsely, grabbing at Lindsay’s arm. “You both have to run.”

“We’re not leaving you,” Lindsay said.

Boone agreed. “No way. We need to get you to a hospital—”

“Run,” Eleanor said again. “Find Henry and Ursula. They’ll help you.”

“No, you’re hurt, we need to get you to a hospital—”

But even as he was saying it, he realized that that couldn’t possibly be an option for her. Even now that she was back to looking human again, that strange purple light was still radiating off of her. If she went to the hospital, she’d be in some Area 51 lab before the day was out.

“Henry and Ursula,” Eleanor repeated. “You have to find them. You have to stay away from the cove.” She was looking over their shoulders now, but when Boone turned a little to follow the direction of her gaze, all he could see was the rain.

But when Lindsay looked, too, she gasped. “Boone. There’s someone there.”

Was there? He squinted and thought he could make out a faint, dark shape. A silhouette.

Eleanor bent double and changed again, falling back into her dragon shape. The transformation meant there was suddenly so much more of her that she knocked Lindsay off balance and sent her tumbling against Boone. He caught her and just barely managed to keep them both upright.

Eleanor-the-dragon looked at them. Her eyes were bright sapphire. There was something hypnotic about them, something that made it impossible for Boone to look away—

Then Eleanor exhaled, and fire erupted all around them.

Bright purple flames. Right in their faces. All over them.

They both cried out in shock, recoiling and patting at themselves frantically. For an awful second, Boone felt a visceral, searing pain, one that was less like he was burning and more like his skin was being flayed from his bones, like he was turning inside out. Then the sensation vanished, and he felt whole again. Unburnt. Alive. It must have just been panic.

But sand beneath them had turned to warped, bumpy glass. The heat of the dragonfire had been enough to make it molten, and he and Lindsay had been right on top of it. How were they even alive? How was the new beach-glass already cool and solid?

He looked at Lindsay again.

No, he decided. She didn’t look completely untouched, not exactly. She looked—

He wouldn’t have thought it was possible, but she looked even more beautiful than before. She almost glowed, the way people talked about pregnant women glowing. Like some extra life had been breathed directly into her. What had this thing done to them?

Nothing. Get a hold of yourself. It might have looked like fire, but it was just more of that weird light. You’re not hurt. You’re both fine.

Sure. Weird light that had melted sand into glass. Much like fire did.

“Oh, my God,” Lindsay whispered. “What the hell was that?”

IT’S COMING.

It was a roar inside his head. Lindsay recoiled too, like an air horn had just gone off in her face.

It was Eleanor’s voice, beamed directly into their brains.

And it had the hypnotic power of her eyes times at least a hundred.

RUN, Eleanor bellowed. It was a command. As much as Boone wanted to stay, as much as it went against everything in him to run away from trouble, he could feel his body starting to obey her. Lindsay was shaking in place, all of her weight balanced on her toes like she was about to spring.

They were resisting her order as much as they could, but they couldn’t hold out for much longer.

Then Boone saw the light go out of Eleanor’s eyes, and he knew she was dead.

Without a chance of saving her, he couldn’t fight off the hypnotic force of her order any longer. He felt Lindsay seize his hand. When she started running, he ran with her.

He couldn’t see the mysterious silhouette following them, but he still had the eerie feeling that they were being chased.
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Whatever spell Eleanor had cast on them had made them go out of their minds. They ran from the beach at full-tilt, faster than Lindsay had ever run in her entire life. She suddenly had an infinite reserve of energy. Her breath was even and cool inside her chest.

They almost sprinted right past their cars, like they were bound to the letter of Eleanor’s law and not just its spirit, but they pulled up short at the last second. Even then, Lindsay still felt a kind of elastic band around her—some magical impulse trying to slingshot her forward, trying to make her run and run and run.

It wasn’t the exercise that was making her heart pound. It was the helplessness.

She looked at Boone and felt her mouth tremble. “What was that? What happened?”

“I couldn’t make myself stay,” he said.

He was blaming himself, she realized. The thought made her heart hurt. She squeezed his hand.

“She was gone,” she said firmly. “There wasn’t anything we could have done. She did something to us—something magical.” The words sounded silly, but she knew they were true.

Boone fished into his pocket and came up with his keys. His face was grimly set. “Let me get you somewhere safe, Lindsay. God, please.” He swallowed. “It’s too late for Eleanor, but I can still make sure nothing happens to you. And as far as I know, you can’t Jedi mind-trick me out of this.”

No, she couldn’t, and if she was going to be honest with herself, she didn’t want to. She still felt completely powerless, and all she wanted to do right now was lean on him.

“My car’s over there,” she said. “I can drive myself home.”

Spoken like a woman not used to doing any leaning.

“Please,” Boone said again, more quietly this time. “I don’t want us to split up.”

Driving away from him did sound like her worst nightmare. If she didn’t know where he was—if she couldn’t see for herself that the silhouetted figure at the end of the beach hadn’t gotten him—

She nodded and slid into the passenger side as he opened the door for her.

She hadn’t even realized it was still raining until she had a roof over her again. She looked down at her jeans, the dark denim black with water. Her socks were soaked through too.

Dimly, distantly, Lindsay remembered that a couple hours ago, her biggest concern had been what kind of bath bomb to use when she got home. Then Boone had come along and changed everything. It was like she’d found pirate’s treasure while combing through the garbage on the beach.

And now it was like she’d found a pirate’s curse.
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Purple fire.

Now that Lindsay knew it hadn’t burned her, she could remember a little bit about how it had felt.

Warm, mostly. Warm, tingling, hair-rising, like a flood of static electricity that was also a summer breeze full of the scent of wildflowers.

That scent had been the most confusing part of it.

More confusing than fire that doesn’t burn?

Yes, Lindsay thought. Sort of.

She knew it sounded insane. But the flames really had been almost fragrant: she had breathed them in and immediately felt like she was standing in the middle of a garden full of all her favorite flowers: jasmine and lavender and freesias.

It was like the heat had cracked Lindsay open right to her very heart.

Unless, of course, it hadn’t. Maybe she was just imagining it. Maybe she was trying to tell herself that a few moments of sheer terror had actually been transformative and special.

Like seeing a dragon?

Boone put a cup of hot chocolate down in front of her, and she almost jumped out of her skin.

“Sorry!” He held up his hands. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

They had gone to her apartment. Sitting in her own kitchen drinking hot chocolate from her own favorite mug should have been reassuring. She was the one surrounded by familiarity, and yet he was the one who seemed to know what he was doing.

Unless you looked closely enough to see the crease of worry between his eyes.

She wanted to put him at ease. He was taking care of her, so she had to take care of him too. They needed to look out for each other.

Lindsay tucked her hands around the mug and drank. The taste wrapped itself around her like a warm blanket. She smiled. Maybe it was best to focus on the little things.

“How did you even find the cocoa mix?”

He shrugged. “You’ve got a well-organized kitchen.”

Good to know there was someone in her life who appreciated her use of a label-maker.

“I bet you say that to all the girls.” She pushed gently against his hip, amazed at how natural it felt to touch him. “Get yourself some too.”

He did, joining her at the table.

Lindsay made a token effort to think about how strange it was to have a hot guy she’d just met in her kitchen. She hadn’t planned on any of this, that was for sure. Her dirty breakfast dishes were still in the sink. The signs of her old, ordinary life were all around her, but they felt off-kilter—and then there was Boone, pale and tense, almost a total a stranger to her, and somehow he felt familiar, like she’d known him for years. He was the only part of all this she felt sure of.

Actually, no. There was one other thing she knew for sure.

“I feel guilty,” she said quietly.

“I know. So do I. But I don’t know what else we could have done. We didn’t mean to run.”

“No,” Lindsay admitted. “She made us. I don’t know how, though. Then again...” It was time to test out the limits of what ridiculous stuff she was willing to say out loud. “Then again, I don’t know how she turned into a dragon, either.”

Boone frowned. “Are we calling them that? The d-word?”

He surprised a snort out of her. Really ladylike.

Boone’s cheeks turned a little pink. “That’s what I thought she looked like. But we can say something else, if you can think of anything less ridiculous.”

“No. ‘Dragon’ is what I was thinking of too. We’re on the same page.”

“Even if that page was ripped out of Lord of the Rings,” he said dryly. “Okay. Most people can’t mesmerize you, but most people aren’t dragons, either. Fair enough.”

Lindsay held up a finger, putting the conversation on pause, and then darted off; she came back with her favorite Moleskine notebook and a fresh pen. She clicked it decisively.

At the top of a fresh page, she wrote Eleanor’s name. Then she started making bullet points: one for “dragon” and one for “Jedi mind-trick.”

“Okay,” she said. “Given that the simplest explanation is usually the best, let’s say for right now that everything out of the ordinary about her was tied up in her being a dragon. Just because the odds of her being a dragon and a space wizard are probably low.”

Boone’s mouth twitched at the corner. Lindsay knew that look.

She covered her notebook with her hand.

“I like to be organized,” she said.

“Apparently. I think it’s c—”

“Don’t say cute,” Lindsay said.

He paused. Very diplomatically, he rounded it off with, “Crucial to our mission’s success.”

“Well, now I think you’re cute.” She drew a wavy bracket, connecting the bullets into a single point.

This was how she’d felt with him before all the trouble had started. She knew they were both tempted to fall back into that dizzy, bubbly flirtation. They both craved some distraction from the weight of everything pressing down on them. At least they had their hot chocolate and their slowly drying clothes, and they had each other. Eleanor had lost everything. And why?

She looked away from him, training her eyes on the cat-shaped clock on her kitchen wall. Its tail tick-tocked from side to side, counting off the minutes.

“We need to call 911,” she said finally.

Boone raised his eyebrows. “She died looking like a dragon. What would we even say?”

She could tell it was a genuine question, and he wasn’t being sarcastic. She just wished she had a good answer.

“I don’t know,” she said finally. “But if she was human even some of the time, she had to have some kind of family. They deserve to know what happened to her. And the storm’s slacking off. We can’t just let some unsuspecting tourist trip over a dead dragon on the beach.”

Huh. Factoring in San Marco’s reliance on tourism. Good to know the city planner part of her brain would run on autopilot even when the rest of her was in a panic.

“That would be bad,” Boone agreed.

“We could call anonymously. They wouldn’t even have to know it was us.”

She realized she was picturing old movies where someone made a furtive call to the police from a roadside phone booth. If she actually needed to find a working payphone for this plan to work, she was screwed.

She added, “If we can figure out how to call anonymously.”

“Disposable cell phone,” Boone said, snapping his fingers. “We can buy one—with cash, in case they can trace what phone it is—and make the call.”

“Cool. I feel like a criminal.”

She had meant it mostly as a joke, but it occurred to her that this might actually make her a criminal. She was arguably about to cause some obstruction of justice by refusing to attach her name to the dead dragon report. But she had no idea what else to do. She guessed she was an outlaw now.
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Standing in a grubby gas station with Boone, waiting to buy the kind of cell phone preferred by drug dealers and hitmen, Lindsay thought, This is the most surreal first date ever.

Bizarrely enough, though, she wouldn’t have wanted to be in this situation with anyone else. Maybe she didn’t really know Boone yet, but knowing someone in ordinary circumstances wouldn’t necessarily tell her how they would respond to a dying dragon and a shadowy figure in the distance. Knowing those things about Boone, as weird and specific as they were, did tell her something about who he was day to day.

Kind. Compassionate. Brave.

Plus, he had good criminal instincts that would be handy if they ever needed to go on the run together.

Right now, for example, he was pretending to be incredibly interested in the various special features and offers the different burner phones had and how they compared to regular cell plans. It was clearly annoying the cashier, and they’d be remembered as a pushy, overly invested couple—but at least they wouldn’t be remembered as people who didn’t care about anything other than the phone being untraceable and carrying at least five minutes of call time. They seemed obnoxious. Not like they had something to hide, more like you just couldn’t get them to shut up. Lindsay didn’t think the cashier would flag them as suspicious characters if anyone ever turned up to ask him.

Boone finally picked out a phone and paid in cash. When they left the store, Lindsay hooked her arm through his, pulling close to him. She felt safer when their strides matched each other’s.

Maybe she was born to be a three-legged race contestant.

It didn’t seem to bother him. He said, “God, you smell good,” and there was a funny little note of yearning in his voice that made her weak in the knees. “Like gingerbread. I don’t know what’s going on or what’s going to happen after we make this phone call. But I know I’m glad I met you, Lindsay Garza, city planner, trash-picking hero, gingerbread girl.”

Once again she had the sensation of her body splitting open all the way to her heart.

She said, “I was just thinking pretty much the same thing.”

He grinned, and it was like all the worry and exhaustion left his face. “You were just thinking I smelled like gingerbread?”

I was just thinking you still haven’t kissed me.

She almost said it, but then she decided she didn’t want their first kiss to happen while they were on their way to secretly call 911. She could pick a better moment.

Even thinking of the phone call made her think of Eleanor, and that burned away the desire that had hit her like a wave. No. This wasn’t the time.

So she just tucked herself closer to him as they walked, nestling her head against his shoulder.

He seemed to understand why her attention had trailed off. He just held her.

After they’d been walking a while in silence, Boone said, “I just wish we knew what happened.”

“I know. She was nice. She was funny. Who could do something like that?”

She knew she shouldn’t feel blindsided by the violence of the world. She’d watched enough true crime documentaries to know all the horrible things that could happen and how bleakly common those things could be. Who could do something like that? A lot of people. She knew that.

But it was one thing to know it and another thing to see it up close. Those slash-marks...

“Whoever did it,” Boone said, “they might never even have seen her the way we saw her. Maybe they only saw her when she was... you know.”

The d-word. Lindsay pictured the figure that had been stalking them through the veil of rain, all shadows and menace. Had it been human at all? A dragon hunter? Or another dragon?

And whatever it was, was it looking for them now?

That was another thing that would have to wait. She couldn’t stand to think about it now.

When they got back to her apartment, Boone offered to make the 911 call.

Lindsay turned him down. “I think they’ll be less suspicious of a woman. What if her body turned human again? Would you believe a random guy who called and said he couldn’t give you his name, but he definitely didn’t kill the lady on the beach, a mysterious figure did?”

“No,” Boone said, “but I don’t like you being in the middle of all this.”

“I am in the middle of all this. And if you get to look out for me, I get to look out for you, and that includes making sure you don’t become a murder suspect.”

She sat down on her couch and stretched out her arms, cracking her knuckles. She felt like she was getting ready for some kind of nightmare final exam.

“I can do this,” she said firmly. “I’ve got this. I can handle it.”

“Okay, I believe you.”

“No, now I’m just trying to psych myself up.”

She was sure another offer to make the call for her was on the way, and that spurred her on: she raised the phone and dialed before she could spend another second agonizing over the decision.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“There’s a dead body under the boardwalk,” Lindsay said. She was surprised by the steadiness of her voice. It looked like she was still good under pressure after all. “I saw a woman under there. In her twenties, dark skin, light hair. She said her name was Eleanor.” And then she turned into a fire-breathing lizard. “She said someone was after her.”

Someone or something. Eleanor had kept saying “it.” It was after her.

She couldn’t say that to the 911 operator, though. There was no way to say “someone... or something” without sounding like you were in a bad horror movie. And she needed the operator to take her seriously.

How long would it take for them to trace the call to her location? She spoke quickly, interrupting the operator’s questions.

“I thought I saw someone in the distance, but I can’t describe them, I’m sorry. They were too far away from me, they were just a blur.”

She had to keep making sure she said “I” and “me” instead of “we” and “us.”

The operator said, “Your name is Eleanor?”

“No, her name was Eleanor.”

“Ma’am, what is your name?”

“I’m sorry,” Lindsay said. I can’t let you show up to ask me questions I can’t possibly answer honestly.

“Ma’am—”

“There might have been some kind of crocodile,” Lindsay said, and then hung up before she could deal with the round of questions that would come from that. “Crocodile” had just been as close as she was prepared to get to “dragon.”

If she’d been able to stay, she’d have known whether or not the paramedics would find a dragon on the beach or a woman. But no, she’d had to run instead.

You don’t blame Boone for not being able to stay, a calm voice in her head said. When it comes to other people, you don’t have any trouble understanding what’s impossible.

Lindsay shook the advice off. The tone of it was so foreign to her that it was disorienting to have it coming from her own head, beamed up like advice from some sub-subconscious she hadn’t even known she’d had. And since when was her subconscious sensible?

She focused on Boone instead, and as she looked at him, she felt tears well up in her eyes.

He didn’t need her to say anything. He wrapped her in a hug and let her burrow her wet face against his chest.

She might have smelled like gingerbread, but he didn’t. He smelled like sea salt and cedar wood, and she was convinced it wasn’t just cologne. The comforting scent felt like it was part of him in the same way the masculine muskiness was.

“You did the right thing,” Boone said.

The warmth of his arms around her couldn’t erase her sadness over Eleanor, but Lindsay gave into the comfort of his closeness anyway. She pressed her forehead against him, trying to drown out her thoughts with the feel of his body and the thud of his heartbeat. What if whoever had been hunting Eleanor had moved her body? What if Eleanor’s family never knew what had happened to her?

They had to do something. Something more than a phone call.

She pulled back from Boone, wiping her eyes. “Eleanor mentioned some people. Henry and... something Disney-sounding.”

“Ursula,” Boone said.

He studied her face, no doubt taking in the tear-streaks around her eyes, but he apparently decided that if she didn’t want to talk about it, they didn’t have to. It was such a small thing, but she liked that he didn’t ask her what was wrong; he knew what was wrong, and he knew he knew. But Lindsay had once had a boyfriend ask her why she was crying two days after her cat had died. (“You should be over it by now,” he’d said, genuinely confused.) Boone wasn’t the kind of guy to be baffled by why she’d be on an emotional rollercoaster after watching someone die in front of them.

Boone grabbed her Moleskine notebook and slid it over. In square, precise handwriting, he added the two names and then COVE in all caps. He put a giant X through the word.

“And she said not to go to the cove,” Boone said. He tapped the word with the tip of the pen, leaving an ink blot behind. It expanded gradually, filling in the empty space on the O. “The one just north of town, you think?”

That was the only one near them that Lindsay knew of. It was a little inlet surrounded by tall cliffs as smooth as glass. The whole area tended to get sharp, strong winds, and between those and the steep drop to the rocks and ocean down below, the city spent a lot of time trying to figure out how to best get people to stay away. There weren’t many ways to warn people of danger without also attracting them to it.

Case in point: she’d never wanted to go to the cove more than right now, knowing that she’d been specifically told not to.

She told Boone all that and tied it off with, “But I don’t think she used one of her last breaths to warn us that cliff-diving is dangerous. There’s got to be some other reason.”

But after they’d talked themselves in circles for the third time, Lindsay had to let it go. They weren’t going to figure anything out tonight. They were exhausted.

But she couldn’t stand to think about him walking out her door. Couldn’t stand to think about being alone for the rest of the night, shivering in the middle of her bed, scared of every creaky floorboard out in the hallway.

She’d just found out that she had no idea what was going on in the world. In daylight, she could find parts of that exciting, but at night, in the dark, it was different.

“Will you stay?” Lindsay asked him. “I don’t want to be alone.”

“Of course.”

He agreed so instantly that she worried he might have thought she was asking for more than just company.

Did she want more than just company?

She didn’t usually invite a guy to stay over the first night, but she didn’t usually meet guys she clicked with as quickly and thoroughly as Boone, either. They could have had an amazing, electric night together if they hadn’t gone back down to the boardwalk. Maybe she would have made an exception then.

But right now, she was exhausted and scared and horrorstruck, and half-expecting the police to knock her door down any minute with demands about why she’d called 911 and not left her name. Those little flashes of attraction when her body was pressed up against his were one thing; actual sex asked a lot more of her.

And she wanted their first time together to be something extraordinary. Or at least something not marred by her being tense and nervous.

She said carefully, “I don’t know that I’m up for anything really physical tonight...”

“No,” Boone said at once. “No, I just figured you meant—so you wouldn’t have to be alone in an empty apartment.”

“I mean, I do want to—I do want to see you again. Sometime soon. If you want to.”

She’d felt heat spreading through her a lot on this strange, baffling date, but this was the first time all the blood was flowing to her face. She knew she was turning a dull brick-red.

She couldn’t help it. She just got tongue-tied about sex. She was good in bed—or at least she thought she was, and she hadn’t had any complaints—but there was a certain kind of self-confidence that you needed to talk openly about sex, and she had never quite found it. She knew there were plenty of guys who found her attractive, Boone hopefully included, but she never really felt attractive. Some part of her was always worried that if she treated sex with her as some automatically desirable thing, the guy would just blink and react with, Who do you think you are?

It was like how she felt whenever she saw those half-joke, half-serious T-shirts that said things like don’t you wish your girlfriend looked like me? or don’t hate me cuz you ain’t me. If she’d worn one of those, even as a gag, she would have been expecting someone to stop her on the street and say, “No, actually, my girlfriend’s a lot prettier than you are. She’s definitely a lot slimmer than you are.”

Never mind that she’d never even wanted one of those shirts. And never mind that any guy who did that would be kind of dick and not the guy she’d want anyway. The thought still nagged at her: that she wasn’t good enough for bravado.

But Boone wasn’t looking at her like she’d just inflated her own value. He was smiling, openly and sincerely, like she’d given him the best news in the world.

“That’s good,” he said. His voice as sweet and rich as caramel. “Because I definitely want to. I know there are some people who would go their separate ways at the end of a bumpy night, and I’d understand if you wanted to... but I was hoping you wouldn’t.”

Her mouth was dry. “I don’t.”

Suddenly it seemed possible for something to happen between them tonight after all. Once again, she felt like there were ribbons tying them together—like something silky and tight, sensuous and binding, was pulling her closer and closer to him, wanting to wrap around her and get her legs up around his hips, her mouth down on his. It was like their first time would mean something huge, something even bigger than she thought. Something like... everything. Maybe she wasn’t as tired as she’d thought she was.

But it still didn’t feel right. Tonight wasn’t a night for the living.

Boone offered to sleep on the couch, but Lindsay didn’t want him out in her living room. She wanted him next to her, where his big shape in the darkness would reassure her against any other big shapes in the darkness. She wanted to be able to roll over and touch him if she started having doubts that he was real.

She didn’t say all of that, thankfully, just insisted on him sharing the bed with her.

Boone stripped down to boxer-briefs—Lindsay couldn’t help but linger on that particular sight—and a soft white undershirt. Lindsay put on her second least sexy pair of pajamas, feeling like her clothes should acknowledge the fact that they weren’t having sex and she wasn’t trying to tease him about it. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to go all the way to full button-up flannel. She joined him in bed.

His eyes still lingered on her like her in paisley cotton sleep shorts and a UC Santa Barbara tee was one of the best things he’d ever seen.

Later.

“The world has dragons in it,” she said, voicing this observation at the ceiling.

“Yeah.” Boone shifted, turning towards her and tentatively laying his arm across her stomach. “And they’re not even what I’m scared of.”

That figure in the distant darkness. Watching them. Watching Eleanor die. Patient, careful, and brutal.

No, dragons weren’t what she was scared of either.
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Chapter Six
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In the morning, Boone took Lindsay to retrieve her car.

The day was sunny and mild, a paradise compared to yesterday’s storms. Perfect Sunday beach weather. But there weren’t many people who passed them carrying inner-tubes and ice cream cones and bright striped towels, and Boone could see why. The cops had been right on time, and whatever they’d found, dragon or human, had made them cordon off a huge chunk of the boardwalk and the beach. He’d guess a lot of families had seen the yellow crime-scene tape and the flashing lights and turned right around.

“She must have... changed back,” Boone said, thinking out loud. “I think if they’d found the bigger her, there’d be a lot more than some yellow tape.”

“Mm,” Lindsay agreed. He could tell her attention was somewhere else.

She stood by her car, her hand shielding her eyes from the sun as she gazed out past the crowd. She was looking at the ocean.

She’d been quiet all morning.

Maybe she regretted having asked him to stay the night. Maybe she regretted having met him at all.

He should have been able to protect her from all this.

Maybe Talia was right. Maybe there really wasn’t anything of the Army left in him, and maybe that did make him as useless as she’d thought.

A whole lot of maybes for a summer morning.

Lindsay wasn’t Talia. Even if he was just an artist now, she’d liked him that way. And she’d been nothing but honest and straightforward with him. If he wanted to know what she was feeling or thinking, he’d get further asking her than he would guessing.

He said, “Can I do anything?”

Lindsay turned around, startled, and then her face softened. She put her hand on his arm.

“No. I just don’t want to drive away from you.”

That was a lot better than anything he’d been thinking, but he still didn’t believe that was all of it. He waited.

“And I just can’t believe this happened here,” Lindsay said. “I’ve been coming to this beach my whole life. I learned how to swim out here.” She leaned back against the door of her car, and Boone noticed pale tear-streaks on her face. He wanted to thumb them away and kiss her eyelids dry again. “Last night I was so busy thinking about the d-word that the murder didn’t really sink in. But this is the kind of thing that tears a community in two. And I hate that I couldn’t stop it.”

“You did everything you could.”

“It doesn’t feel that way.” She wiped her eyes. “And this is the second time I’ve cried in front of you in two days. I swear I’m not just constantly leaking.”

“These haven’t been normal days,” Boone said softly. “And for the record, you don’t have to drive away from me if you don’t want to.”

“I can’t turn you into my security blanket,” Lindsay said. “That’s not really fair to you.”

“Security blanket, no. Partner, yes.” He hesitated. “I was—I was in the Army for a few years, you know. It’s not weak to want to have somebody to watch your back.”

Lindsay studied him for a second and then went up on her tiptoes, bridging the gap between them. Her mouth met his.

Her lips were satiny smooth, full and soft against his own. The touch of her was electric. The rest of the world fell away as he pulled her closer, his hands tangling in her hair. He didn’t want to lose even a second of contact with her. He wanted to feel every bit of her, from the dark waves of hair between his fingers to the sweet taste of her mouth to her small hands against his neck. He wanted to pick her up and hold her, his own hands cradling her round, perfect ass that had tormented him all night in those little patterned shorts. He wanted—

He wanted a lot more than he was going to get in the parking lot of a public beach, that was for sure. He knew that.

But he still couldn’t stop the fire she set in him, the one that was now raging in his chest. Her, her, her. Only her. Always her.

What was happening to him?

It took someone wolf-whistling to cut through their mutual haze. They parted, flushed and embarrassed, as some guy in a straw Panama hat clapped enthusiastically and whistled again.

“Yeah, bro!” he yelled. “Get some!”

“I’m right here,” Lindsay said. “I’m a person.”

The guy seemed flustered by this for a second and then nodded. “I get that. You get some too, sis! All right!”

Lindsay turned back to Boone, raising her eyebrows. “Not the direction I thought he’d take that in, but honestly, I’m okay with it.” She flashed the guy a thumbs-up over her shoulder, and he clapped again and jogged off.

“Hi,” Boone said.

She put her hand on his chest, moving her palm like she wanted to feel his heartbeat. She smiled, her teeth cutely brushing her lower lip. “Hi.”

Boone had no idea what to make of her. Even without dragons and death and terror, he had the feeling this woman would have hit him as hard as a hurricane. He’d never had this same feeling of both being rescued and being totally at sea.

But he did know one thing.

He said, “I don’t want you to drive away from me.”

Lindsay’s smile widened. “Be my partner, soldier?”

Boone saluted her crisply, ignoring the little pang the gesture brought back in him. “Yes, ma’am.”
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They swung by Boone’s house next. He’d taken a quick shower at Lindsay’s, but he was still wearing all the same clothes from Saturday. The longer he stayed in them, the less likely she’d be to want to repeat their parking lot performance, so he was glad for the chance to get home and change.

He came out of the bedroom to find Lindsay walking around his living room looking at things idly.

She saw him and smiled. “Hey, handsome. You clean up nicely.”

“Well, I know how to treat a work of art.”

She had an easy, friendly laugh, one that made Boone think of rainbow-colored soap bubbles popping. He thought of most things in terms of visuals, and now that he had her in the same place as his cramped little studio, he remembered again how much he ached to draw her. No, to paint her, because he couldn’t imagine seeing her in anything other than the most vibrant colors. It would be a crime to not get exactly the right shade of rosy brown for her skin or the darkest, most glistening black for her hair.

Lindsay said, “I was just looking at the paintings. Are these all yours?”

“No, just a couple of them.” He joined her, standing close enough to feel the warmth of her body radiating outwards to him. He pointed. “That one and that one.”

The first was actually a painting he had done of his first dog, Rufus, an enormous bloodhound that he’d had when he was a kid. Rufus had had the sad, sunken eyes and drooping wrinkles of his breed, but the sedate, glum look had never been anything more than an act. That dog had liked nothing better than tearing around the house with a young Boone and—Boone’s parents had thought this was more significant—thrashing his head wildly and sending drool flying everywhere. He’d been Boone’s best friend for years. He had died before Boone ever knew enough to make a proper drawing of him, but he’d done this sketch from memory and a couple of old photographs. He knew a lot of people would think it was corny having a picture of his childhood dog up on his wall, but he just liked walking through the room and seeing Rufus, just the way he had when he was a kid.

The other picture was a wintery fantasy landscape. It was the first major sale he’d ever made, and it had been a huge deal, bigger than he’d ever dreamed of, because they had used it for an illustration of Narnia in a reissued copy of The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. It was responsible for pretty much all the illustration work he’d gotten after it.

He relayed all this to Lindsay. She tapped her finger against the frame of Rufus’s picture and said, “Good boy,” perfectly sincerely, and then moved onto the Narnia picture. “And I love this. I feel like I’m getting cold just looking at it.”

“‘Always winter and never Christmas,’” Boone quoted.

Lindsay nodded. “When I was a kid, I thought that was the saddest idea anyone had ever come up with. Actually, it still might qualify.”

He got her a drink, and they settled down to try to figure out a plan.

“We don’t have much to go on,” Lindsay said. “Aside from ‘beware the cove,’ all we have are first names—” She froze.

“What?”

“My name.” Her voice had dropped to a whisper. “I gave Eleanor my name and number. She put it in her pocket. If she did turn back, the police have to have it by now.”

Shit. He tried to get himself to think. They knew the police had found Eleanor’s body, because they’d seen the beach cordoned off with the crime scene tape—but if they’d found her body and her body had had Lindsay’s phone number on it, why the hell hadn’t anyone called Lindsay yet? They’d been in her apartment all night. The cops could have come right up to the front door and knocked.

Maybe they hadn’t found the body? Maybe she’d stayed a dragon after all? Or maybe they had found something else instead, like a bloodstain...

“Give me a second,” he said, and he pulled out his phone to look up whatever details might be in the news. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought to do that already. The last two days had just seemed completely upside-down.

But he found the article on Eleanor’s death right away. San Marco didn’t have much crime to report besides that.

“Local Woman Found Dead on San Marco Beach.” They even had a picture of Eleanor’s face, one they’d obviously taken very carefully, smoothing the sand from her hair and brushing it out so that she would look almost tidy, almost alive. Maybe it would fool somebody. Boone had seen a few too many dead bodies in his life to not know a photo of a corpse when he saw one.

He read the article out loud to Lindsay, skimming through to find the highlights. “The San Marco Sheriff’s Department received an anonymous tip last night about the death of a young woman the female caller identified as ‘Eleanor’... No ID was discovered on the body... The sheriff asks the caller to come forward as an invaluable witness to the last moments of the deceased’s life, asks anyone recognizing her to please call the hotline... Nothing about you. Nothing about your ‘crocodile,’ either. They probably figured you were drunk or something.”

“They never give away the good stuff in the news, though,” Lindsay said. She was fidgeting with her bracelet, spinning it around and around on her wrist. “They have to hold things back.”

“But then why haven’t they called? Why didn’t they come over last night or this morning?”

She stopped, letting the bracelet fall flat again. “Yeah. Why didn’t they? We were standing right by my car this morning—my car that’s registered in my name. If they ran the license plates in the parking lot and realized that I left my car there overnight and gave Eleanor my number, why the hell wouldn’t they want to talk to me? What’s going on?”

Boone had an idea, but he didn’t like it.

He said carefully, “I think they will come by eventually, because of the license plate. They’ll want to talk to you to see if you saw anything. But I don’t think they have the piece of paper you gave Eleanor.”

“But they have her body.”

“I know. But I think...”

All the blood seemed to run out of Lindsay’s face at once. She said, “You think whoever killed Eleanor, whoever we saw through all that rain-—they went back to her body. The cops don’t have the note because Eleanor’s killer does.”

Boone reached out and took her hands in his, holding them both firmly. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

“But it’s only a matter of time then, isn’t it? Until whoever killed Eleanor knows exactly where to find me?”

Boone couldn’t deny that. It was easy to find people these days, and Lindsay’s name wasn’t common enough for her to vanish into a crowd like your John Smiths and Sarah Browns.

He said, “They’re not going to find you here. No one even knows we know each other.”

“I can’t live the rest of my life hiding in your house hoping no one finds me.”

“No,” Boone admitted. “But it’s a stop-gap measure. It’ll keep you safe until something else—”

He broke off as a wave of discomfort rolled over him. Suddenly he felt like a thousand little things had gone wrong with his body. The back of his neck ached—and then so did his arms, then his legs, and then everywhere else. He felt queasy, almost like he’d taken a hard hit to the stomach. He leaned forward and heard himself groan.

“Boone!” Lindsay swept down to her knees, kneeling in front of him, her worried brown eyes level with his own. “Boone, what’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. Everything just... hurts.”

He tried to get himself to focus on her voice. She was his lifeline, the one thing he had to hold onto as the pain intensified. It was more than nausea now. He felt like something had grabbed him from the inside-out and was slowly ripping him in two. He could feel himself tearing down the middle. His skin was on fire. It was on fire and bursting, like there was too much of him now for his body to hold.

Lindsay held onto him, and he felt his shape change in her hands as he became something new.

Something monstrous.
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Chapter Seven
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It all happened so fast.

One second, Boone was fine; the next, he was doubled over in pain, hurting so badly he could only talk to her through gritted teeth. Lindsay held onto him as best she could when every muscle in his body seemed to be spasming, and as she was squeezing his hands tightly in her own, something happened.

Boone’s hands—she’d spent a lot of time looking at them. More than she could probably admit to without blushing. She knew those clever, narrow fingers and the calluses they had from holding pencils and paintbrushes; she knew those close-trimmed nails and that tanned skin. She knew how strong his hands were and how careful and tender he could be with them.

And then she watched them—felt them—transform. Right there, in the cage her own hands had made around him, Boone’s fingers became long, blackly metallic claws. Scales flooded up his skin, black and indigo and mirror-like silver, all shaped like the spades on playing cards.

When Lindsay looked up, she saw even more. His eyes had grown huge and catlike, their color changing to an impossibly vivid sapphire. Wings stretched out from his shoulders and moved in and out as he breathed, at first looking like the folds of an accordion and then looking more and more natural on his shoulders because his shoulders were changing too. His face pushed forward, elongating. His ears perked up, coming to points. A huge, thrashing tail suddenly lashed against his couch, effortlessly cracking the frame of it in two.

A dragon. Another dragon.

Lindsay still hadn’t let go of his hands. It didn’t matter to her that they weren’t hands anymore. They were still his.

She didn’t have to be afraid. This dragon hadn’t eaten Boone. This dragon was Boone. She didn’t know if he could still understand her or not or if he still felt like himself or not, but she wasn’t willing to let go. She needed him to know that she was still there. She couldn’t even imagine how much this change must have hurt him and how terrifying it must be to suddenly find yourself in the wrong body. Her heart was pounding just from watching it.

And she knew she needed to keep him grounded. He had a lot more power right now than he knew what to do with, and his couch had already paid the price. 

She waited until it seemed like the change was finished, until she could no longer see any new scales blossoming in place of skin.

Then she said, “Boone?” She tried to keep her voice as quiet and even as possible. Like people turned into dragons in front of her all the time.

Boone closed his eyes, hiding from the question.

“Boone, it’s okay. We can figure this out.”

He opened his eyes just to give her an incredulous look.

“See,” Lindsay said, “I’ve never seen a dragon look sarcastic before. We’re already making progress.”

He huffed a little through his nostrils in what she guessed might have been a stifled laugh.

“Eleanor turned back to being human. You can turn back too.”

She tried to ignore the fact that Eleanor had looked and acted like someone straight out of a fairy tale, someone who might have already been used to a world of dragons and magic. She refused to even think about what would happen if they couldn’t get Boone to transform back.

He kept looking at her for a second and then turning his head away. Look, turn. Look, turn.

“What are you doing?” She turned her head to follow his gaze. “What are you looking at?” She smacked her forehead. “Yes/no questions only, right. Is there something you need me to find? Is that what you’re looking for?”

Boone shook his head.

Okay. She believed him. But she couldn’t think of any other possibilities.

He was still doing it, too. Look, turn. Look, turn.

Lindsay had an idea and scrambled to her feet. “Boone, where do you keep your art supplies? The physical ones? Can you point?”

He moved one foreleg slowly, looking at it in disbelief, and gestured back into the hall.

“Just a sec.”

It was easy to find—the door to his studio was open. Lindsay stepped inside, feeling a little like she was stepping into Boone’s mind.

The light in the little studio was incredible. Three out of the four walls had enormous old-fashioned windows that opened with cranks, and they had no curtains or blinds. A box fan stood in the corner, presumably to bolster the air conditioning on especially hot days, when Boone must have felt like he was working in a greenhouse. The room smelled faintly of turpentine, and there were little stray streaks of color on the white walls and polished cedar floorboards.

Lindsay had the feeling most of the magic happened at the big wooden desk, which was scratched and scored with the harsh pencil marks of years of hard work. It looked homey somehow. An iPad and a desktop computer shared space there. On the interior wall, the one with the door Lindsay had come in through, were dozens of pinned-up sketches, ranging from everything to the design for a beer label—Late Night Lager! That was her favorite local microbrew—to a beachside panorama done on butcher’s paper.

Bingo. Exactly what she’d been hoping for.

Butcher’s paper, butcher’s paper. Lindsay hunted around the studio, opening up drawers and cabinets. She remembered this stuff from helping her niece with craft projects. It came in thick, heavy rolls and could be spread out into long banners. It was just what she needed.

She finally found some in the back of a bottom cabinet—apparently it wasn’t something Boone used a lot—and she grabbed a bottle of black paint off an easel. She almost squealed with delight on finding a puffy little sea sponge that Boone must have used for painting certain textures. She grabbed that too.

She rejoined Boone in the living room, juggling all of it.

“Okay,” Lindsay said. “Practical problem-solving.”

She unrolled several feet of butcher’s paper across the floor and then held up the sea sponge.

“Raise your right hand? Um, your right front leg, I guess?”

Boone held it up. He was still turning his head away from her spasmodically, but when he did look at her, he looked intensely interested in whatever it was she was doing.

Lindsay gently poked the sponge onto one of his claws, impaling it just deeply enough that it would hold there without wiggling around or falling off, but not so deeply that the tip of his claw poked through.

She took off the top of the paint bottle and eyed the smallish opening.

“Two seconds,” she said.

This time she went to the kitchen and came back with a cake pan. She emptied the bottle into it and tilted the pan back and forth until its bottom was evenly coated with thick black paint.

She set the cake pan down in front of Boone and moved herself back. The butcher’s paper stretched between them, like a street that made them neighbors.

“Okay,” Lindsay said. “What do you keep looking at?”

Boone glanced down at the sponge stuck on his claw and then grinned the dorkiest dragon grin Lindsay could ever have imagined. It looked so out of place on his serious, ethereal face.

He dipped the sponge-tipped claw into the black paint and smudgily wrote GENIUS GIRL on the butcher’s paper.

“Obviously,” Lindsay said, but for all she wanted to pretend to be unmoved by the compliment, some part of her thrilled at it.

But even more than that, she thrilled at actually hearing from him again. The few minutes without him being able to clearly talk to her had been weirdly, intensely lonely, like she’d suddenly been in a submarine plunged deep down into the ocean. She’d been alone in the world—alone and way out of her depth, in a dark, strange place. Now she had him again.

And he was still writing:

NOT LOOKING, TRYING NOT TO BREATHE FIRE AT YOU.

“But you’re not breathing fire,” Lindsay said.

COULD, Boone wrote. SHOULDNT RISK IT.

Lindsay rolled her eyes. “You’ve been consistently not breathing fire this whole time. I’d really like it more if you didn’t keep twitching off to the side whenever you needed to exhale.”

Boone shook his head. Apparently there were some things he just wasn’t going to cave on, and this was one of them.

She guessed if a guy had to have a point he wouldn’t even consider compromising on, “not burning you alive” was a good one.

“Well, I appreciate the thought, at least, even if I don’t think it’s necessary. Has the pain stopped?”

Boone nodded.

“Good,” Lindsay said. It felt like that relief sank all the way down to her bones. She couldn’t stand the idea of him still hurting. “Do you have any idea why this is happening?”

PURPLE FIRE?

Right, the fire Eleanor had aimed directly at them. The fire that had been hot enough to melt the sand beneath them into glass while somehow leaving them completely unburnt. Lindsay felt a sudden chill and wrapped her arms around herself.

“But that hit me too. Why aren’t I changing?”

MAYBE DELAYED REACTION.

She had no idea how she felt about that. Did she want what had just happened to Boone to happen to her? As far as she could tell, all it had done for him so far was cause him an unspeakable amount of pain and worry. And if he was stuck like that—

But at the same time, there was something transcendent about him right now. He had more inherent majesty than anyone who’d ever worn a crown or commanded an army. Power and magnificence were just wrapped around him like some kind of invisible cloak. He was stunning. Lindsay felt like seeing him cut through the sky would make whole crowds fall to their knees in wonder.

Did she want that? She’d never had anything like that kind of power. She’d never even tried for it.

But she had to keep her mind on Boone.

“Sure,” she said lightly. “My mom always said I was a late walker, too, so a delayed change could be part of a pattern. Let’s not worry about that right now. If Eleanor could switch back and forth, you can too. Maybe there just has to be some kind of trigger, like a full moon or a crucifix. Or silver. You don’t happen to have a crucifix lying around the house, do you?”

Boone shook his head. NOT CATHOLIC.

“And it’s too early for us to see much of a moon. Do you have any silver?”

He gestured towards the kitchen.

Lindsay checked it out and came back with what she was pretty sure was an antique silver samovar, even though she didn’t completely know what a samovar was. Something Russian, she thought. And maybe it had something to do with tea.

Either way, it looked old and expensive. The bottom of it was engraved to two people she was guessing were Boone’s parents.

“Is this silver?”

When Boone nodded, Lindsay tentatively touched the lip of the samovar (that maybe wasn’t a samovar) to his side.

Nothing happened. No telltale sizzle of flesh, no sudden transformation back to humanity.

Boone wrote, GOOD TO KNOW IM NOT A DRAGON VAMPIRE.

“Or a dragon werewolf,” Lindsay said.

Anything she pulled out of an old monster movie was probably unlikely to hold up as research, but she didn’t know where else to get facts about dragons and other things that went bump in the night.

Don’t think about him as a dragon. Think about him as Boone. What would Boone need to change back?

Eleanor had changed back when she had known that they were with her. Had she felt safe?

At the very least, she hadn’t felt alone.

She leaned against his broad chest, turning her head to feel his heartbeat. It was the same thing she’d done when he’d been on two legs, and it felt comforting to be able to do it still.

“Just relax.”

She let him feel the way her lips moved against his scales. She wasn’t afraid of him or disgusted by him, and she needed him to know that. She wasn’t worried about him accidentally roasting her. He could let all that go.

“I’m right here. We’re in your house. Nothing bad is going to happen.” She listened to the slow beating of his heart. “I’ve got you.”
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Lindsay did a good job calming him down.

Without her, Boone had no idea how long he would have been a dragon stuck inside his house like a ship inside a bottle. But Lindsay’s voice had been low and melodically reassuring, and she had talked to him until he had slipped into something that felt almost like a trance.

In his head, he had slipped all the way back to the beach. The first few drops of rain had just started falling from the slate-gray sky, and the woman way down below him had just pulled on the most ridiculous-looking poncho he’d ever seen in his life. It was neon bright enough to save her from being hit by traffic, at least. If the unpaved shoreline got hit by a sudden onrush of cars.

Then again, people in San Marco did make some weird driving decisions. Maybe the poncho woman was just smarter than he was.

Now he knew she was.

Lindsay.

He stopped holding his breath. He trusted her.

Her name echoed through him. His heart closed around it, like it was catching some secret—and then all the rest of him closed around it too. He could feel himself boiling down to his essence. There was pain this time, too, but it was completely different. It was the pain of shedding his skin and stepping out smaller and newer and more vulnerable. It was like he could feel every molecule of air vibrating against him.

Lindsay launched herself into his arms.

“Boone!”

Arms. He had arms.

“Arms!” Boone said happily. “Lindsay!” He picked her up and twirled her around, taking in the rush of her bubbly laughter.

When he put her down, she just pressed her hand against his cheek. He wondered what it felt like to her after she’d been leaning against his dragon hide.

That thought stabbed through him, making him ache. He’d never meant to scare her. He’d wanted to be perfect for her.

You were perfect, Talia said inside his head. She sounded more sad than angry. But you’re not anymore. Whose dream guy are you supposed to be now?

Boone shook his head, banishing the memory.

Changing into a dragon—feeling his body crack open like an egg—had made him feel vulnerable, so it was easy to think that he’d become something monstrous and ugly. But Lindsay hadn’t acted like he was either of those. She had touched him as easily as ever.

Lindsay was smart. And she didn’t think he was a monster, and she didn’t think she was wasting her time with him.

He needed to believe her.

“Where’d you go?” Lindsay said softly. She was still stroking through the stubble on his cheek.

God, he needed a shave. Five o’clock shadow always made him feel sort of sketchy.

“I was going to say I was sorry I scared you.”

“I wasn’t scared,” Lindsay said instantly.

“That’s why I didn’t say it.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it, lingering on the silky skin on her knuckles.

Then she asked the question he really didn’t want to answer. “What did it feel like?”

Boone hesitated.

The problem was, once the pain had faded, being a dragon had felt incredible. Not knowing for sure when or if he’d change back had made him want out of the shape as quickly as possible, but that hadn’t been enough to change how amazing he’d felt. Like he’d had the best night’s sleep of his life and could run a marathon without even breaking a sweat. Like every particle of him had come alive.

When he’d been a dragon, colors had been sharper and sounds more melodious. He’d been able to feel the air stir around him, warmer near his head than it was near his claws. He’d seen each individual, shining strand of her dark hair; he’d seen the little flecks of gold in her deep brown eyes. His perception of her had been off the charts. He’d breathed in her scent, more deeply and more profoundly than he ever had before, and he’d smelled not only gingerbread but warm vanilla and clean paper and ink and something elusively feminine.

When he’d been a dragon, Lindsay had seemed more significant than anything else in the world, like she’d burned a hole through reality and come through from some higher plane.

Even now, human again, she looked like that to him, like she had some lingering halo around her.

Boone had never done LSD or anything remotely like it, but if it was at all like being a dragon, he could see why people got hooked. The intensity of it was indescribable.

Now, except for Lindsay, it was normal. Human. He felt like Dorothy going from Technicolor Oz back to black-and-white Kansas... and that was a dangerous way to feel. Because he knew that all the Technicolor magic and all the dangers it carried with it were just under the surface of the black-and-white world he knew so well. Someone was hunting Lindsay and probably hunting him too, and he had no idea who they were or what they wanted.

It was like being back in Iraq. All around him, people were going about their daily lives, and he had to be on sharp lookout for an explosion. This was how he had felt back then, like his skin was on too tight, like every nerve ending he had was trained towards sensing trouble underneath all the boredom. He’d always been haunted by the idea that he would miss some key sign someday and someone would get hurt because of it.

He already knew he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if Lindsay turned out to be that somebody. He wasn’t going to fall down on the job around her.

He needed to stay sharp. He couldn’t get fooled back into believing the world was normal.

He snapped to at hearing Lindsay say his name.

Oh, right. She’d asked him a question, and he’d drifted off into a guilty reverie.

While thinking about how he couldn’t afford to get distracted.

Nice one.

He wasn’t going to lie to her, though.

“It felt good,” he admitted. “Intense. Powerful. It worried me a little, honestly. Feeling that good—feeling that strong—can make people do some terrible things.”

“Eleanor didn’t do anything terrible.”

“We don’t know that,” Boone said. He hated having to point it out, especially given what had happened to her. It broke with every belief he’d ever had about not speaking ill of the dead, but he had to get to the bottom of what they were dealing with. “We don’t know anything, Lindsay. For all we know, Eleanor torched a whole block of houses somewhere and whoever killed her is the ‘hero’ who hunted her down. Isn’t that how the story’s supposed to go? Aren’t the dragon-slayers the good guys?”

“I don’t think there are a lot of stories where killing a woman minding her own business makes you the good guy.”

“I know. And Eleanor tried to protect us. But—”

“But she also turned you into a dragon,” Lindsay finished. “And maybe me too.”

“And we didn’t ask her to turn us into dragons.”

“No,” Lindsay said thoughtfully. She frowned. “And it did seem like she meant to do it, too, so I don’t think it was an accident. But I’d rather be a dragon than dead, so if we’re keeping score here—”

“If we’re keeping score, Eleanor still comes out way ahead of her killer. No questions. But—” He didn’t know if he could phrase it in a way that wouldn’t make her want to run. “But the other thing that worries me is that while I was like that, I had these... urges.”

In short, his senses hadn’t been the only part of him cranked up to full volume. When he had first started transforming, he’d still been thinking about the possibility of someone tailing Lindsay. He’d already wanted to do everything he possibly could to protect her. He’d already been determined to die for her if he had to.

But as soon as he’d become a dragon, he’d found it almost impossible to think of anything else. She’d been the one to do most of the problem-solving. He’d been all emotion—and that emotion had felt as hot and fierce as fire. What would have happened if she hadn’t been there to steady him?

As a dragon, he’d been in his own living room, totally safe. And he’d still been ready to flame anyone he thought might hurt her, without thought of the consequences.

He didn’t know what kind of control he would have in that body.

He was worried the answer was “none.”
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Chapter Nine


[image: image]


“Urges?” Lindsay said.

It was a word she associated almost solely with commercials about dieting and old afterschool specials about puberty; it was weird to hear Boone say it and see him looking genuinely uncomfortable at the same time.

“I kept thinking about how whoever went after Eleanor could be coming after you,” Boone said slowly, “and I kept thinking about what I wanted to do to them if they did.” He gave her a small, unsure smile. “It felt intense. I want to do whatever I can to keep you safe, no matter what that means, but when I was a dragon, it felt like I was spoiling for a fight. Like I really, viscerally wanted to tear the head off anyone who even thought about trying to hurt you. And frankly, I don’t have a problem with that. I’m just worried because it felt like I was a living rocket launcher with a hair trigger. Like maybe anything could have set me off once I was stirred up. If someone had come in right then... I’m worried they’d be dead. I think I might have lost control.”

Lindsay knew that the socially acceptable response to all this would have been horror that Boone had even thought about something so violent.

But the truth was, she loved it. That he’d been driven to that urge by wanting to protect her—and that when push came to shove, he was goodhearted enough to question that and want to avoid it if he could.

She said, “You didn’t lose control, though.”

“Barely,” Boone said.

“Barely’s all you need. That’s practically a motto at my office.”

To her amusement, he looked alarmed, like he would have liked a city planner’s office to be a little more sure of itself. Clearly he’d never had to sit through one of their awful, interminable meetings where every person at the table had their own ideas and their own intra-office grudges. It was amazing they ever got to any agreement at all, let alone enough of one to make any real progress. Barely was all you needed, in her experience. It had to be, because people—even good people like Boone—weren’t always capable of anything else.

So Lindsay shook her head. “I get what you’re worried about. I do. But I don’t think it’s that big of a deal.”

“I could be a monster,” he stressed. “Killing me could be the right thing to do. And if I am, and I’m too big to be controlled or arrested, killing me could be the right thing to do. It could be the only thing to do.”

“No way. I can’t take you not killing someone as evidence that you could kill someone. Everybody wants to kill somebody sometime.”

“That sounds like a terrible pop anthem.”

“I’m serious. Think about when someone cuts you off in traffic.”

“I’m actually not that prone to road rage.”

“Well, I am. I get angry—really angry sometimes, if I’m having a crappy day—and sometimes I think about what it would be like to slam into their bumper. I could do it. I’m driving a ton of steel. That might not make me as powerful as a dragon, but it’s powerful enough. I could kill somebody.” She shrugged. “But instead, I honk or slam my hands against the steering wheel or say things I wouldn’t say around my mother. If somebody killed me for it, would they be the good guys?”

“No. Of course not.” He tilted his head, considering her, and then reluctantly smiled. “Remind me never to cut you off in traffic, though.”

“Yes,” Lindsay said. “Fear my wrath.”

“Oh, I do.”

He stepped closer to her, and the atmosphere in the room changed. No, not just the room’s atmosphere—its physics. It was like the room itself wanted to push them together. Like he was her gravity and she was his and they were falling towards each other.

Boone touched her cheek, drawing his fingers down towards her mouth. Lindsay turned her head towards them utterly unselfconsciously and kissed them, wondering what she was doing. She was always afraid of looking ridiculous. She wasn’t afraid of it now.

Maybe after you’d seen dragons and dragon killers, being open and honest about wanting a guy didn’t seem so terrifying anymore. You didn’t worry about it being too soon or him thinking you were too easy. Maybe you just trusted that he was as good as you thought he was—and as into you as you were into him.

Though as Boone drew her close and into a kiss, his mouth against hers, Lindsay felt the kind of rush that could still be terrifying.

It was just exhilarating to be touching him again. She felt like she could get drunk off the smell of his skin and the taste of his mouth. Never mind what he’d said about being a dragon, this was really intoxicating power. This made her sure she could do anything.

She gave into it and luxuriated in the feel of his body on hers. The slightly chapped texture of his lips. The soft cotton of his shirt beneath her hands and the way the heat of his body radiated through it. The way he breathed in sharply as she went up onto her toes to find the perfect angle of her mouth against his.

It was like every cell of her body was alert to every cell of his.

Some sane, sensible part of her tried to exert itself to say that she was being melodramatic. Right, that part of her said. Cells—she had that part right. This was just biology and chemistry, plain and simple. They both had a surplus of adrenaline running through their systems right now, plus some kind of crazy cocktail of dragon hormones, for all she knew. What was the chemical in the body that made you happy? Serotonin? This was a rush of serotonin... or whatever she was trying to think of. This was—

Don’t minimize it.

It was a steely voice from somewhere down in her heart, and Lindsay instantly liked it better than the sensible, “don’t get carried away” voice that had, frankly, been separating her from enjoying what was happening.

She didn’t want to try to draw a thick dividing line between her soul and her body. Maybe an adrenaline high played a part in this kiss, but so did Boone’s crooked smile and rumpled hair and drawings. So did his courage and his kindness. So did he, because Boone was no more a collection of his best qualities than she was a collection of chemical impulses and rationalizations.

Boone slid his fingers over the nape of her neck, and she forgot any kind of philosophy.

They wound up on the couch. Lindsay was beneath him, and she loved the pressure of his body pinning her down and the slight scratch of the upholstery against her flushed, sensitive skin. She loved the way he curled a tendril of her hair around one finger as he pushed it out of her face to dip down to her mouth again.

They’d been talking about murder and ended up like this?

No. Not really. They’d been talking about impulses—impulses and restraint.

No point in restraining all their impulses. That was what they were proving now.

Lindsay ran her hands down the hard muscles of his back, feeling his shoulders flex beneath her touch as he bent to kiss her neck. It was such a gorgeous, confusing tangle of sensations. It took her right back to her first fumbling experiences, when curiosity had reigned and her skin had felt so new that every touch had been a fresh surprise. This was like that, but without the self-consciousness, without the endless agonizing over whether or not she should try to suck her stomach in or make sure the lights were off. She didn’t need the dark to be bold. Not now.

She pushed her fingers through his hair and felt its silkiness.

Boone’s eyes were maybe her favorite part of him. If she looked into them long enough, she felt like she could see every color in the world.

“I like you,” Lindsay whispered.

Boone smiled. “I like you too.”

She began to peel his shirt off, and then he groaned.

She stopped at once. “What is it? Are you changing again?”

“No.” He did look like he was suffering, though. “I just realized that if there’s a murderer after you we should consider moving your car away from their murder scene.”

Lindsay groaned then too and buried her face down against his shoulder. “You’re killing me here, Boone.”

“It’s just—”

“My car’s not exactly discreet,” she finished for him.

And it wasn’t. It was bright, sunshine-yellow, and it had the city parking permit hanging from its rearview mirror and two or three bumper stickers on the back that narrowed down her hobbies and frequent locations, more or less. They’d already left it there long enough for the killer to have possibly noticed it. They didn’t want to leave it there long enough that the killer would pick up on it for sure, because it came with enough evidence for someone to hunt her down with it. She’d never thought about that—but then, she’d never lived her life actively trying not to get murdered, either.

“We’re taking a risk.” She tried to not sound hopeful that he’d agree. “If we go back and move my car, there’s a chance the killer sees us doing it. It’s probably safer to just stay here and have sex.”

His smile had no chance of changing her mind on that front. All it made her want to do was kiss him more so she could feel the shape of his lips against her own.

But he was being noble and practical, so she guessed she should be noble and practical too.

She let out another groan for good measure—and emphasis—and then stood up.

“See, this is what I mean,” she said sadly. “You can resist your urges.”

“Trust me, this is another case of ‘barely.’ If you’d gone for your shirt instead of mine, I don’t think we’d be talking about my self-restraint right now.”

If that was true, Lindsay was tempted to whip her shirt off then and there—but he was right. They really should move her car. And focus on whether or not they were going to be killed by dragon-hunters.

She said, “I’ll remember that for next time.”
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So here they were again. Back at the beach for the third time in two days.

The thin crowd of that morning had perked up a little bit now that the cops had cut away the crime scene tape. There probably wasn’t much point to trying to preserve a sandy crime scene for long, not when the wind and the tide were both intent on wrecking it. Already, people were starting to swarm over the pristine beach like nothing bad had ever happened there. Boone wondered if they didn’t watch the news or if they just didn’t worry. Maybe they just didn’t care.

Either way, the parking lot that had been all but deserted on Saturday and only sparsely occupied this morning was now jam-packed, and Boone could already see someone endlessly circling around. The driver, an elderly man, was watching every car with hawk-like attention, but Boone pegged the type at once. Not a murderer. Just someone in desperate need of a parking space.

Boone gave him a little wave as he dropped Lindsay off alongside her car. He held up one finger: Just give us a minute.

The driver gave him an almost comically expressive look—half hopeful and half world-weary, like he’d believe they’d leave him a space when he actually saw it, but not before. He’d seen too much disappointment in his life, the gaze implied, to let himself get hurt again.

Boone wanted to draw him too. He hadn’t gotten to draw anything since the beach yesterday, and it was making him jittery.

But it still fell a distant second compared to how anxious he felt about leaving Lindsay standing there alone beside her car. In the bright sunlight, with the cheerful sounds of the crowd still drifting up from the beach, it should have seemed impossible for anything to happen to her. But Boone knew better. He knew that “impossible” no longer applied to their lives.

And now he really would have to watch her drive away. But not, he was determined, away from him.

He said again, “And we’ll just go directly to your place?”

“Yes,” Lindsay said. She still sounded patient, even though they’d had this exact conversation three or four times on the way over. “We’ll go to my place, I’ll pack an overnight bag and grab my laptop, and then we’ll make up a plan from there.”

“We can’t stay at your apartment.” He was repeating himself too.

“At least my apartment has a couch that’s still in one piece.”

“Ha ha,” Boone said. “I’m serious, Lindsay.”

She kissed him on the cheek. “I know. We won’t stay at my place until we know it’s safe. I’m not arguing with you. Now you need to let me pull out of here before that gentleman in the white Taurus decides to just run us over.”

She slid into the car. Boone took one last look at her, savoring the warm, honeyed way her skin glowed in the sunlight, and got back in his own car.

First he pulled out, and then he watched in his rearview mirror as Lindsay did the same. She’d follow him out of the lot. He’d have to be careful to not watch his mirror the whole time just to keep track of her.

But he did see the old man in the white Taurus finally get the victory of sliding into his parking spot. Boone would have sworn he saw tears glistening in the man’s eyes, even from this far away. Sometimes virtue really did get rewarded.

He guessed he’d cling to that.

Maybe they’d be okay.

*
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Lindsay’s apartment was an old California standard, a multi-story Spanish revival with white stucco walls, graceful archways, wrought iron railings, and a red tiled roof. Like a lot of San Marco buildings—outside of the pricey suburbs reserved for millionaires and up—it was in some mild disrepair that the landlord would never get around to fixing. There were a few cracked tiles on the roof and a few cracked stones in the walkway. The stucco had been chipped away in places by years of movers bumping into the walls. The outdoor steps were stained dark with dirt and scuff-marks.

The flowerbeds were a riot of lavender and freesias—“Those are my favorites,” Lindsay said to him as they passed by, her voice sounding dreamy—and full of humming bumblebees. Boone could hear distant hip-hop and salsa music.

He hadn’t had the focus—or the light—to appreciate any of this last night. It was nice. Once they were in Lindsay’s hallway—her apartment was at the very end of a long corridor—they were inside and out of the sun. Some of the little canned lights in the ceiling had gone out, but somebody had strung up red and green Christmas lights to replace them. A couple of the residents had little dog bowls of water out by their welcome mats for any thirsty pets or strays. As they walked down the hall, Boone saw a woman refilling one with an enormous water-can shaped like a daisy.

“Lindsay!” the woman said, waving. “I could have sworn you were already home. Who’s your friend?”

“This is Boone,” Lindsay said. Her smile did a good job of hiding the stress. “Boone, this is Annemarie, one of my neighbors. Patron saint of the dog bowls.”

Annemarie laughed and hefted up the water can. “I bought this for plants, but the damn new landlord keeps all the flower-beds in such good shape that I had to think of something else to do with it. I figured if I couldn’t water flowers, I’d water dogs.”

“I’m sure the dogs appreciate it,” Boone said.

“Oh, they do. I’m one more stray mutt away from being a crazy dog lady.”

“There are worse things to be,” Lindsay said.

Annemarie put on a playful scowl. “Damn new landlord keeps being nice and overlooking the number of pets, too.” She balanced the watering can on her hip. “Well, I’ve kept you long enough. You two go have... fun.” She waggled her eyebrows at them and then sauntered off to refill the next dog bowl.

“I like this place,” Boone said.

“It’s fun, right? I’ve lived here since college, so it’s getting a little cramped, but it’s hard to walk away.”

He could imagine. All of this felt completely homey and familiar to him.

None of which stopped the high-tension jitters running through him.

Something’s wrong.

He could almost feel the blistering desert sun on the back of his neck. Instead of the pulse of the hip-hop, he could almost hear chopper blades.

It was like he was back there again. Back in Iraq. The memories hadn’t been this intense, this present, in years.

Boone didn’t know whether to fight the feeling or give into it. Finding Eleanor on the beach had let danger into the midst of their lives: there was nothing strange about wanting to be vigilant. He just didn’t want to slip so far into his past that he lost his present.

He forced himself to concentrate on little details, like the welcome mats they were passing. Some of them had names on them, others had jokes or greetings, and one, Boone’s favorite, just said SUP?

But as they finally reached Lindsay’s door, the cool hyper-attention of the war sank deep into him, unavoidable this time.

This isn’t in your head, a distant voice said. This is real. Be prepared.

He stopped Lindsay’s hand as she reached to turn her key. “Let me do it.”

“It’s not like loosening a jar lid,” Lindsay said, but she turned the keys over to him and stepped back a little. Maybe something in his face had told her that, at least to him, this felt like more than overprotectiveness and paranoia.

Boone unlocked the door.

He turned the knob carefully and swung the door open as slowly as he could.

Lindsay let out a sharp gasp once she could see inside.

Boone didn’t have to ask why. Her apartment had been trashed—trashed with a fury, ferocity, and thoroughness that went beyond anything even Boone had ever seen before.

In Iraq, he’d seen houses searched, and sometimes the searchers had overturned them so completely that he knew the mess had to be awful for the family to look at. Once all the drawers were empty and all the cupboards bare and all the beds stripped, houses were so disassembled into their individual components that they were like a broken puzzle. He’d seen his share of drunken idiots rampaging through a place, too. Some of his college buddies had been prone to getting drunk and knocking things over.

But he had never seen anything like what had happened to Lindsay’s apartment. It had been searched and demolished, and the combination of determination and destruction was terrifying.

Sofa cushions had been unzipped, their stuffing flung out onto the ground. The refrigerator door had been left open, the shelves swept empty, the kitchen floor littered with broken jars and overturned cartons of creamer. Every drawer had been dumped out.

Everything that could be searched had been searched. And then, when whoever had done the searching hadn’t found what they were looking for, they had started venting their anger. It looked like someone had put their foot through the TV screen.

Lindsay was crying now. Her hands were over her mouth. “Boone—I can’t believe this. Why would somebody do this? What did they even want?"

Boone wasn’t going to tell her that he knew how any of this felt. He couldn’t even begin to know what Lindsay was facing. And he wasn’t sure he knew how to answer her question, either.

Except he realized now why Annemarie had said she’d already thought Lindsay was home. She must have heard some of the rummaging around.

They’d been so close to catching whoever had done this. If they’d just gotten here a little sooner...

He said, “Stay outside for a minute. I need to clear it.”

“I’m not letting you go in alone,” Lindsay said.

Even in the midst of what had to be one of worst moments of her life, she was brave.

“You’re not trained,” Boone said.

“And you don’t have a gun,” Lindsay pointed out. “Neither of us are going to be working at maximum efficiency here. But I think we’re safer together. We can leave the door open.” And just like that, she took the keys back from him and clutched them in her fist, the sharp metal ends poking out between her fingers. “See? Like brass knuckles.” She turned her hand, examining it. “Or Nightmare on Elm Street.”

“I’m not going to laugh at your jokes,” Boone said. He tried hard to make sure that stayed true, fighting to keep his mouth level even though he wanted to at least smile. “This is a bad decision.”

“I’m not letting you go in alone,” Lindsay repeated. She set her jaw even more firmly this time. She looked intense, like a fighter about to go in the boxing ring, and suddenly so scorching hot that he was distracted even from all his worries and all his threatened flashbacks.

It didn’t seem to fall to him or anyone else to tell her that she had to stay behind.

“If I tell you to run, run,” Boone said.

Lindsay eyed him hard for a second and then nodded. “Agreed.”

They crept into the apartment, stepping softly over what debris they could avoid. He noticed that he didn’t have to tell Lindsay to watch where she stepped. She was already threading her course behind his, avoiding running into anything that would make a sound. She would have been a natural at reconnaissance.

In a way, whoever had overturned Lindsay’s apartment had at least done them a favor by doing it so completely. All the doors were open, including the closet doors, so Boone could usually see at a glance if a room was empty. Even the shower curtain had been ripped off the rod, scattering the plastic curtain rings all over the floor.

For some reason that was what provoked Lindsay to have to choke off another sob. If Boone had to guess, he’d say that the shower curtain was worse because it was just so obviously unnecessary. It couldn’t have hidden anything for longer than a second, but it had been torn down anyway.

Boone swept through the rooms once with the front door open and then again with it closed and locked behind them. When he was satisfied that they were alone, it felt like he was finally letting himself breathe again.

He realized that without meaning to, he’d made a movement to holster a sidearm that he wasn’t holding. That he hadn’t held in years.

Whatever he’d thought back at the parking lot, they weren’t okay. They weren’t going to be okay until they fixed this.

But he made himself say what he needed to so that Lindsay would know she could break down. “No one’s here. It’s just us.”

Lindsay’s lower lip shook a little. She said again, “I can’t believe this.”

“I’m so sorry, Lindsay.” He tentatively laid his arm against her shoulders and was relieved when she stepped closer to him, hiding her face against his chest. He knew that there were no words that would help with any of this. Holding her tight felt like the only thing he could do that would make a damn bit of difference.

Except one thing, that was.

He looked around at Lindsay’s scattered, smashed belongings, and some part of him—the dragon part, maybe—would have sworn he could almost smell the lingering presence of whoever had done all this.

And Boone thought, I’m coming for you.
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Tucked up against Boone, all Lindsay could do was cry and make a kind of fruitless, pointless mental inventory of everything that would need to be tidied up and everything that was broken beyond repair. It was going to take her hours to get her home back in order again. Hours and a lot of cash, given the broken TV and smashed dishes.

Not to mention what was missing. Whoever had trashed the place had—this almost went without saying—taken her laptop and her iPad. The computer stuff was password-protected, but she didn’t know how long it would take to break in. Maybe no time at all, if you knew what you were doing. And it seemed like this person knew a lot about destroying other people’s privacy.

This had been her home for years. She hated that someone had done this to it.

But she couldn’t just stay in Boone’s arms all day, crying her heart out.

Can’t I? It sounds like exactly what I want to do.

We will make them pay. That startled her—it was that voice again, the one that was slightly colder and slightly surer than her own. They will regret disturbing our sanctuary.

All this dragon stuff was going to her head, making her spurt off cheap Tolkien impressions in some kind of deranged inner monologue. My precious, my precious.

She pulled back and wiped her eyes, trying to get a hold of herself.

Boone gently brushed her hair from where her tears had made it cling to her cheeks.

“I’m sorry. I wish we’d just stayed here.”

But Lindsay didn’t want to get into playing might-have-beens. “If we’d stayed here, all that would have happened is that they would have broken in and done this to us.”

“They blew their one and only chance of surprising us, though,” Boone said. “We know what they’re capable of now.”

She’d been using “they” as a simple way to avoid saying “he or she” every time, since they couldn’t be sure, but now she was curious. “Do you think it’s more than one person?”

“It would have to be, wouldn’t it?” He looked around at all the mess. “I’ve seen this done before, more or less. It was never just one person. But some of this—some of it I don’t know that a person could even do.”

Lindsay thought about the extent of the damage. “Like they wouldn’t be strong enough?”

“Yeah. Like even two or three people wouldn’t be strong enough.” He let out a deep breath. “I know Eleanor wasn’t human—not completely. And I know I might not be anymore. But whoever is after us—I don’t think they’re human either. I don’t think we have any idea who we’re dealing with.”

“Then maybe we need to find out.”

It felt like an eternity ago when she had sat down to try to map out what they knew—the little islands of certainty in the vast ocean of confusion. Henry. Ursula. Avoid the cove.

And now they knew a little more, maybe. Their pursuer wasn’t human. Boone could turn into a dragon now—and that same fate might be waiting for her just around the corner. And every detail of her identity was in the hands of someone who could only want them dead.

“So,” Boone said, “research?”

“My laptop is gone,” Lindsay said. “All my devices.”

“Shit.” Boone scrubbed his hands up through his hair. “Okay. Most of the plan is still the same. Gather up whatever you can to bring over to my house, and—”

There was a hard, authoritative knock at Lindsay’s door.

She almost jumped out of her skin. But compared to Boone, she looked like a model of James Bond-level coolness, because Boone turned towards the door with a snarl forming his lips. His hand dropped down to his hip like he was some Old West gunslinger looking to draw a weapon that wasn’t even there.

She had to remember to ask him about the war. As soon as things calmed down—which at this rate would be never.

The knock repeated itself: BAM BAM BAM.

She touched his shoulder gently. “It’s okay. I’ve got a peephole. I’ll just check and see who it is.”

“We don’t know who we’re looking for,” Boone pointed out.

True. The best-case scenario was that it was a neighbor she already knew. She didn’t know how safe a stranger would have to look right now for her to trust them. A six-year-old girl in pigtails, maybe? With Thin Mints for sale?

But she didn’t want to just cower in fear behind her door, afraid to answer it. So she just squeezed Boone’s arm and went to the door, moving as quietly as she could in case it would come down to her cowering. She put one eye to the peephole.

On the other side of her door was a woman in a cheap black suit. It hung strangely off her shoulders, like the fit wasn’t right, and it made her look boxy and robotic. Her face was round and bland and immobile in a way that somehow made Lindsay think of a bowl of a pudding. The impression wasn’t helped by her haircut, which looked like it had been done with a pair of gardening shears.

Looking at her, Lindsay felt an unmistakable but irrational wave of nausea. It was like...

The only thing she could compare it to made no sense.

It was like the one time she had tried, as a kid, to eat a plain peanut butter and jelly sandwich that had been made on special Superman bread that had been dyed vibrant blue and red. Somehow, her whole mind had revolted against the colors on the bread being wrong, especially against the ordinary familiarity of the peanut butter and smooth grape jelly. Every bite had felt like it was sticking in her throat. In the end, she’d spat it all out.

That was what this woman reminded her of. She was a subtly repulsive combination of familiarity and wrongness.

But she had to be imagining things. Worse than that, she was being a jerk. There was nothing wrong with the way this woman looked, was there?

Not if you break her features down one by one, the smooth voice in her head said. It’s only when you put them together that you can tell how wrong they are.

Lindsay didn’t know what to do. She wanted to trust her instincts. Every muscle in her body wanted to walk away from the door right then and there.

But then she saw the woman move to hammer her fist against the door again. The knock was hard enough that the door vibrated in the frame, jumping forward to touch the tip of Lindsay’s nose where she was huddled against the peephole.

BAM BAM BAM.

“Ms. Garza? This is the San Marco Police Department.”

Shit. That settled the question of whether or not she was opening the door. Now she felt like she had no choice. Lindsay had always been antsy around cops—every time she drove by a cop car, she always felt like she had to slow down to a crawl. It probably actually annoyed the hell out of them.

“I have to,” she mouthed at Boone.

He looked less convinced, but gave her a reluctant nod.

“Stay out of sight.” That time she actually whispered it, since she didn’t know that she could get it across to him with just lip-reading.

He shook his head violently.

Lindsay nodded back with just as much force. Yes. They had to know she was here—she lived here, if anyone was here, she would be—but they didn’t have to know about him. She motioned him back, where the door would hide him.

Boone kept his hand on his hip, on the gun that wasn’t there, and finally moved. His body looked coiled with tension, like a spring waiting to be released. It was comforting to know that he was there and on high alert.

She opened the door.

Something washed across the woman’s face, an emotion that was there and gone too quickly for Lindsay to detect or identify it.

The woman said, “Lindsay Garza?”

“Yes?” Lindsay said politely.

“My name is Detective Ann Mullen. I’m with the San Marco Police Department. We received reports of a possible incident of breaking and entering at your apartment.”

So someone had seen the trespasser. It was like an ice cube had slipped down the length of Lindsay’s spine.

She didn’t know how to handle this. (That seemed to be her motto lately.) Could she even make a formal report about the damage and theft? When she thought there was a good chance they were looking for some sort of supernatural entity? When the motive for the break-in had been her witnessing a murder that she’d only reported anonymously? She had to think on her feet. She tried to pretend that this was a crisis she was facing at work, where she was used to pivoting with bizarre new turns of events.

And where she had had experience with people stalling meetings out until the end of time.

First of all, deflect. Answer only questions that nobody had actually asked. “I just got home.”

“You drive a yellow Toyota Corolla?”

It was going to be unfortunate for her if Detective Mullen ignored her deflections because she would just ignore her answers completely.

“I don’t understand,” Lindsay said. “This is about the break-in?”

“Your furniture looks like it’s in disarray,” Mullen said. She kept moving her jaw around like she was chewing gum, but Lindsay didn’t see any. “The yellow Corolla is yours, isn’t it, Ms. Garza? Wasn’t that parked overnight at the boardwalk?”

So that was why Mullen was being as deliberately evasive as she was. Neither one of them wanted to talk about the break-in. Lindsay wanted to talk about nothing, and Mullen wanted to talk about the murder—the murder that she now almost certainly thought Lindsay or someone connected to her had committed. She must have been assigned to Eleanor’s case and then seen the same car in the parking lot here... But that would be such a strange coincidence, wouldn’t it? San Marco was a small town, but it could have afforded to send one officer to the murder and another to a reported break-in, and—

And we don’t have a police department.

They didn’t have town police or detectives. They were handled by the county sheriffs.

No one had seen the break-in. Annemarie had heard it, but she hadn’t even known that was what she’d been hearing. The only person who knew about the break-in... was the person who had done it.

Lindsay tried to keep her face frozen. She couldn’t afford to give away any reaction. She might have Boone on her side, just out of sight, but he was unarmed.

And Mullen just might be a monster.

Play dumb. Play innocent.

And lie. You’re not talking to a cop, you’re talking to the person—or thing—who killed Eleanor.

Who killed a dragon like Boone.

Lindsay tried to ladle as much world-weariness into her voice as possible. “Detective, I just got home. I had a date, I left my car at the boardwalk, I picked it up this morning, and I came home to find my apartment completely trashed. I have a lot going on. Yes, I drive a Corolla, I wasn’t aware that was a crime.”

“Let me come in,” Mullen said. There was nothing persuasive about her voice: a wolf at the door threatening to blow her house down would have been more convincing. “We can start looking over the damage done. Who was your date last night?”

“That can’t possibly be relevant to whoever broke into my apartment. My date has the airtight alibi of being with me.”

“We need to assess the burglary.” Mullen stepped forward.

Lindsay moved to block her. She braced herself against the doorframe, trying to fill as much space as possible. Her heart was pounding in her chest, harder even than Mullen’s knocking had been. “I need to assess the burglary, if there’s even been any burglary.”

If Mullen had been the one to do the breaking in herself, she knew what was missing, but she didn’t know—not for sure—that Lindsay knew. Thus far, she hadn’t lied in any way Mullen could really disprove. Hopefully that would mean she could sow some doubt here.

“This is important information for the report. Let me in, Ms. Garza.”

“I don’t know if I’m filing a report,” Lindsay said. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

Hell if she knew. She’d absolutely have filed a report if this had happened to her on any other day, under any other circumstances.

“That’s my business,” she said coolly. “And there’s no crime if I don’t file a report.”

She actually wasn’t sure that was true. Not everything worked that way. It wasn’t like a murder victim’s family had to agree to press charges for a murder to be prosecuted. But she was about as much a cop as Mullen was, and maybe if she said it forcefully enough, Mullen would take her word for it.

“Who was the man you were on a date with last night?” Mullen said. She wore a small, nasty smile now. It was like her mask was slipping. If Lindsay wasn’t playing the game the way Mullen wanted her to, Mullen would give up on it too: that was what the smile seemed to promise.

“I’m not telling you that.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t have to.”

“He was tall, wasn’t he?” Mullen said. “Tall and broad-shouldered. He had dark hair...”

“If he had dark hair, he probably still has it,” Lindsay said. “Considering it was just last night. And I think this is the end of this conversation, Detective.”

“This isn’t over, Ms. Garza. I can be patient.” She smiled that skin-crawling smile again, and Lindsay suddenly knew that she hadn’t seeded any doubts in Mullen’s mind at all. She hadn’t made Mullen think that she was some innocent woman who just happened to get confrontational when she was confused.

Lindsay knew who she was. And Mullen knew that she knew.

Mullen leaned forward and whispered to her. Up close, she had a strange scent to her, like mold and rot and musty rooms.

“I know it was you, human,” Mullen said. Her lip curled around the word like she’d tasted something foul, like she was trying to spit it out. “I know you were with the abomination when it was dying. It’s only a matter of time before I find out exactly who your companion was. You’ve been touched by fire. You’ve been corrupted by it. And I will destroy you.”

Lindsay saw Boone move out of the corner of her eye, unable to stand that threat. Lindsay flung out her hand and stopped him from barreling into view. She saw Mullen’s attention turn, snake-like, to whatever was happening just out of her view.

And I will destroy you. Her eyes said she meant it.

Lindsay said, “Have fun trying,” and slammed the door.
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Chapter Twelve
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Lindsay’s hand was shaking as she turned the lock on the door and slammed the deadbolt home.

Boone couldn’t blame her. He would have been shaking too.

Actually, he realized, he already was—with anger. He felt like he could have breathed blistering fire at Mullen right then and there, no dragon transformation necessary at all.

He wanted to hug Lindsay, but she had more on her mind just then than being comforted. She put her eye back up to the peephole and watched. Finally she stepped back.

“She’s gone.”

“I’m past wondering if the dragons are really the good guys in this fight,” Boone said. “I want to be on whatever side she isn’t. Are you okay?”

“No,” Lindsay said. “She—I could smell her. She smelled like a cave, I think. Or a house that hadn’t been aired out in years.” She shuddered and clamped her arms around herself, digging her fingers in like she needed to hold herself together.

Boone couldn’t believe he’d let her open that door on her own. He should have been standing next to her, no matter what she’d said.

But that self-reproach faded at least a little as Lindsay looked at him and gave him a slanting smile, cute and weary all at once. “She still doesn’t know who you are. Did you catch that? That’s what she wanted to get out of me. She’s all pumped to kill me, but she can’t bring herself to do it until she ties up the loose end that is you, Tall, Dark, and Handsome.”

She was right. If Mullen had killed Eleanor—if she had been able to hurt Eleanor even when Eleanor was a dragon seething with power—then it would have been no effort at all for her to snap Lindsay in two right there in the doorway. That she hadn’t done it and had instead tried to trick Lindsay into giving up his name meant that she was playing a longer game, at least for the moment. She needed them both dead. A package deal. Lindsay was safe as long as Mullen thought there was a chance Lindsay would lead her to him.

If he hadn’t listened to her and stayed back behind the door, they might both be dead right now.

Okay. Always listen to Lindsay.

“You’re sharp,” Boone said. He hoped she could hear the admiration in his voice.

Lindsay fitted herself under his arm, leaning against him as he stroked his fingers through her hair. “Not sharp enough,” she said quietly. “Not enough to figure out how the hell we’re going to get out of this apartment. She’ll be watching this place like a hawk now that she knows I’m here, just because I’ll have to leave sometime. She’ll be waiting for me to lead her to you.”

Or even waiting for him to leave, if she’d seen his shadow behind the door right before Lindsay had slammed it shut. And he had the sinking feeling that she had.

“Let’s break it down.” He let himself slip back in time, back to when running through scattershot and untrustworthy intelligence and figuring out how to use that to keep himself and his friends alive had been part of the daily routine. He heard his voice get a little more clipped. “What was her game plan here? She kills Eleanor—we don’t know why. She sounded like she was some kind of zealot, like she thinks she’s ridding the world of something unnatural.”

“What’s unnatural is her killing an innocent woman,” Lindsay said.

“Agreed. But she does it—she kills Eleanor and she leaves her to die on the beach, but then she looks back and sees that Eleanor has company. Us. She doesn’t get close enough to identify us. Why?”

“The storm,” Lindsay said instantly. “It was making it hard to see anything. She couldn’t identify us from far away and she didn’t want to come any closer because...”

“The purple fire,” Boone said. “It has to be. There had to be some reason she was afraid of being around Eleanor while Eleanor was dying, and that’s the only reason I can think of. That fire was Eleanor. It melted the sand into glass, but it didn’t hurt us, and it changed me. Who knows what it would have done to Mullen? And maybe Eleanor couldn’t have summoned it until she was dying because it was her... life-energy.” He finished that awkwardly, feeling like he sounded way too much like a Star Trek episode.

But Lindsay didn’t seem to think it was too out-there. (There were dragons. What would even qualify as too out-there? Fairies?)

“Yeah. She was bleeding that stuff, too. If Mullen knew what it could do, no wonder she ran away from it. She said we were ‘corrupted’ because we’d been ‘touched by fire.’ That’s got to be it. So, okay, she couldn’t tell who we were, but she wants to kill us because we had the temerity to be around something ‘unclean.’” She did heavy air-quotes for that, and Boone laughed against the top of her head. “She went to Eleanor after Eleanor was dead, and she found my name and number and used it to track me down. Do phone books still exist? Because if they do, it’s that simple. I’ve got a landline, and there can’t be too many Lindsay Garzas around.”

He didn’t want to derail the whole conversation, but now he couldn’t stop thinking about whether or not phone books did still exist. Sure, landlines were rarer now, but—

This wasn’t a nostalgia side-trip he needed to go on right now. Whether there were phone books or not, it wouldn’t have been too hard for Mullen to track Lindsay down. Not with a couple of hours to put into it.

“She trashes the apartment looking for info on... me, probably,” Boone said, moving on. “Because she assumes we’re together.”

So much for moving on, because here he hit a wall where he couldn’t go forward any further without knowing for sure where he was going. Where they were going.

Boone looked at Lindsay. She was flushed again, her cheeks touched with rose, but she was looking back at him with those dark, sparkling eyes. He thought about her lugging her trash bag down the beach, spending her off-hours cleaning up for people who would never know or appreciate that she had been there. He thought about her bullet-pointed list. Her butcher paper and cake pan full of black paint. It would have taken him hours to think of that.

Her laugh. The gingerbread scent of her skin. The way she’d looked at his drawings. Her kindness. Her wit.

And, of course, what it had felt like to kiss her: like the ground was slipping away beneath him in a landslide, and he was falling without giving a damn. Well, he’d fallen. He’d definitely fallen. And after everything they’d been through together, even if it had all been compressed into an agonizing couple of days, he couldn’t imagine acting like she hadn’t become the most important person in his world.

“And we should be,” Boone said. “We should be together. Will you—”

He almost said, Marry me. He would have meant it. He would have done it. But the last thing he wanted was to scare her off by asking for too much too soon, and he felt like he was already asking for a lot. Just to be with her was everything.

The problem was that so much of regular adult life was so unromantic and jaded. It didn’t seem to get anywhere close to what he was actually feeling right now. Usually, Boone knew, you went on a handful of dates, and then somewhere along the line you established, via an awkward and fumbling conversation, that you were exclusive, and that was when “this woman I’m seeing” got upgraded to “my girlfriend.” You didn’t, past high school—if then, even—say things like, “Will you be my girlfriend? Will you date me?” But he wanted to ask her something like that, something that felt almost cheesily important.

But he didn’t have the words for it. Not without asking her to marry him. Which again, he almost did.

But then he settled for making her an offer rather than asking her a question.

Boone said, “I’m yours, for the record. If you want me. If you’ll have me. I mean, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for—”

Lindsay kissed him. He suddenly had his arms full of her, because she had almost climbed up him in her eagerness to meet his mouth with her own.

All he wanted was her. All he tasted and felt and saw was her. It was heaven.

“How’s your bed?” Boone murmured against her mouth.

“Intact,” Lindsay said. “Blissfully, blissfully intact. Let’s go there.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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In ninety-nine out of a hundred ways, this was, of course, a terrible idea.

They’d been in the middle of an important conversation dissecting the plans and motivations of someone intent on murdering them. Her apartment looked like a rock star’s hotel room. They had more problems than she could possibly count and no solutions, and they might be stuck here for the foreseeable future. And she had work tomorrow and no idea whatsoever how to deal with it.

Lindsay wasn’t thinking about any of that.

She would have been very suspicious of anyone who could think of any of that with Boone Keller kissing them breathless. Everything else could wait. It somehow felt like they’d already waited forever to have this moment.

He’s the one, the unfamiliar voice in her head whispered. This is it. You belong together.

She lifted her arms above her head and let Boone peel her shirt off. She remembered that he’d said this would have been his kryptonite, the one thing that would have definitively prevented him from any streak of responsibility. Now that she’d done that, she felt safer.

Safe and smug, really, and hotter than she had ever felt in her life. It was the way he looked at her, his eyes wide and stunned and almost worshipful. She felt like she could never get enough of it.

Boone passed his hands over her breasts, stroking where the lacy edge of her bra cups met her skin. The feeling of his finger slipping between the fabric and her skin, soothing an itch she hadn’t even realized she had, made Lindsay moan. Boone caught the sound in his mouth, letting Lindsay bite his lips. God, the taste of him—it was unbelievable.

They fell onto the bed. Without ever breaking the kiss, they managed to shed the rest of their clothes. And Lindsay, who didn’t remember ever having gotten naked with a man without feeling at least a trace of self-consciousness, felt nothing but glowing pleasure and fierce, overwhelming longing for him. His attraction to her was obvious and all the reassurance she needed—and she wasn’t even sure she needed that. There was something different about her now, like a fire had been kindled inside her. She felt braver. She wouldn’t back down—not even in front of old fears and not even in her own head.

And she knew she never, ever needed to be afraid of him. He would never hurt her, not even with a wrong look or a wrong word.

She savored the expression on his face as he got the last of her clothes off. When he unhooked her bra, he bent down at once to kiss her there, flicking his tongue gently against each nipple like he was tasting her. He kissed his way down the soft curve of her belly until his lips were even with the top line of her underwear, and then he slowly kissed her mound through the cloth, making her squirm.

“Tease,” she said breathlessly.

“Don’t tempt me,” Boone said, even though he was as flushed as she was and equally—obviously—turned on. He slid her underwear down her legs slowly. “If I could, I’d paint you like this.”

He lowered his head and kissed her again between her legs, so lightly she could barely feel it.

He raised his head and added, “I don’t mean on a canvas, Lindsay. I’d get some of those edible body paints.” He ran one fingertip lightly down her side, skimming over her breast and down the curve of her hip. “I’d draw a line on you here—and here—and here—until it was driving you crazy. And then I’d clean you up.” He followed the line he’d made, with his tongue this time, kissing and licking a stripe up her side. He kissed her breast, sucking gently at her nipple.

“Everything’s so messed up,” Lindsay said. She tangled her fingers in his hair, which was just long enough for her to get a little bit of a grip on it. “Everything but you.”

“And everything but you,” Boone said.

Everything but us.

He touched her between her legs, where even a feather-light graze made her feel like she was coming apart at the seams. He stroked her there, and she came with a suddenness and violence that surprised her. It was like this had been building inside of her for days—even for years—rather than just minutes.

Boone held her hips and licked into her as she shook. Lindsay cried out and bit the back of her hand to keep herself from making too much noise. He grinned up from between her legs with a wicked, self-satisfied grin on his face.

Oh, it was so on. She was going to have to make him lose at least that much control.

Lindsay reached down and grabbed him by the shoulders, pulling him up to meet her. It was weirdly easy to move him, even though he undoubtedly wanted to be moved—it was like that moment in the gym when you realized you’d gotten used to the weight you were using and barely felt it at all. Maybe that was just how things were with them. Easy. A rush of adrenaline.

She felt like she could do anything as long as he was in her bed.

Poised above her, Boone was an absolute delight to look at. The strong, corded muscles of his arms as he held himself up. The dark shine of his eyes. The sturdy magnificence of his chest. The promise of his hardness pressing against her.

And now, the little flicker of worry that crossed his face. “I don’t have a condom. Do you?”

Lindsay shook her head. “Even if I did, I wouldn’t trust anything I left in here. Mullen could have poked holes in all of them.” She stroked his hair. “But I’m on birth control, and if you tell me it’s okay, I’ll believe you. And I’m okay.”

“I’m okay,” Boone said. He lowered his head, pressing a soft, lingering kiss to her lips. “It’s... it’s been a long time for me.”

“Me too.” And an even longer time she’d had any sex really worth having. She kissed him back, tasting the sweet heat of his mouth. “Guess we’ll have to have sex a lot to make up for lost time, then.”

He laughed. “Guess so.”

He eased her into it with his fingers, more careful than Lindsay—who felt impatient—really thought he needed to be, and then when he finally pressed inside her, the sense of fullness staggered her. Oh, she really had forgotten what this was like.

No. It was never like this.

She felt complete. And her body was already responding to him, ratcheting up to a second climax. She held onto his shoulders and met his thrusts, rolling her hips up to him. She was distantly aware that one of them, at least, was talking, and maybe both of them were. Come on, baby, come on, sweetheart, you’re so beautiful, you’re so perfect.

She came just a few seconds before he did, but it was enough for her to have a little clarity on how his own climax hit him. She got to see him swept away by the same riptide current that had pulled her out to sea. 

He was gone, and she was gone, and they were gone for each other.

*
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Afterwards, they lay in bed together, feeling sticky and calm and impossibly right. Lindsay kept thinking of her spreadsheets and the moment when she clicked enter and the formula worked, and all that complex data got transformed into something new. She decided not to say this out loud. Boone was an exceptional guy, but every man probably had his limits on how romantic he could find Excel tables.

She was just addicted to the alluring feeling of everything working out all right.

She wanted to believe that would happen for them. Dragons x Eleanor + Mullen + (Boone + Lindsay) = ?

She rolled over to put her arm across his chest. She liked how much he played with her hair, like he couldn’t get enough of winding it around his fingers.

Boone closed his eyes. “I can tell you’re about to say something really practical.”

“Sorry,” Lindsay said sheepishly. “I don’t want to ruin the afterglow. You know that. But—”

“But we don’t really have time for it right now,” he finished. “I know. But you don’t understand my artistic sensibilities, Miss Lindsay Garza.” He pulled her over until she was sprawled across him, her head resting against his collarbone. He ran his hand down her spine. “God, your back is so perfect. That’s always the best pose for a tasteful nude, for the record—not that I’ve done one since art school. A woman sitting there with her bare back turned towards you, so you can see just a hint of everything you really want to be looking at. Subtle. And then you focus on the parts you wouldn’t have noticed before.” His fingers unerringly found them. “Like your shoulder blades or the little dip in your spine here or the shadow your arm throws against your hip.”

“Boone. Not that I don’t swoon anytime you talk like this, but someone is literally trying to murder us.”

“I’m not going to let that happen,” he said. She could feel his body tense beneath hers.

It reminded her of what she’d been meaning to ask. “You said you were a soldier, right?”

“Right.” There was a sudden guarded look on his face, and bit by bit, she watched as he seemed to consciously push it away. He was making himself open up to her. “I did two tours in Iraq.”

She tried to meet him halfway. “It was rough?”

“It wasn’t easy. But I was lucky. Ninety percent of the time, the guys I was around were lucky too, so I think I had it better than almost anybody.”

“But you hate talking about it,” Lindsay said.

“It shows, huh?”

He wrapped his arms around her, now just holding her. She wanted her body to be a comfort to him, so she nuzzled up against him. She felt him petting her shoulder.

“That wasn’t the war, really,” Boone said. “That was my ex. Talia. We can table this for another time, for the record—it’s not the best pillow-talk to get into ex-girlfriends.”

It wouldn’t have been under any other circumstances. But their circumstances were so unique and so bizarre that Lindsay thought they should do whatever seemed best for them, and this was a weight she had seen on Boone’s shoulders whenever the subject had come up. She wanted to know.

And to her surprise, she felt no jealousy towards this Talia, even though she could feel how easy it would be to be pettily envious of this woman who had obviously occupied a lot of Boone’s time and a lot of his heart. Talia. A pretty name for a no-doubt pretty woman. Once upon a time, Lindsay wouldn’t have been able to have this conversation without a quaver of insecurity.

With Boone, she somehow felt perfectly confident, perfectly comfortable.

He was hers. He’d said so. And he wouldn’t lie to her.

“This is important to you,” Lindsay said. “If it’s important to you, it’s important to me.”

“And you need me running at a hundred percent,” Boone said wryly. “And I won’t be doing that if I’m hung up on my past. I know that.” He took a deep breath. “Talia and I dated for a long time—we met when I was still in basic training. I was surrounded by a bunch of guys who wouldn’t stop complaining about their wives and girlfriends and how they didn’t understand what an Army life was like, but Talia... Talia understood completely. She didn’t have any reservations at all. Her dad had been military, her older brothers were military. I was surprised she wasn’t, but that was just because what she wanted, what she liked being, was the person at home, the person who welcomed everyone back. She was good at it. So it was never a problem for her when I had to go overseas or when I couldn’t easily call or email. It wasn’t a problem when the mail was held up for weeks. She understood everything.”

“That must have been relaxing,” Lindsay said, though privately she thought there was a difference between understanding and not caring, and she was leaning towards the idea that Talia simply hadn’t cared.

“It was. It seemed like it was. But—” Boone scrubbed a hand over his face. “It was weird. It was like I never had to think about her at all. It felt like she didn’t want me to think about her, except to brag to everybody about how amazing she was, how she was the model girlfriend. Sometimes when I was overseas I’d feel so far away from her that I’d come close to realizing that there was something wrong... but then I’d come home again and she’d make everything easy and perfect. And she loved me, I think. She loved spending time with me when I was home. But everything she loved...”

He’d trailed off.

“What?” Lindsay said.

“She loved the buzz-cut. She loved that I was in shape.”

“You’re still in shape,” Lindsay pointed out wholeheartedly.

“She loved hearing war stories—and she wanted me to tell them even when it was hard for me to figure out how. Everything she loved about me, she loved because it was about being a soldier. And when she realized that I’d meant it when I’d said I didn’t want to be a soldier forever, she freaked.”

“Because you’d been a dream,” Lindsay said quietly. “And then you turned out to be a real person.”

Boone nodded. “And it was especially hard on her because I wanted to go to art school, and she thought it was weak. It was like I’d completely betrayed her, like I was turning my back on everything we’d had together and everything I’d been before. She kept saying I had to wake up and realize that this was just a little kid’s dream. That just because I could doodle a little didn’t make me Van Gogh, and even if it did, who’d want to date Van Gogh?”

Her heart broke for him. She could just see a younger, softer-faced Boone standing there, his hair cut so short it only made his eyes look bigger and more vulnerable, listening as the woman he loved—or thought he loved—tore his dream to shreds. It sounded like Talia had never valued him—she’d valued Generic Soldier #2, the person she had wanted him to be. She’d loved one part of him, and it hadn’t even been the part of himself that he’d loved the most.

“She tried,” Boone concluded. “She definitely thought she loved me, even if she really didn’t. She stuck around for a while, but it was all... It was awful. She’d do this gritted-teeth smile whenever I showed her anything I was working on. What we had just limped along for forever until it finally died, and I guess after that—I felt like she’d taught me that there was no way to be an artist and a soldier both. And she’d seemed to think there wasn’t anything of the Army left in me, to the point where it seemed like false advertising to even talk about it to anyone, like it would be giving them the wrong expectations of me. So I just stopped.”

“Oh, Boone.” Lindsay tightened her hold on him, like that would prove that she, at least, wouldn’t let go. “Being half a person isn’t any way to live. But I can see how you got there.”

“So can I. But I don’t want to be there anymore.”

“You thought I’d see your sketches and act like she did.”

“A little,” he admitted. “I’m still not used to the idea that this is something women like.”

“Seriously? Haven’t you seen Titanic?”

“Um, once, maybe, with my older sister.”

“And you don’t remember anything about it?”

“I remember the boat sank,” Boone said.

“Okay, when we get through all this, we need to watch Titanic, and you can see exactly how, well, panty-melting an artist can be under the right circumstances. I think you were just too young to realize it at the time. Boone, artists are hot. You’re hot. You’re hot as an artist and you’re hot as a soldier and you’d be hot as a Wal-Mart greeter. And I love you and I’d love you even as a Wal-Mart greeter.” 

She stopped. She hadn’t meant to say that.

But he caught her mouth with his immediately, before she could even have a split second’s regret, and he kissed her.

“I love you too,” Boone said. “Okay. Let’s make a plan to get through all this so we can see Titanic together.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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First things first: they had to get out of Lindsay’s apartment.

Boone tried to tap into the reconnaissance part of his brain while he got dressed. It was hard, considering his mind still felt so blown from the quick one-two punch of the sex and the “I love you” exchange. It felt like all he could do to get his belt buckled again.

But eventually, slowly, his brain agreed to kick into gear.

They had to assume Mullen was watching the building. Lindsay told him that there were two entrances to the apartment block, the one they’d come in through and a back way that led into an alley full of dumpsters. Going out the front was too obvious. Scurrying out the back was, if possible, even more obvious.

They didn’t have much in the way of disguises.

“Sorry,” Lindsay said when he asked. “I didn’t know to hang onto all my past Halloween costumes.”

“I was hoping more for something along the lines of those Mission: Impossible masks,” Boone said, miming like he was about to peel off his face for a dramatic reveal.

Lindsay’s mouth quirked. “Were you secretly Tom Cruise all along?”

“Oh, come on. I’m taller.”

“I do like how tall you are,” she admitted. “It’s a definite plus. I like standing on my toes to kiss you.”

“I like the idea of picking you up,” he said, thinking about what it would be like to have her legs wrapped around his waist.

None of which was getting them anywhere closer to an exit strategy. He rubbed his hands back through his hair, pushing it up on end, trying to think. Once in Baghdad he had bailed out of a window when a firebomb had erupted—

Boone snapped his fingers. “Fire alarm. Do you have a fire alarm?”

“Not in here,” Lindsay said. “There’s one in each stairwell.”

And for all they knew, Mullen might be lurking in one of those.

“What happens if your smoke alarm goes off?”

“Usually I stand on a chair and bang at it with a broom until it stops screaming at me,” Lindsay said, “but I’m guessing that’s not what you mean. I’ve never let it just squawk forever, but I’m guessing...”

He could see her realize exactly what he had in mind, and an enormous smile spread across her face, toothy and undignified. He wanted to memorize it: it was a look of pure delight.

“I’m guessing,” Lindsay continued, “that it eventually triggers an alarm for the whole building. Which houses, oh, roughly three hundred people, most of whom will be home by now. We can get lost in the crowd. Are you going to breathe fire at the alarm?”

She sounded hopeful, and he hated to disappoint her, but there was no way he was going to risk releasing dragonfire—if he even had that option—in close quarters with her. No way in hell.

“I was going to use a match or a lighter. Or channel my college-aged self and burn the hell out of a grilled cheese.”

“Spoilsport,” Lindsay said. “I’ve got a lighter and a candle.”

She retrieved both and brought them back to him. Thankfully, they looked like they’d come through Mullen’s raid unscathed, as if even she hadn’t been able to figure out what use they could be; Boone felt like they were pulling ahead of her at least by a nose. The candle was one of those round jars, the scented ones: it smelled like warm vanilla and sugar cookies. Boone lit it and held it up towards the smoke alarm, feeling like he was attending the world’s strangest, most fragrant concert.

The smell of cookies and vanilla suited Lindsay, though. It intertwined with her natural scent, coiling up with the smoke until it felt like she was what was threatening to burn the place down. Looking at her, at the fine little tendrils of dark hair snaking around her ears, he had to think that was an accurate assessment.

And she loved him. She loved all of him.

The smoke alarm went off in blistering peals above his head. He couldn’t cover his ears and hold the candle up at the same time, so he just winced and tried to bear it. Lindsay, her hands flattened against her own ears, shook her head adamantly and raised her hands to cover his ears; she hunched her shoulders up against her own ears to try to block out some of the sound.

“I’m fine!” Boone yelled.

“You’ll go deaf!”

“You’ll go deaf if you keep trying to do that!”

“I can’t hear you!”

“That’s my point!”

“What?”

Thank God they were spared from more of that by the building alarm starting its own shrieking whistle. Time to get out.

Boone inventoried their condition quickly. Lindsay wasn’t taking an overnight bag now—too many of her belongings had been trashed—so they wouldn’t stand out from the crowd. And they were both wearing different clothes than the ones Mullen had last seen them in. Boone had borrowed one of Lindsay’s oversized pajama shirts, a baggy college T-shirt that he was lucky she’d wanted to fit her about as closely as a potato sack, and she had changed into workout clothes. Without asking, Boone knew that she’d intentionally chosen something she would easily be able to run in, if it came to that. He hoped it wouldn’t.

Though he was still grateful she’d thought of it. Firstly and most importantly, because he’d rather have her needlessly over-prepared than tragically unprepared, and secondly because his life was better off for knowing she owned a T-shirt that said CITY PLANNERS DO IT ALL OVER TOWN.

“Ready?” He didn’t know why he was asking when he knew she couldn’t hear him.

But she must have read his lips, because she nodded. She looked like all the soldiers he remembered, ready to go into war.

Maybe that was what he’d always needed. It had never occurred to him until now that it was nice to have someone to fight by your side—to share your life with you—as opposed to just having someone to come home to. Maybe someday Talia would really be some guy’s perfect match, but she wasn’t his. He needed more than that. He needed Lindsay.

All along, he’d needed Lindsay.

Boone seized her hand. He didn’t want to get separated from her in the throng of people outside, but it was more than that. He just wanted to hold onto her. So much more was going up in smoke than just that candle. He wasn’t going to let go of the one good thing these last few days had thrown his way.

Lindsay held him back just as tightly.

They funneled out into the hallway.

No Mullen, not that he could see. Good. That meant that she was probably outside, and by the time they made it out, they would just be two more faces in the crowd. Lindsay might have known most of these people, but Mullen didn’t.

They’d have to catch a bus to his place. Or an Uber. There was no way it would be a good idea to take Lindsay’s car, which Mullen had already identified, and his own was parked too far away; he could go back for it later, alone, but it was too risky to make a run for it now. It would put them too far away from the crowd. Boone pulled Lindsay to the side and showed her his phone, where he was quickly summoning a car for them. The app said it would only be a two-minute wait.

“Dude,” an obviously stoned college kid said, boggling at them, “why are you just standing there? Don’t you know there’s a fire? Wait, are you deaf? I know some ASL.” He made a couple floaty hand signals that Boone was ninety percent sure weren’t anywhere close to being actual sign language.

“We’re fine!” Lindsay yelled. “We can hear it. It’s complicated!”

The kid looked at them doubtfully. “Well, you gotta live your truth.” He ambled out.

After another tense minute, they followed him. Their ride had gotten a last minute burst of speed and was now only thirty seconds out.

Boone showed Lindsay his phone again, pointing to where it listed the make and model of the car. They’d want to get in and get going as quickly as possible. She nodded.

He mouthed another, “Ready?” at her.

She tugged him towards the door. A woman of action.

“Ready to live our truth!” she shouted.

They weren’t the last ones leaving the building, not by a long shot. And it looked like it wouldn’t have been too conspicuous for Lindsay to have dragged along an overnight bag, either—though Boone was still glad they didn’t have the weight of it slowing them down. Plenty of people were lugging out suitcases and TVs and laptops. They’d taken the time to grab up their valuables.

Boone wished he could apologize for scaring them. He hadn’t wanted to send anybody on a mad hunt through their apartment, looking for family keepsakes that couldn’t be replaced. They just hadn’t had another choice.

No way to explain it.

He spotted their car coming to an idling stop at the curb. He and Lindsay sprinted towards it.

He looked around as much as he thought he could afford to without the movement slowing him down, and at the last minute, as they threw themselves into the backseat of the Uber, he saw her.

Before, Boone had only seen her through the crack in the door. Lindsay had described her to him—“You wouldn’t ever get her mixed up with anybody else,” she’d said, shuddering—and this was... not exactly like what she had said. This woman seemed shorter than the one he’d had a partial glimpse of. And her hair was a carroty orange-red. Her suit was navy blue instead of black.

It couldn’t be the same woman. No way could it be the same woman. She could have maybe found some way to change suits while they’d been upstairs—though why would she have?—but she wouldn’t have ducked away somewhere to dye her hair. And she definitely wouldn’t have lopped an inch or two off her height.

But all the same, he knew her. Even as a blur. Even from a distance.

That slack, dead-looking face was exactly the same. So were the eyes, burning away angrily. She hadn’t picked them out of the crowd. She knew she was losing them, at least for the moment. She didn’t have to see their escape to know they were slipping out of her grasp.

But another thing he recognized in her was a horrible kind of confidence.

Run all you want, this other Mullen’s look seemed to say. I’ll still catch you in the end.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Lindsay sat in the back of the Uber, gripping her knees hard. She knew the danger was temporarily gone, even if it unfortunately wasn’t gone for good.

The second they’d been shut into the air-freshened car with its soft rock playlist, they’d been safe. The second they had gotten on the road and left the non-burning building behind them, they’d been even safer. There was almost no way for Mullen to catch up with them or tail them. And Boone, who ought to know safe from unsafe, seemed calmer. He was chatting with their driver, trying to make it seem a little more normal that they’d gotten picked up from a horde of swarming apartment residents.

He was fine. The situation was fine.

So she should be fine, right? Admittedly, she didn’t have Boone’s training, and she wasn’t used to life-and-death threats. It would make sense if she had a little more trouble calming down.

But this had to be more than that, didn’t it? She almost felt nauseated. She hadn’t felt like that even when they’d been in the hallway, waiting with bated breath for their ride to creep closer.

This couldn’t just be the aftermath of an adrenaline rush. Maybe she hadn’t been in this exact situation before—who had?—but she’d had rushes of excitement and fear before. She knew what it could feel like to bottom out after that. And it shouldn’t have felt like this. It shouldn’t have made her want to roll down the window and stick her head out like a sick dog.

She wasn’t willing to sink to that level just yet. Right now she was going to stick to just holding onto her knees and hoping for the best.

She’d thought she was doing a good job hiding whatever the hell was happening to her, but she’d forgotten the psychic sense Uber drivers had for people who might be about to throw up in their cars.

“Ma’am, are you all right? Do you need me to pull over?” There was an edge of panic in the guy’s voice. He jerked them into the right-hand lane like he wanted to get them to the shoulder of of the road as quickly as possible.

The lurch didn’t help Lindsay’s stomach. But, she realized, it didn’t hurt it either.

Whatever was going on with her wasn’t about motion sickness. It wasn’t about the danger they had been in, either.

Boone put his arm around her shoulders. “Lindsay, are you all right?”

She clenched her teeth for a moment and then managed to relax her jaw enough to manage a relatively normal response. “I’m fine, I promise.”

“You’re not carsick?” the driver said, veering over to the right again. “You can roll down a window.”

He went ahead and did it himself, sending a strong breeze whipping in to send Lindsay’s hair flying all around her. She got a piece of it in her mouth. It turned out that that having hair in her mouth definitely did not help with her nausea—yuck. That was the only thing so far to really make things worse. She pulled it out and rolled the window up, finger-combing her hair back into some semblance of order.

“I’m fine,” she said again, more firmly this time. Under her breath, just to Boone, she added, “How far are we from your place?”

He pressed his palm against her back, steadying her. “Ten minutes, probably.”

“I can drive faster!” their driver said. He flattened his foot against the gas pedal, and the car lurched forward so quickly they almost rear-ended the truck in front of them.

“See, honey,” Boone said, “he can drive faster.” Irony was coiled tightly around his voice. He was rubbing her back in little circles.

Lindsay tried to focus on breathing evenly. Was this what it felt like to be going into labor? In and out. In and out.

Boone definitely had the role of the worried husband down, she thought fondly. Suddenly it was easy to see him as exactly that. He’d be exactly what any woman in that situation would need. No anxious pacing back and forth, no disgust at the whole process. He’d hold her hand all the way through.

He rubbed his thumb across her shoulder blades. “You’re smiling. Feeling better?”

“Not really,” Lindsay said. “Just... thinking.” This didn’t seem like the right time to ask if he wanted kids.

“So I have a theory.”

Keep breathing. In and out. “Yeah?”

She said it as lightly as possible, but the driver still made another attempt to break the sound barrier.

“I’m not going to throw up in your car!” Lindsay said, losing her patience.

“Everyone always says that!”

“I promise you it’ll be way more of a mess if you get us killed than if she does throw up,” Boone said. “What the hell, man?”

Oh, Boone was going to get such a bad Uber rating from this guy. Lindsay hoped he was resigned to that. She moved her hand off her knee and onto his, squeezing it until she had his attention again.

“Theory,” she said through her teeth.

“I think you may have the same case of food poisoning that I did,” Boone said. “Remember how we wondered if it was going to hit you? We ate at the same time, but I got sick before you did?”

Their driver made brief, freaked-out eye contact with Lindsay in the rearview mirror. This time, Lindsay suspected, he wasn’t worried about the possibilities of food poisoning. Instead, he could tell by the blatant air-quotes in Boone’s voice that this was some kind of code, and now he was wondering whether or not this was a sex thing.

Lindsay at least respected his ability to speculate about that in silence. Presumably he drew a professional line. He might have been curious about whatever they’d done in bed, but if it wasn’t going to lead to ruined floor-mats, he wasn’t going to ask.

Little did he know, the true answer was so much weirder.

Draconian food poisoning.

A rush of strange, unearthly euphoria complicated the pangs that had Lindsay almost doubled over in her seat. So this was it. She hadn’t been left out. Whatever Eleanor had passed on, whether that was a poison or a gift, she had passed it on to them both. She and Boone really were a team.

She was going to become a dragon. Maybe, on whatever genetic or spiritual level that transformation took place on, she was part-dragon already. When they’d made love, she’d been stronger than she’d expected, stronger than she’d ever known herself to be before...

Another wave of pain made her clutch her stomach.

“Oh, that’s it,” their driver said. He seemed to view it more as a formal objection than an actual attempt to kick them out of the car, though, because he kept driving.

At this point, Lindsay was more than willing for him to stop. It felt like the atmosphere of the car was closing in around her, hot and sweaty, like she was being squeezed by some enormous hand. She rolled her window down, holding her hair back with one hand this time, and tried to gulp in fresh air. It burned on her tongue and all the way down her throat.

What if it happened too quickly? What if they didn’t get into Boone’s house in time?

But she couldn’t ask the driver to stop, she realized. She couldn’t afford for him to stop, no matter how much he wanted to, no matter how much she wanted him to.

If he stopped the car, she’d turn into a dragon on the side of the road. And the whole rest of her life, if she even survived to live it, would be spent inside a lab, being poked and prodded by scientists determined to figure out how she worked. That would have been a fate worse than death for Eleanor, and now she knew first-hand how the possibility of it felt. When she thought about this happening out in the open, her blood ran cold.

And the rest of her ran hot—hotter than ever. She coughed once and felt like fire was racing up her throat, eager to erupt from her mouth. She clapped her hand over her lips, trying to breathe in and out through her nose. No wonder Boone had worried about burning her by mistake.

Time stretched out like taffy. Once again she could hear Boone talking to the driver—probably convincing him to keep going no matter what—but this time she couldn’t make out any of the individual words. But his voice was a lifeline to her just as much as his knee and his hand on her back. She had him to hold onto.

For some reason she groped around inside her mind for the strange voice that had drifted in and out of her since Eleanor and the beach. It had reassured her before.

Now, she sensed, she needed to reassure it.

It’s the dragon part of me. It’s thrashing around inside me, making me burst at the seams.

We can’t go on like this, dragon-Lindsay. We have to work together.

She imagined reaching out a hand to the dragon that had burned her, the dragon that was tearing her apart from the inside-out. She didn’t know what it—what she—would look like, so she just imagined some cross between Eleanor and Boone... an image that dissolved, in her mind’s eyes, into something new. 

A dragon with shining silver and gold scales. A dragon with majestic golden wings that looked like they were made out of living sunlight.

That’s me, Lindsay thought, stunned. I’m beautiful.

She had never really known that about herself before. But now, looking at the dragon she had become or was becoming, she couldn’t avoid the knowledge. She didn’t even feel proud of it. It was simply true, and the truth of it rocked her back on her heels.

She reached for the dragon that was the other part of herself.

Shh, Lindsay said. She touched the dragon’s nose and felt the touch herself, like a mirror had reached out and touched her with a cool and watery hand.

Shh, she said. It’s all right. I’m okay with you coming into this world. I’m okay with you being me. I’m not scared, and I won’t fight you. We’ll get through this together. But you have to wait. If we change right now, all that’s going to happen is we’re going to rip this car apart and get a lot of people killed. Including us.

I can’t wait, the dragon said. It looked at her with pained eyes. Its voice was her voice, but not the way she’d heard it—usually while cringing—on her voicemail or in a home movie. It was the way she heard her voice inside her head. It had the familiar cadence of her own thoughts. Our mate needs us. The creature is coming. Everything depends on us being able to fight.

Their mate? Boone?

Mate, Lindsay thought.

She felt like she was tasting the word. She liked it.

She said, We don’t have to fight right now. You have to believe me. You have to wait until we get to Boone’s house, until we get somewhere private. Can you do that?

The dragon shuddered. It was in pain too, Lindsay could see that now. It was having a hard time not bursting into the world, just like she was having a hard time stopping it. At least there would be relief for them both soon.

Unless this really was the longest ten minutes in the universe.

Lindsay decided that she wasn’t really asking a question. The dragon was her, wasn’t it? Then she was going to exert a little willpower and self-control.

Keeping herself from turning into a dragon could be a lot harder than stopping herself from reaching for another Oreo, though.

And to be fair, she’d never had a ton of success with Oreo moderation. But still. She could do this.

We can do this, Lindsay said to the dragon. She kept her voice firm. We can do a lot of things, and we can absolutely do this. Now hold on.

She squeezed Boone’s leg for dear life and closed her eyes.

She counted the seconds.
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The instant the car stopped, Lindsay sprinted out of it.

Under normal circumstances, she would have tripped over her own feet. Right now, despite the pain and the mini-convulsions wracking her body, she felt eerily graceful. Her only obstacle was Boone’s front door, which she beat her fists against in frustration. Some part of her knew she was out of her mind, but she couldn’t help it. She could hear the dragon inside her head keening in agony.

“I’ve got you,” Boone was saying. He was suddenly there, holding her in one arm while he used his free hand to open the door. “I’ve got you. Inside.”

Lindsay stumbled past him and into the house. She fell down on all fours, banging her knees on the floor, and coughed another burning cough. It felt like her chest was splitting apart.

Boone was pulling all the curtains and blinds, shutting out any prying eyes.

When the house was dark, Lindsay grabbed weakly at the dragon part of herself.

Now. It’s time.

The dragon needed no convincing.

Lindsay’s new form exploded out of her. It didn’t feel like a transformation. With Boone, she had watched as scales had bloomed on his skin and curved talon-like claws had ripped their way out of his hands. It had been violent, and it had looked painful, but she had seen it like a change. This—this felt like her whole body was being ripped apart, torn to shreds by what was bursting out of her. Only her mind, agonized and panicked, stayed the same.

No: her heart was the same too. And it wasn’t panicking. It was full of happiness and fierce, hot, pride, like some part of her was singing, YES, YES, YES, over and over again.

All around her, colors leapt into an almost hallucinatory level of brightness. Everything seemed to have its own sharp, glowing outline. She could see all the individual grains of the wood and the silky strands of Boone’s hair and every mote of dust that was hanging in the air. She spread out her wings, and the movement felt like stretching when she hadn’t been allowed to move for years and years. She was just waking up.

The pain was gone. This body was a pleasure.

She could do anything.

She turned to Boone and smiled at him, even though she knew that for him it would just be an extended row of prickly, needle-sharp teeth.

“You’re okay?” Boone came to her without hesitation and hugged her. The feeling of him against her newly-grown scales was strange but welcome. Any touch from him was always welcome.

She nodded. The burns in her mouth had disappeared, too. She felt new and unmarked.

Carefully turning her head away from him, she tried to shape this long, forked tongue and these nonexistent lips into words.

“It doesn’t hurt,” Lindsay said carefully, though what came out was something slippery and buzzing, like, “Ih duhssssssnnnn hurrrrr.”

“You can talk,” Boone said, floored.

If he wanted to call that talking. Lindsay raised one—hand? paw? foreleg?—and seesawed it back and forth. Sort of.

Boone tentatively ran his hand down her neck. Lindsay extended it for him, feeling like she was preening. The feathery spines running down her back straightened up at Boone’s touch.

“You’re beautiful,” he said softly. “You look like you’re made out of metal. Gold and silver and diamonds.”

It was what she had seen in her head, more or less. She nuzzled him, rubbing her head against his.

She couldn’t stop marveling over these new sensations. It wasn’t just the sensitivity of her skin or the feel of the air moving over her wings. It was the way it felt like she’d just been given an injection of clarity and courage. She felt super-charged, capable of tackling any problem that needed tackling. More than capable: eager.

She felt like the most potent, most distilled version of herself. This was her essence. In a way, it felt like this was who she had always been and like it was truer than anything else, the way a caricature sometimes felt more truthful than a photo.

Eleanor’s fire had burned away all the brushwood and trash that had cluttered up Lindsay’s life, and in its wake, all the things that were truly her—all the things that were only her—were bright and shining amid the ashes. The way she and Boone had huddled together intact on top of the glimmering, distorted glass made from the melted sand.

Maybe she shouldn’t find that as incredible—as powerful—as she did. Maybe losing some of her worries and weaknesses had meant losing part of what made her human.

But maybe not all weaknesses were created equal.

Parts of Boone had burned away too, but not his uncertainty over those bad memories about Talia; those were part of what made him who he was. Lindsay was sure that if she looked closely enough, she’d find problems of her own that had stuck around. She was defined by  some of those faults just as she was defined by some of those virtues, and those would have been too strong to be simply burned away.

But she didn’t mind that. If that was true, they were her faults, to be mended or dealt with or even just lived with. What mattered was how clean she felt.

No more insecurity about her body. Either of her bodies. No more worries about whether or not she and Boone had fallen for each other too quickly. She knew herself.

And she knew him—and she knew that he knew her too.

My mate, Lindsay thought again. Yeah. She could get used to that word and the weird sense of certainty it carried with it.

But there are other things to be concerned with.

Now that she’d transformed, her dragon’s voice was distant; now that she’d accepted that this was part of who she was, the voice sounded more and more like her own thoughts. But at least for now, Lindsay could still sense a little bit of difference there. It was the difference, she supposed, between her instincts and her conscious mind. Her conscious mind might be rejoicing in all this self-actualization, but her instincts knew that the threat to her and Boone was still out there somewhere.

And if she owed all this to Eleanor, then her instincts and her conscious mind knew that Eleanor’s death had to be avenged somehow. What had happened to her couldn’t be allowed to happen to anyone else.

There were things to do. She could fight better in this body, but she couldn’t strategize better in it, not if she couldn’t really talk to Boone.

As a dragon, she couldn’t do the hard, unglamorous work of finding out who exactly they were fighting. Who was Mullen? What did she want? Were they the only dragons out there?

No, Lindsay’s dragon said, a rumble from the bottom of her mind. We are not alone.

The sentence sent chills through her. Good? she asked the dragon. Bad?

I don’t know them any more than you do, the dragon said. But they are of our kind.

She had to admit that that didn’t tell her much. Humans were her kind, too, and look at all the things humans did to each other.

“I need to change back,” she said to Boone in that garbled, gargled slithery-hissy way. She had to say it three times before she saw the light bulb moment in his eyes that meant he’d understood her.

“You can do that,” Boone said. His voice was calm and reassuring. “You talked me through it, I’ll talk you through it. Piece of cake.”

Would it be? Really? Her transformation had come later than his—later and rougher. Maybe her transformation back would be harder, too. Maybe she’d be stuck—

Ah, there was one of those lingering faults. A tendency towards rapid-fire contingency planning for worst-case scenarios. That one was definitely part of who she was. Control freak Excel spreadsheet diagram girl.

It was part of who she was, and she couldn’t pretend it wasn’t, but right now, she knew she had to let it go.

All that power—and she still had to accept that she couldn’t control everything.

Boone had given up his shame. She had to give up her fear.

If she didn’t, she couldn’t get back to him. She couldn’t even get back to her own life.

Lindsay slowed her breathing down, wishing that she had given meditation a try just once. She knew she had to put herself into a calm and receptive state, but how did she do that? It felt like she was on a hamster wheel inside her head: Am I calm yet? Am I calm yet? Have I changed yet? Have I changed yet?

She pushed that away. She held onto the sound of Boone’s voice as it rose and fell. It didn’t matter what he was saying; it only mattered that he was there for her.

He was a steady and reliable constant, no matter how much she was in flux. He was there. He was hers.

When you were part of a team, you never had control over everything. You never needed to. She could trust him to have her back, just like he could trust her to have his. They were both strong, and they were both allowed to need each other, totally and completely.

He was the still center of her universe.

Her return to human form was almost painless. There was a little bit of sadness mixed in with the relief, just because she could see some of that intoxicating simplicity slipping away from her. She could see some of her old fragilities coming back home. It looked like a lot of them had just gone into hiding, incompatible with the rush of being a dragon, but now they were back.

But not all of them. She was better now. She was better for having her dragon, just like she was better for having Boone.

She was shrinking in stature but not in significance. She was losing a natural coat of armor, but she wasn’t losing her closest protector. She was losing her claws, but not her strength.

She rested for a moment in Boone’s embrace. There was a clarity and a power here, too, and one she maybe liked even more than being a dragon. She couldn’t imagine how she’d ever lived without the gentle press of his lips to her forehead, welcoming her home to him.

“I love you,” Lindsay said. 

He still returned the words without hesitation: “I love you too.”

“And,” she said, “we have work to do.”

She’d half-expected a playful rebuff to that, like he wouldn’t want to dive right back into their troubles when they could finally pause and unwind a little, but Boone just nodded.

He said, “If you can start the research, I’ll start dinner.”
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In the end, it didn’t happen quite that fast or quite that professionally. What happened was Boone dug up the ingredients to make a decent fried rice with egg and vegetables—he figured they were both in need of some comfort food—and Lindsay hovered around him in the kitchen. It was like they were dancing with different partners: he had a spatula and she had an iPad. But they were both more interested in each other than what they were doing, and that was what shaped their dance steps. Boone would move towards the stove, and Lindsay would move with him; she would lean against the counter, and he would drift her way.

Neither one of them wanted to leave the other alone.

Research, he decided, could wait until after dinner.

When the rice was done, he was tempted by the idea of opening a couple of beers for them—he’d always found that a cold, crisp beer went great with the hot, eggy sweetness of the fried rice—but he reluctantly decided that they probably shouldn’t risk it. One beer shouldn’t hit either of them too hard, but all the same, they needed to be at their sharpest. Even the difference between being at a hundred percent and being at ninety-eight could wind up mattering.

He ran it by Lindsay, who agreed with him and grabbed a Coke instead.

“Besides,” she said, popping the tab, “I still feel like I’m half-drunk from just—being a dragon. Do you know what I mean?”

Did he ever.

“It was like being in the middle of a war zone and feeling invincible,” Boone said. He dished out the rice. “I wish we had egg rolls to go with this... No, I think it was more like I was the war zone. Everything was flying around, total chaos, but it didn’t change what I was. I know that doesn’t make sense, when I was what changed, but it felt like I was still me and everything else had gotten crazy. The colors alone...”

“They were so intense,” Lindsay said.

“And the smells.”

“Everything.” She shook her head like she still couldn’t believe it and took a bite of her rice. “Oh my God, Boone, this is incredible.”

“It’s okay,” Boone said. He couldn’t keep himself from grinning at the compliment, though. “You’re just starving. Incredible would be if we had egg rolls.”

“You’re hung up on this egg roll thing.”

He shrugged and forked some rice into his mouth. “A little, yeah. It’s not Chinese food without egg rolls. Not in America, anyway. And speaking of things making you feel tipsy, by the way, look at the clock.”

He saw her eyes flit over to the glowing green dial of the microwave. “Eight-thirty. Okay, no wonder I’m hungry. We never even had lunch.”

“Right, but think about it. The first meal we had together, the first time we met, was lunch. Brunch, I guess, technically. And that was yesterday.”

Lindsay put her fork down. “That feels like half a lifetime ago.”

“I know.” It almost made him dizzy.

He’d met her yesterday. Yesterday. And he couldn’t imagine living without her now. And no matter how much they had packed into these hours, no matter how long many years it would have taken to have those experiences together normally, nothing could change the fact that he had met her yesterday and he loved her. Unquestionably. Without a single shred of doubt.

He said, “When it comes to you, though—I’ll take the lifetime. The whole rest of my lifetime.”

She had said she loved him, and he believed her, but he still knew he might be offering her too much too soon. This might not be what she wanted, or she might not know yet what she wanted. It was exactly what he’d told himself earlier he’d keep himself from doing—but that felt like half a lifetime ago, too. That was before they’d made love. Before they’d run from Mullen. Before he had felt her turn human again in his arms.

He couldn’t keep himself from holding his breath while he waited for her answer.

Which, as it turned out, he couldn’t have predicted, because what she said was, “Ever since Eleanor, have you been hearing a little voice in your head?”

Yes, the little voice in Boone’s head affirmed.

Okay, so were they completely changing the subject, then? He’d just have to roll with it. It was his fault for pushing things too far. The last thing he wanted to do was make her uncomfortable.

“Yeah,” he said. “It sounds like me, but not entirely like me. I was kind of chalking it up to stress, something I’d have to have looked at someday.”

If I live through all this.

“But I’m hearing it too,” Lindsay said. “Another version of me, like you said. I think—I’m ninety-nine percent sure, actually—that it’s our dragons.”

She looked more comfortable than he was with saying impossible, unheard-of sentences. He respected that.

His dragon. That made a kind of sense. And in big picture terms, it was way more important to talk about that than to talk about their relationship, even if it was killing him to think that she didn’t feel the same way.

Focus, Boone told himself. If she doesn’t, she doesn’t, and she still said she loves you. She still might feel the same way someday. And that’s not what she’s interested in talking about right now, so just focus.

Okay. The voice of the dragon. No: the voice of his dragon, the dragon that was as much a part of him as his art or his war days, as much a part of him as his past or his present.

Are you me?

We’re us, the dragon voice said. It seemed to echo through him, reverberating through his whole life.

“I believe you,” Boone said. “That’s what it feels like to me too.”

Her smile was effervescent, so full of life that it felt like flowers would start spontaneously blooming in the air around her. Like a comic book illustration. Boone knew he was biased, but it felt like it would have been impossible to see that smile without falling in love with her.

“Well,” Lindsay said, “my dragon—I feel like it’s tapped into my instincts in a way that I’m not. It doesn’t have any information that I don’t, but it processes differently. Better, in some ways. There are things that I could debate forever, but what my dragon knows, it knows. And—one of the things it knows, one of the things it said about you, that my heart said about you, was that you were...”

It was the first time he’d seen her blush like that in a while. This still made her face turn pink, even though they were mostly past embarrassment with each other. Huh.

She took a deep breath. “It said that you were my ‘mate.’”

MATE, Boone’s dragon agreed in what was almost a bellow.

Mate? And here he had been worried he was pushing her into too much too soon by wanting to propose to her. To be someone’s mate felt—to the dragon part of him, anyway—even more permanent and inarguable. It felt like fate and, at the same time, more than fate.

His genetics had locked into hers—and their choices had led them to each other and they had embraced each other. Every part of them was right for each other. Every part of them had chosen each other.

“Mates,” Boone said. He could feel his smile spreading out, getting wide enough to match hers. “And what do you think that means? What does your dragon think?”

Lindsay met his eyes. He had seen the gold flecks in the deep brown of her irises before, but now he saw something that he thought was new: a fine circle of silver around her pupils, the exact color of some of her dragon scales.

Lindsay said, “I think it means that we’re forever. And I like that.”

Boone suddenly felt like he was having trouble swallowing around the lump in his throat.

He said, “I like that too. Forever sounds good to me.”

They held hands across the table. For the moment, it felt like there was nothing else they needed to say. They ate one-handed so they wouldn’t have to let go of each other.
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He’d been right. The research waited until they were done with dinner. But it wasn’t anxiety tying them close together, making it hard for them to break apart right now to focus on different things. It was a honeymoon-like rush, the drive to not be away from each other when they’d only just found each other.

He was going to cut himself a lot of slack for how much his thoughts had started sounding like greeting cards. He was an artist too busy to paint; those kinds of flourishes had to come out somewhere.

Boone put the dishes in the sink to soak and joined Lindsay at the kitchen table. This time, it was immediately apparent that she was all business. She already had her notebook and his iPad laid out in front of her, and she’d stuck an extra pen behind her ear, where the tip nudged against her ponytail. She looked like a cross between a sexy librarian and a Latina Nancy Drew, and he decided he was very into it.

Or he would have been if the attraction hadn’t been warring with a severe lack of sleep. Last night had been touch-and-go at best, and today had been such a rollercoaster ride that all he wanted to do was crawl into bed with her.

And, against all odds and nature, actually sleep.

Just as he was thinking that, he heard Lindsay yawn against her hand.

“I don’t know about you,” she said, “but I’m exhausted. Maybe research adrenaline will carry me through, but I don’t know for how long.”

Research adrenaline. He grinned. So running for her life today had been one thing, sure, but it hadn’t been quite as exciting for her as cracking the books.

“I’m tired too,” he admitted. “And you’re the one who knows what you’re doing. My main information-gathering is finding stock photos to use when I’m making something digitally, and somehow I doubt that’s going to come in handy. So whenever you’re done, we’re done, and in the meantime, whatever you need me to do, I’ll do. Like make coffee or admire you.”

“Either of those sounds good. Do you have a laptop? The typing’s easier.”

“I do.” He fetched it for her, glad to feel somewhat useful. Maybe he should go ahead and put the coffee on.

Lindsay cracked her knuckles before she got started, like a baseball player coming up to the pitcher’s mound. She looked down at his keyboard, and the corners of her mouth fell slightly.

“I’m used to mine,” she said quietly. “Or my work computer. Your keyboard’s flatter.”

He almost said that he was sorry, but he knew it wasn’t really a complaint. He took her hand and stroked his thumb along her knuckles.

He could tell she was thinking of her trashed apartment. Her missing laptop. Boone knew how much of his own life was tied up with his computer—how many projects he’d created on it—and how much of his history was lying around his house.

Lindsay had lost all of that, and she hadn’t even had any time to process it.

She touched her eyes with her free hand, delicately dabbing away tears before Boone could even see them.

“We’ll get your computer back,” Boone said firmly.

He just wished he could promise they’d get back everything Mullen had stolen from her. But there was no way to retrieve her peace of mind, and no way to mend all those broken things.

“I know,” Lindsay said. “I know we will. And I know that’s not even the most important thing. It’s ridiculous to be upset about this in the grand scheme of everything.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Research!” she said loudly, clearly choosing to tunnel into a single-minded focus. “I do so much of this as part of my job—”

Boone couldn’t help but interrupt. “You do so much researching of dragons as part of your job?”

“No, smartass. I do so much researching in general as part of my job. Water tables, soil samples, zoning laws, public opinion surveys, records of businesses competing to offer on a storefront... And I’ve seen this movie. Where the girl goes to look up vampires and she just types in ‘vampires’ and gets back exactly everything you already knew about vampires, with no way of knowing whether or not the stuff is legit or just reheated Dracula.”

“You’ve clearly spent more time watching Googling sequences in movies than I have.”

“They’re my pet peeve.”

She went on to explain why they were her pet peeve. In detail.

Boone briefly considered sketching himself sitting there listening to her, cartoon hearts drifting out of his head. It was what he felt like. And it would have been a reasonable use of his time, really, because he definitely didn’t understand anything she was talking about.

“—Boolean search terms,” Lindsay was saying. “But when you think about the metadata... Well, it’s just ridiculous.”

She looked at him, clearly waiting for some kind of response.

Boone gambled and scoffed a little and said, “Yeah, you’re completely right.”

“Thank you,” Lindsay said. She seemed satisfied by that answer. “Okay, so here we go. I’m going to look for Henry and Ursula first, but I don’t think it’s going to work.”

“Why not?”

She frowned at the screen, like she suspected it was hiding information from her. “Because we don’t even know their last names. I can search for people with those first names living in San Marco, but I don’t even know for sure that they’re within town limits. And Ursula is a little unusual, but there are going to be dozens of guys named Henry. And that’s assuming they’re on the public record at all—it doesn’t look like Eleanor was, not according to the news.”

Still, she tried. He watched her irritably run through a couple different searches, focusing mostly on Ursula’s more distinctive name, but she couldn’t turn up anything.

“I can’t exactly blame Eleanor for not providing us with business cards for these people,” Lindsay muttered, “but think of how handy that would have been. All right, enough futility for the night. This should be a little better. Dragons and Boolean search terms.”

She bent over the keyboard again.

So far as Boone could tell, Boolean search terms seemed to involve getting the search engine to exclude anything with certain words in it. So Lindsay would enter something like “dragons NOT fantasy” and immediately cut down all the book and movie descriptions she would otherwise have to wade through. Her fingers flew over the keyboard, and in under a minute, she had a whole browser’s worth of tabs opened up.

Seeing that her attention was totally absorbed in her work and that it had made a spark of energy creep back into her face, Boone stood and went back to the kitchen, determined to make himself useful. He could still admire her from a distance, after all.

He went ahead and did the dishes. With everything so complicated, it was soothing to do something simple, to take a dirty skillet and make it clean again. He dried each fork until the steel tines shone like silver.

He could feel himself falling asleep on his feet, but it wasn’t unpleasant. For right now, he and his dragon—his instincts—were in agreement. They were safe for a little while. They could afford this moment of stillness. He decided to make a pot of coffee after all, just in case Lindsay would want some, and when it was ready, he brought her out a cup of it, sweet and milky, the way he remembered her taking it at the diner.

She had brought her legs up onto her chair and was sitting cross-legged facing him, her face luminescent in the pale glow of the laptop. She seized upon the coffee mug gratefully and thanked him at length.

When she’d gulped down half of it, she said, “Here’s what I’ve got.”

“Already?” Boone whistled.

She tried to look modest, but he could tell she was genuinely pleased at the compliment. “It’s what I do. And just picture a giant asterisk by everything I’m about to say, pointing you towards very small print that adds that, oh yeah, I don’t really know whether or not any of this is accurate.”

He laughed. “Duly noted.”

“I’ve found a couple of things that look legitimate. They’re posted by people who have a social media/screen name presence that isn’t entirely devoted to Loch Ness Monster sightings and UFO abductions.” She pushed her glasses up. “Although for all we know, Nessie’s real too, and so are little green men. It’s not like we would have said dragons were real. Anyway. All that aside, I found some people who were talking about dragons but not talking about anything else out of the ordinary—and a couple of them seem to be from around here.”

“How do you know?”

“A little bit of it’s guesswork, but if they use the same name on multiple websites, and it’s something distinctive, I’m willing to bet it’s the same person. So I can track them from a paranormal discussion board to their Twitter to their Facebook. Easy-peasy.”

“Cool. You’d make a good stalker.”

“Hey, a few clicks and I can pull up aerial photos of your house. The internet makes it way too easy for anybody to be a good stalker. But right now, I don’t mind.”

“Okay, so we’ve got a handful of San Marco people—”

She shook her head. “Not entirely San Marco. One of them’s here, or was here, but I’ve got more in the surrounding areas. And here’s something else that makes me think they might be legit—even when I don’t focus on what’s near us, all these supposed sightings... they’re almost all coastal. If I had time, I could make a map with all of them pinpointed.”

Lindsay sounded genuinely rueful that she hadn’t been able to whip him up a whole official PowerPoint presentation on the behavior and habitats of dragons. Boone could easily picture her now standing in front of a conference room, directing her laser pointer at a screen.

With those black-framed glasses and her hair up in a messy bun. And a skirt maybe slightly too short to be professional. Apparently he was back to the sexy librarian thing.

It was his imagination, after all.

“I trust you,” he said. “Even without a map.”

“I don’t know why we would want to be near the water,” Lindsay said, musing.

We. They were part of the collective whole of dragons now. They hadn’t asked for it, but here it was all the same. Like a car crash. Some sudden disaster and now, boom, their lives were changed forever. He accepted that, but he still wasn’t sure how he felt about it otherwise.

Your life was changed from the moment you met her, something inside him said.

No matter what his opinion was about the rest of the upheaval, he wasn’t going to argue with that. And he wasn’t going to remotely be sorry for it.

He said, “The inland ones you found—are they on lakes or rivers? That might at least tell us whether we’re looking at saltwater being important or just water in general.”

“Ooh, good idea.” She entered into a flurry of typing. “Yep. Mississippi River, Great Lakes region, Lake Tahoe... Water. There’s a big grouping around Seattle—the Sound and rain, so they doubled-up on staying wet. I can use this to rule out some of the sightings. No Death Valley dragons for us. And that still leaves us with a good handful of convincing people telling convincing stories. And one of them lives just half an hour away. Zeke.”

“Zeke,” Boone said, trying the name out. “Okay. Let’s see if Zeke wants to talk to us.” He yawned. “In the morning.”

“In the morning,” Lindsay said. She closed his laptop, echoing his yawn. “I’ve never in my life had a cup of coffee and then gone straight to bed, but I’ve been having a lot of firsts lately.”
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Lindsay was on the beach again, in the shade beneath the boardwalk. The sand was gray, and as she looked around, she noticed that everything was gray, like the color was bleeding out of the world drop by drop. Boone was there too, black-and-white like an old movie. While he looked good that way—people usually did look good in black-and-white, in her limited photographic experience—she missed the colors of him, the warmth of his skin and the brown of his hair.

I’m dreaming.

The ocean roared in her ears. She felt like she was inside a conch shell, down at the bottom, listening to the noise of the trapped sea. She always secretly believed the legend that she was hearing the ocean whenever she listened to a conch shell, even though she’d known since she was a kid that it was just the echo of her own blood running through her ears.

Maybe she’d been destined for dragonhood. Some part of her had always believed in magic.

It felt like everything was on pause. Like she was inside of a photograph.

Suddenly, Eleanor was there with them.

Lindsay recognized her at once, even though she looked completely different than she had when they’d met. Her hair was in a thousand little braids. She was wearing a dress that looked either old-fashioned or futuristic or possibly like high fashion straight from some Paris runway. It looked like nothing Lindsay had ever seen hanging in a store, anyway. It had to be from some other world or some other time.

“Are you a ghost?” Boone said.

No matter how ethereal and distant everything else was, his voice was immediate and familiar. Lindsay was glad of that.

“No,” Eleanor said. She sounded very sure of herself. “I’m not a ghost.”

“But this is where you died,” Lindsay said, looking around at the abandoned beach. It wasn’t raining this time.

Eleanor shook her head. “We aren’t on the beach. We’re in the fire.”

It gave Lindsay chills, something she wouldn’t even have thought she was capable of without her actual body on hand.

She said slowly, “We’re in hell?”

“No!” Now Eleanor looked aghast. “No, of course not. I’m not—” She sighed. “I’m not a continuation of myself, I’m just an excerpt. When I breathed out the fire that transformed you, it created this little magical nook, this one-time place where we could meet. And it cut part of myself away, like with a pair of scissors, to wait for you here. Until you’d both transformed and could reach me here.”

Well, Lindsay thought dryly, that makes about as much sense as anything else.

“We’re asleep,” Boone said. “Back in our world. I think.”

Lindsay nodded. “I remember going to bed.”

“Yes,” Eleanor said. “We don’t have much time.”

Eleanor sat down on the sand and did it so unselfconsciously that Lindsay felt she might as well, too: what was she worried about, staining her imaginary dream clothes? Boone followed suit.

Eleanor smoothed her skirts over her legs. Her face was perfectly composed. 

“You can’t let the creature find you,” Eleanor said.

“We think her name is Mullen—”

“It has no name. It has no gender. It has no one body. You’ll recognize it when you see it again, but you’ll have to look closely. They can’t hide themselves well, but they can hide, so always make sure you pay enough attention to sniff them out.”

Lindsay nodded. “She looked stiff. Dead, almost.”

“And furious,” Eleanor said.

“I saw her too,” Boone said. He glanced over at Lindsay. “I didn’t have a chance to tell you, what with everything going on, but—she didn’t look exactly how you described her, she’d changed clothes and hair... I thought maybe I was wrong. But I wasn’t, was I?” he added to Eleanor. “That was her. It. That was it.”

“You wouldn’t mistake anyone else for one of them,” Eleanor said, “even if you happened to mistake one of them for someone else.”

That made a kind of strange sense to Lindsay. Something not-real could fool you into believing it was real, maybe—you could jump if a mannequin suddenly appeared behind you—but you didn’t get something real confused with something not-real. You didn’t think a person was a mannequin or a robot. She wouldn’t have thought a person was Mullen, either, even if she had, at first, thought Mullen was a person. That shivery feeling on the back of her neck had known better.

“Did you find Henry and Ursula yet?” Eleanor said.

“No. We didn’t know where to look for them. We want someone to come here tomorrow, someone who might know something, but—”

“Fly,” Eleanor said. “At night, fly. They’ll find you.”

Flying. The thought was incredible. She’d known they had wings in their dragon form, obviously, but she felt dizzy at the thought of actually using them.

“We can’t just go flying!” Lindsay said. “Not just above the city! Someone will notice.”

“We can all choose to be unseen and unseeable,” Eleanor said. “Except to each other. The world won’t see you, but other dragons will. You have to find them.”

“Who are they?”

“My friends,” Eleanor said, though she made a face that indicated that maybe that wasn’t completely accurate. “Well, they’re sort of like friends and sort of like parents. Or grandparents. You humans don’t have a precise equivalent to them. They lead our clan.” She looked over their shoulders.

“What is it?” Boone said, turning his head in the same direction.

Eleanor smiled sadly. “The tide’s coming in. My whole life, every day, I’ve seen this coming. I always knew how it would end.”

Lindsay blinked back tears. “Do you really have to go?”

She knew she didn’t know Eleanor, not really. But Eleanor was so alive here, so vivid and helpful, and she had died so bravely and so badly. It felt like all Lindsay wanted was to rescue her from that, from whatever fate Eleanor herself seemed to think had been inevitable.

“No,” Eleanor said gently. “I get washed away. This is how it goes.”

She pressed their hands in hers. The physical contact shocked Lindsay—she’d thought it was still impossible here. Maybe it was, outside of Eleanor. Maybe it was Eleanor’s magic—or even her fierce willpower—that was letting her do it. Her hands were cool, and her grip was strong.

“This isn’t the end for you,” Eleanor said. “This has to be your beginning, or everything else is hopeless. I’m counting on you.”

“Counting on us for what?”

But the tide was sweeping up now, wetting their legs. They all scrambled up.

“Henry and Ursula will tell you everything,” Eleanor said. “Everything they can. I might have seen the future, but they know our present and our past. They can explain what’s needed. But I’m telling you what I know, and that’s that our world depends on you. Everything does.”

The tide pulled and sucked at their feet.

Eleanor reached down, took off her shoes, and walked barefoot into the surf. She turned around and grinned at them over her shoulder. She wasn’t sad anymore. She looked calm and fresh and playful.

“But no pressure,” she said.

She walked into the sea. It welcomed her in, letting her step further and further out, never quite sweeping her off her feet but letting her have the dignity of choosing its embrace. She was still tall and straight, like a reed, when the water swept over her head.

Lindsay stood there and watched the waves. This time, she knew, Eleanor was not coming back.
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She woke up before Boone. She didn’t want to get out of bed—it was too comfortable being nestled up against him—and she really didn’t want to wake him up, but she knew she needed to call in sick to work.

Or maybe take a personal day. What time code did supernatural difficulties and mortal danger fall under?

She had already texted her boss and started a new pot of coffee when the memories of the dream came back to her, sinking in slowly.

Eleanor. Monsters who could look any way they chose, except convincingly real. Henry and Ursula. Invisibility. The waves smoothly and seamlessly closing over Eleanor’s head.

Had any of it been real? She had never had a dream that vivid. She’d maybe had dreams that had rivaled last night’s in sheer weirdness—the one with her high school physics teacher and Oprah’s list of Favorite Things and the broken lemonade pitcher came to mind—but they hadn’t had the same lingering sense of being truer than true. This dream felt like a poem, one where the feeling lingered even if Lindsay couldn’t exactly understand it.

Her toast had just popped up when Boone came in.

“I would have made you breakfast,” he said. He actually looked mildly offended.

“You’ve done enough cooking for me already. And you’re letting me crash here.”

“I want you here,” he pointed out. “You know that.”

She did. It was just easy to keep forgetting that their togetherness was a fact now, as unyielding as a law of nature. She could ask him right now if she could move in, and he would say yes. Knowing that, Lindsay decided to defer the pleasure of that conversation for later, when she could really enjoy it. Right now, she just tucked the certainty in her pocket, like a rabbit’s foot to hold onto in hard times.

She was sure there’d be plenty of those today.

She buttered her toast and took a crunchy bite. “Plus I wasn’t sure when you’d be up.”

“That’s a better point,” Boone said. “How long have you been up?”

“Not that long. Twenty minutes, maybe. Some of us aren’t handsome, self-employed artists who get to make our own schedules, so some of us have to call in sick to work if we’re going to spend the day tracking down dragon hunters.” She opened the fridge to look to see if he had any jelly or jam, and while she was scrutinizing the shelves, she said—trying to sound offhanded—“How’d you sleep?”

She came up with a jar of blackberry jam and turned around.

Boone’s face had changed; she could almost see the memories rushing back into him.

He said, “Did you have those dreams too?”

Lindsay tried the jar lid and got nowhere. She held it out to him. “Get this open for me?”

“Why even have a boyfriend if he can’t open jars?” He popped it off in one smooth motion—show-off, Lindsay thought fondly—and handed it back to her. “But did you?”

It was weirdly hard to talk about it, even to him. She thought it was just that she didn’t have the necessary words. She’d never experienced anything like any of that, never in her whole life.

But then, she’d had a lot of those experiences lately. She and Boone would have to come up with a whole new language for just the two of them to use with each other.

“I dreamed about you,” she said. “And Eleanor.”

“We were with each other,” Boone said. “We were on the beach again, with Eleanor—”

“We definitely had the same dream,” Lindsay said. She blinked a couple times to hold back whatever tears were there when she thought about Eleanor walking into the sea. “We won’t see her again.”

“I didn’t expect to see her then,” Boone said quietly. “It’s good to have one miracle. Two, counting you. Three, counting dragons. I’m not going to get too greedy.”

“Four,” Lindsay said with a weak smile, “counting invisibility.”

He’d started opening the bread again, and then he almost dropped it. A goofy, delighted smile spread across his face. “That’ll teach me to get sidetracked by something profound. Superpowers. We have superpowers.”

Lindsay laughed. “We could already turn into dragons.”

“Turning into dragons isn’t a superpower,” Boone said, with a slightly huffy tone. “That’s an entirely different genre. I’ve got all the Marvel movies, and there aren’t any of them where anyone turns into a dragon. Or a werewolf.”

“There’s a talking raccoon.”

“He didn’t used to be human!”

“Dork,” Lindsay said.

“Oh, and you came up with that talking raccoon example off the top of your head because you never watch superhero movies.”

She grinned. “‘I am Groot,’” she quoted in a gravelly voice. “I can’t do a good Rocket Raccoon impression, though, so you’ll have to settle for my talking tree. Okay, yes, we’re both dorks. And you’re technically right, invisibility is a superpower, turning into a dragon is a... I don’t know what it is. A werewolf spin-off.”

“Thank you,” Boone said primly. She could see the laughter pent up in his eyes. He got the twist-tie off the bread and started making his own toast.

It was funny how normal and relaxed all this was. The faint smell of sourdough in the kitchen, the smoothness and sweetness of the jam on her tongue, the easy rhythm of their joking around, the shared certainty that they could both get serious when they needed to. It was easy to see what the rest of her life with him would be like. She’d never had that before, but with him it was effortless.

They sat down at the table. If one of them had had a newspaper, Lindsay would almost have felt like they were straight out of some upgraded Leave It to Beaver. Maybe if there were a couple of kids running around...

Maybe one day there would be a couple of kids running around.

“Do you like kids?” she said. She felt her ears heat up with a sudden blush.

Boone looked perfectly calm, however. “You mean do I want kids?”

“Yeah. Not to bombard you with relationship stuff.”

“I’ll take all the relationship stuff you can throw at me.” He grinned at her. “And yeah, I always thought kids would be nice.”

Her smile matched his. “Me too.”

He looked so irresistible sitting there all sleep-rumpled and calm that she just wanted to take him to bed again. He made it hard to remember that their lives might be on the line.

She cleared her throat, trying to summon up a very serious face to offset the silly heart-eyes she knew she was sporting. “Okay. Dragon business.”

“So we need to see if we can turn invisible,” Boone said, “and actually, we need to make sure we can turn into dragons.” 

Lindsay blinked. “We know we can turn into dragons.”

“We know we did it once, involuntarily. I want to know if that was just a first-time thing or if all our transformations are going to happen like that, out of our control, like someone who’s epileptic having a seizure.”

Well, that cast a shadow over her cozy little domestic scene.

It had been so easy and quick for her to turn human again that she realized she’d been taking it for granted that going back and forth would, after that first awful breaking-in, be as easy and deliberate as stepping in and out of a pair of shoes.

If she couldn’t control her shifts, then she couldn’t have a normal life at all. It had been agony keeping her dragon locked away for the duration of that Uber ride—would that just be how things were from now on? She’d be at work, right in the middle of an important project, and suddenly she’d have to get somewhere private—and spacious, too, given how big dragons were—before she became headline news?

Stop panicking, her dragon said firmly. She recognized the way that particular voice cut through the hubbub in her head. It was her dragon, and it sounded like her—but it also sounded a lot like her older sister.

Apparently her instincts knew that in bad moments, you wanted someone else to comfort you. You didn’t want to do all the work yourself.

You don’t have to worry about that, her dragon said. It’s insulting that you think I can’t control myself.

You couldn’t control yourself, Lindsay said.

It ruffled its wings at her irritably. Dragons were the true Angry Birds.

Boone said, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She realized she’d closed her eyes, but she kept them closed. “Just having an emergency summit with my inner beast.”

Change is hard and bloody, her dragon said. Especially the first time. Your body had to crack to let me out. Next time it will be easier, and then it will be easier still. Easy to bring on, easy to resist. We can work together now.

And no argument about being my inner beast? That’s not mean or anything?

It let out a low, growling purr that Lindsay liked—even though she thought the smart thing might have been to be afraid of it.

I am your inner beast, the dragon said. I am wild, and so are you.

Okay. That was... something.

She opened her eyes again. “Dragon-me says that’s not going to be a problem. Now that we’ve broken ourselves in, so to speak, changing and changing back is going to be a lot more comfortable. We can do it when we want, and we won’t do it accidentally.”

“Does dragon-you know anything about invisibility?” Boone said. “It’d be nice to have a cheat-sheet.”

No, Lindsay’s dragon said crossly. It’s not instinctual. You don’t know how to juggle instinctively, even though humans can juggle.

“No,” Lindsay said. “And it’s really defensive about it.”

Boone’s eyes also dropped closed for a second, and then he said, “Yeah, so is mine. You know, you wouldn’t think that things that breathe fire should be so touchy, but I guess it means everyone has to try to stay on their good sides.” He added a little more jam to his toast. “So after breakfast, want to spend some time trying to be invisible?”

“You took the words right out of my mouth.”
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Unfortunately, the only strategy she and Boone could think of was to try to relax themselves into a state of total transparency.

They didn’t know it would work. But they didn’t know it wouldn’t work, which was more than Lindsay could say about some approaches. If complete embarrassment could make a person turn invisible, she would have figured it out in high school. The pool party with the white shorts and her surprise first period... even now, thinking of that made her want to wink out of existence. So humiliation was off the table. Relaxation was on.

She just wasn’t very good at it.

Plus, they both kept closing their eyes to try to relax, and then they couldn’t tell if anything had worked.

“Am I invisible yet?”

Quick peek. “No, sorry. ...Okay, am I invisible now?”

“Nope.”

“Dammit.”

And so on and so on.

Finally, Boone said, “Either this isn’t working, or we’re just not very relaxed people. Or both.”

Lindsay opened her eyes. “Plus, I’m getting sleepy.” She plopped down on the broken sofa, running her hand over the split where Boone’s dragon tail had lashed it in two. “My office brings someone in every couple of months to lead us through guided relaxation sessions—it’s cheaper than giving us more vacation days. I’m never very good at that either.” She frowned. “And I’m not always very good at taking my vacation days, for that matter. I still think we deserve more of them, though.”

“I’m a big champion of the four-day work week,” Boone said.

He collapsed beside her, and she snuggled up to him, resting her head on his shoulder. She was in serious danger of falling into the crack in the sofa, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.

Boone continued, “Of course, I can just take days off whenever I want—ow.”

She’d given him a light smack. “Don’t rub it in that you get to work from home. ‘Ooh, I’m Boone, I can sleep in till ten o’clock and wear pajamas all day.’”

Boone shook his head. “It’s not everything it’s cracked up to be, really. I get lonely.” He grazed his fingers over her arm, making her skin tingle. “If I don’t think about it, I can go all day without seeing another person. I still see my friends, but that’s usually once a week. Sometimes I feel like I’m going feral, cooped up all day without anybody who knows me around. So I take walks, or go to the beach and fall in love with pretty trash-pickers. It’s not like it’s always depressing, but it can be, if I’m not careful to break up my time with errands or time spent outside the house.”

She could see that. She had a little bit of a homebody streak herself, and a few days vegging out on the couch sounded heavenly—but if those few days just kept stretching on and on, if she couldn’t joke with anyone or talk about TV or even just complain about a bad night’s sleep... that could get lonely. Lonely and sad.

“You don’t have to worry about that now,” she said. “You’ve got me, and you’ve got a split personality riding shotgun in your head. Three’s a crowd.”

He smiled at her and motioned for her to lean back; she lay against his chest, her feet up on the couch.

It was comforting to be held by him. It was impossible for her to get enough of it.

Lindsay could suddenly feel a strange rectangular ridge under her scalp. She stuck her hand back there and realized he was wearing dog-tags. She toyed with them, flipping them back and forth between his fingers.

“I put those on this morning,” Boone said. “It just felt right.”

“They suit you.”

He chuckled. “You’re not even looking at me.”

“I’m feeling you. Even better.” She ran her thumb over the ridged letters of his name. “We’re going into battle. Now you’re armored.”

His arms tightened around her almost in a spasm, and then he said, “Lindsay Garza, you’re a genius.”

She sat up and turned around. “Not that I’m refusing the compliment, but—why, exactly?”

Boone was grinning. She loved the way such a wide smile created those little crinkles at the corners of his eyes. “Because the invisibility doesn’t have anything to do with relaxation. That relaxing would help us turn human again—sure, that makes sense. People are more vulnerable than dragons, so it makes evolutionary sense for us to have to feel safe in order to change back. But invisibility is a stealth mechanism, something the dragons have because they know the human world can be dangerous for them. It’s not something you relax into. It’s armor.”

He stood and squared his shoulders.

“I’m going to try again. Tell me if it works?”

He was still there for another moment, solid and opaque, and then he winked out like a light.

“Boone!” Lindsay reached out and caught his invisible hand. “You did it!”

It was so uncanny to hear him answering her out of what seemed like thin air. “This is maybe even stranger than turning into a dragon.”

“Can you still see yourself?”

“Yeah, but I look different. This is going to sound weird, but there’s a kind of shimmer. I don’t know how else to describe it.”

He wrapped his hand around her wrist, but every part of her stayed firmly in sight. She didn’t know if he was checking that on purpose, but she thought it was good info to have.

“Try taking your shirt off or something. Or a shoe.”

“A shoe,” Boone said. “I know where taking my shirt off around you leads.”

She heard a low thump as he kicked it away from him, but she couldn’t see it—until slowly it dissolved into view again, an ordinary men’s tennis shoe.

Lindsay tugged her ponytail down and handed him the hair tie. “Hold this and see if it disappears.”

He took it from her. In a reverse of the shoe thing, the hair tie stayed visible for a few seconds, hovering in midair, and then faded into nothingness.

Okay. So if they needed to take something with them, they needed to make sure to keep hold of it the whole time—or if they dropped it, to pick it up quickly.

“I need to write all this down,” she said, making a move for the kitchen.

Boone’s invisible hand lightly stopped her, startling her.

“Sorry. I keep forgetting you can’t see me. The suspense is killing me, though—can we try to see if you can do this too?”

That seemed fair enough. Lindsay rolled her shoulders back and shook out her arms like she was limbering up for a particularly strenuous bit of exercise.

But unlike Boone, she had no experience in gearing up for any kind of real fight. The closest she’d ever come to that was tense, high-stakes presentations, and while she was sure they would have been stressful for anybody, she was pretty sure they wouldn’t feel the same as actual warfare. He had had an easy comparison to reach for when he imagined gearing up. She didn’t.

“Talk me through it a little,” she said. She still felt like she should be bending to touch her toes. Or she could break into jumping jacks. “I don’t know what armor feels like.”

She still couldn’t see him, but being able to hear him was enough. His voice was steady and almost hypnotic—maybe he would have been the one person who’d be able to talk her into an actual meditative trance.

“It’s not about feeling safe,” Boone said. “There’s no way to feel really safe—not down in your bones. Not even when you’re on the base, because you know the war’s just outside. It’s hard enough feeling safe at home. It’s about feeling how dangerous life can get and strapping up to face it anyway. You’re glad to have your armor, your flak vest or your invisibility or whatever, and it makes you braver, but it gets you further into the fight, not out of it.”

If she mastered this, today could end with the two of them turning the tables on Mullen and stalking her instead. It could lead to whatever threat lurked at the cove. It could lead to Henry and Ursula, dragon clan leaders who could tell them what the hell was going on.

Boone was right—the invisibility would give them a little bit of protection, but that protection was just a way to get them into a wider and more dangerous world.

It was a way of acknowledging that she was joining the fight. And was she? Was she ready for that?

Yes. Yes, I am.

She had always felt like the world was something big and exciting and colorful, and now it felt like the world had finally agreed with her. She wasn’t going to run away from that.

Bring it on, Lindsay thought, and girded herself with invisibility.

Unlike the dragon transformation, this came on fast and didn’t hurt at all. She just suddenly acquired that shimmer Boone had mentioned. Maybe he hadn’t known how to describe it, but she did: it was like wearing a slightly glittery coat of foundation. 

She could see him now, too: he looked normal to her. If anything, the colors of his hair and eyes and skin looked richer and more real.

“Are you shimmering?” he said.

“Full-body shimmer,” she did. “We did it.”

“We did.”

They went on looking at each other for a long time. Lindsay thought this might be the last real quiet moment they had for a while, and she wanted to savor it. She wanted to soak in this jewel-bright glimpse of him and hold it close.

He was her armor as much as the invisibility was. He was what made her feel ready to tackle anything.

So she took a deep breath and did it.

“Well,” Lindsay said, “Eleanor said to fly at night to meet the people we’re supposed to meet. That leaves us with a couple hours before sundown. We need data. You should go pick up your car from my place in case we need it. And then I can contact Zeke. Does that work?”

She looked at her watch and reconsidered her question. They had some time to kill.

“What if we have sex and then you go get your car and I contact Zeke?”

“That one,” Boone said. “I vote for that.”
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Chapter Eighteen
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Zeke wasn’t what Boone had expected.

To start with, she’d completely ignored the ruined couch and asked no questions about it. Maybe once you accepted the existence of dragons, coming into a house with trashed furniture wasn’t even worth asking about.

He’d also thought she was going to be a man. Apparently that surprise had shown on his face when he’d let her inside.

“Sometimes it’s safer online if people assume you’re a guy,” Zeke said, stripping off her leather jacket and folding it over the back of one of Boone’s chairs. “Not a five-foot-two black girl. And, let’s face it, I’m not what most people would be looking for in a woman, anyway.”

She probably meant her scars, which he had to admit were extensive. Zeke wore an embroidered tank top that didn’t even cover the ones on her shoulders, like she didn’t care at all, but the slight trace of bitterness in her voice made him wonder how true that was. More than that, it made him wonder what kind of assholes she had dealt with before to make her so defensively, self-deprecatingly tough. Whoever they were, Boone had the instant and ridiculous big brother desire to pummel them for her. Anyone who couldn’t tell that she was perfectly cute, scars or no scars, was an idiot.

And then that protective urge was buried by a slow, chilling realization that was like a glacier steadily freezing him in place.

The rippling, wrinkled scars that disfigured Zeke’s arms and almost half her face were burn scars.

Boone could think of a lot of ways for someone to get those kinds of burns. But when that someone was an expert on dealing with dragons...

He pictured Eleanor—not the slight, underdressed waif she’d transformed into but the enormous creature of coiled muscle and folded wings. He tried to imagine that kind of beast next to Zeke, a pixie who couldn’t have topped five-two if her life depended on it. It wasn’t hard to see who would have won in that fight.

And I was just getting over worrying about being a monster.

“Sorry,” Zeke said, looking back and forth between Boone and a speechless Lindsay, who was probably thinking exactly the same thing he was. “I know there’s nothing anyone can really say when I bring up the scar thing. Didn’t mean to make it awkward. Um, so you have a dragon problem?”

I’ll say.

Boone cleared his throat. He looked over at Lindsay, who gave him a tiny nod.

Limited honesty, they’d agreed. Time to give it a try.

“We found one,” Boone said.

Zeke raised her eyebrows. “And you’re sure? No worries it might have been a really ugly crocodile or a Komodo dragon that escaped from some rich guy’s private zoo?”

“I don’t think it was a crocodile,” Lindsay said. “And I’d definitely know if it was a Komodo dragon. I’m scared to death of those things.”

Boone was taken aback. “Really?”

“Sure. They’re enormous. They terrify me.”

“It’s such a specific animal to be afraid of, though. Not like spiders or dogs—”

“I love dogs,” Lindsay said. “And I work in a decrepit old building, I run into spiders all the time. They’re basically my coworkers. I couldn’t function if I was scared of spiders. I can function being scared of Komodo dragons.” She paused. “Oh, and Gila monsters.”

“I’ll go out on a limb and say it’s a good thing your office isn’t infested with Komodo dragons or Gila monsters,” Zeke said. She was grinning, like she’d taken an instant liking to Lindsay, which made Boone like her even more than if she’d taken an instant liking to him. “And okay, you know your scary reptiles. Maybe you did see a non-Komodo dragon. What did it look like?”

The first word that came to Boone’s mind was the really unhelpful draconian, so he waited a minute before he could come up with something better. “Huge. Over eight feet long, definitely. Scales—”

“What color?” Zeke said sharply.

“Purple. Well, sort of all along a pink-to-purple spectrum.”

“Like an ombre-dyed T-shirt,” Lindsay said.

“Talons,” Boone continued. He didn’t know what “ombre-dyed” meant, but he was willing to take Lindsay’s word for it. “Like a bird’s, long and black. Wings.”

“Also like a bird’s?” Zeke said. There was a glint of humor in her obsidian eyes, enough for Boone to suspect that she already knew they were telling the truth and now she was just screwing with them.

He was willing to play along. “More like a pterodactyl’s, actually. Or at least like one of the pterodactyls in Jurassic Park. And...”

He looked at Lindsay, trying to silently ask her if he should go on, get more specific. They didn’t have nearly enough information to know whether or not they should trust Zeke one hundred percent, but they’d have to make a call on it sooner or later. Boone didn’t know how much he’d have to know about someone to be sure he could trust them with dragon-related secrets. Might as well start now.

Lindsay said, “And she was dying.”

“She?” The razor edge was back in Zeke’s voice. She sounded like the question was urgent. “How did you know it was a she?”

“She... changed.” Lindsay’s voice shook a little, and as Boone watched, she tightened her hands into fists as if to steady herself as she revisited the memory. “When we found her, she was a dragon, and then she changed into a woman. Someone had hurt her. She was dying.” She swallowed. “She did die. We didn’t know what to do.”

Boone waited for Zeke to say that it was good the dragon woman had died, that the dragons were monsters, but to his surprise, she only reached out and squeezed Lindsay’s hand.

“I’m sorry. There probably wasn’t anything you could have done. They don’t go down easily, and if she was already that badly hurt... maybe another dragon could have helped her, but not a human. And not anything you’d find in a hospital.”

“She was nice, though,” Lindsay said. She shook her head, blinking back tears. “I don’t think she would have ever hurt anybody. And someone butchered her.”

Zeke nodded. Her face was full of painful mixed emotions—Boone saw everything from empathy to sadness to the weird thrill of someone who has finally found people she can talk to. He could even pick up on the flash of guilt she felt about that last part.

“More and more of them have been dying lately,” Zeke said quietly. “I think so, anyway. I found one too.”

“That’s why you’re interested,” Boone said, relief washing over him. So maybe a dragon hadn’t hurt Zeke.

Zeke smiled. “I couldn’t walk away from something like that. Apparently you guys couldn’t either. The one I found—it was hurt bad. Limping along the shore, bleeding this crimson light. I thought I was losing my mind. That the best-case scenario was someone had slipped me peyote. I went down to it.”

“It was just out in the open?” He had pictured Eleanor crawling back under the boardwalk like a cat, wanting to die in some relative privacy, wanting to stay hidden from the prying eyes of the world.

“In the cove,” Zeke said. “There’s not a lot of foot traffic there at the best of times, and this was mid-December and in the middle of the night. I was up on one of the cliffs.”

The cove. He saw Lindsay lean forward a little, like she needed to catch every word.

The cove was a gorgeous spot, but a dangerous one. The beach was just a thin ribbon of sand hundreds of feet below the slippery cliffside. In the summer, people picnicked on the cliff, spreading their blankets on the sleek stone... but they kept well away from the edge and never brought their kids there, not until they were old enough to know how to be careful.

(Even if, as Lindsay and her fellow city planners despaired, the ones old enough to know to be careful still often weren’t.)

He still had no idea why Eleanor had warned them away from it. Lindsay was right: she couldn’t have just been worried they’d slip.

And he couldn’t imagine why someone would be there in the winter, in the dark.

He had the feeling he was about to find out the answers to both.

Lindsay started to ask. “Why were you—”

Zeke shook her head swiftly. “Doesn’t matter.”

He guessed it didn’t. At any rate, that part of it wasn’t their business—no matter how curious he was.

“Anyway,” Zeke said, “I made my way down the path. It’s steep, and it winds around, and in the dark, you can barely see where you’re going, so it took me forever to make it down. I almost thought it would have disappeared by then. But it hadn’t. Not all the way.”

“All the way?”

“It was flickering. In and out like a candle. There, not there, there, not there. When it saw me, it looked at me for a long time with the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen... and then it slashed at its own leg.” She reached into her bag and took out an enormous, shiny, red-violet dragon-scale. “It pried off one of its own scales and slid it to me across the sand. And then it changed. It turned into this man—this guy my dad’s age. He was roughed up and bleeding everywhere, but he could talk. He asked me to drive him somewhere, said I should keep the scale. He was kind of out of it, but it was like he thought the scale was some way of repaying me.”

“It is beautiful,” Lindsay said.

“I’ve never shown it to anyone before,” Zeke said softly. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever owned. But I don’t know what it meant to him. And I never got a chance to ask—I took him where he wanted to go and some people took him in.”

She put the scale back in her bag. Even though Boone knew it was hers, he felt a weird, horrible sense of loss at the idea of never seeing it again.

“I went inside,” Zeke continued, rubbing now at her forehead as if she were getting a headache, “and someone came and talked to me... and then all of a sudden I was standing in front of my bathroom mirror with my toothbrush in my mouth. At first I thought I’d just lost my mind. But then I found the coat I was wearing—and the scale was in my pocket. I’ve been running after dragons ever since. And I’ve found something incredible.”

She had a good sense of dramatic timing. That pause was impeccable.

“Dragons,” Zeke said, “are just the beginning.”

Sure, he knew that. There was also the fake cop on their tail. But Boone had the feeling Zeke was talking about way more than dragon-killing monsters.

“The beginning of what?”

“A world that’s so much bigger, and so much better, than any of us could have imagined.” When Zeke talked about it, her face almost glowed. “The world’s full of all these different kinds of creatures. Dragons are just one.”

“Nessie?” Lindsay said.

Zeke looked thrown. “What’s a Nessie?”

“Loch Ness Monster. I have a secret hope.”

“Sorry, can’t help you there. Get me a free ticket to Scotland, and I’d love to poke around, though. Take some lake samples, try to watch them film an episode of Outlander... No, I meant stuff closer to home. I know we have dragons, even if I’m having trouble finding them. But I’m pretty sure we have other supernatural creatures, too, people that work off the same kinds of rules.”

“And what kind of rules are we talking about?” Boone asked.

He worried he sounded too eager. Maybe he should have followed it up with something like, Just asking for a friend. Definitely not for me. Definitely not for Lindsay. Because obviously we’re not dragons!

Though it seemed like it would be hard to find anyone more pro-dragon than Zeke, and she gave off a trustworthy vibe. She was solemn but had flashes of a good sense of humor. Seriously capable. She was tiny and slight, like some kind of pixie who had popped up to give them information, but Boone felt like anyone who underestimated her would regret it. She reminded him of some of the female soldiers he’d known, the ones who had determination to spare.

Zeke ticked rules off on her fingers. “I think they can all turn back and forth, human to whatever, whatever to human. It seems to run in families. But it can’t be all regular genetic science, I mean, you can’t convert a human body to the size of a dragon, you just can’t. There’s not enough mass, there’s not enough energy. So we’re talking magic—maybe limited magic, maybe bound magic, maybe magic that only does that one thing, but magic. And that’s what I’ve been following. I figured if I could come up with a way to measure whatever residual energy the dragons were throwing off, at least during their transformations, I could find them eventually.”

She pulled out a little black sensor about the size of a remote control.

“You’ll never guess what the residue looks like. How I finally measured it.”

“I was a steady C student in science,” Boone said, “so I’m going to agree with you. What does it look like?”

Zeke grinned. “Gold.”

“Gold?”

“Gold dust, to be really accurate. Every time a dragon shifts in and out, they leave behind tiny traces of gold dust. I’m lucky some of it was left on the bottom of my shoes from that night, because otherwise the wind would have blown it off the beach.” She held up the sensor. “This tracks it.”

Boone squinted at the carpet, trying to see if he could make out any sparkle in it. They’d both transformed here. If Zeke turned her detector on, it might start going wild.

Thankfully, Zeke pocketed the device again. “That’s another reason they’re hard to find. The dragons. Because if you could, say, do a bicep curl and throw off gold dust, even a little of it, you wouldn’t need to work for a living, not if you didn’t want to. I think a lot of them are independently wealthy, making all their money off changing back and forth and harvesting the dust.” She nodded at Lindsay. “You might own earrings made out of draconian energy.”

Should he go combing through the carpet to scrape up whatever gold dust was around the house? He could start saving it up to make Lindsay some draconian earrings.

He couldn’t believe his life had gone from worrying about deadlines and having residual old girlfriend-related self-esteem issues to being a human-dragon hybrid capable of spontaneously generating jewelry for the newfound love of his life.

Or maybe, just maybe, he should be focusing on Mullen. He didn’t know how Zeke had accepted the change in her world so quickly and gotten down to the science of it all, but he didn’t need to know. What he needed to do was protect Lindsay.

And at least Lindsay was as overwhelmed as he was. She was looking at Zeke admiringly and saying, “I need to hire you to contract on half the stuff my office does—we need people who can do that kind of thorough research, you know? People who can come up with practical solutions.”

“Well, I’m available,” Zeke said. “And I can give you one of these if you want. Or you can, you know, buy a metal detector and learn to have a really good eye for shiny stuff. Or both.” She hesitated. “I don’t get the chance to talk to people much about all this. Online, sure, but not in person... I never told anyone about it. I don’t have any family, and I never had the kind of friends I’d trust with something like this, something that could get me in a straitjacket. It’s nice. You two are nice.”

Now Boone felt even worse for only giving her half the story. He looked at Lindsay, trying to silently get or give permission to go further. “Zeke—”

“Which is probably why,” Zeke said, overriding him, “you’re the kind of trusting people who might, say, tell somebody who’s basically a stranger that you’re dragons. That’s fine when the stranger’s me. But it’s not always going to be fine.”

“God, we’re bad at subterfuge,” Lindsay said. “You knew?”

“Boone started staring at the carpet the second I mentioned the gold dust. And then there’s the broken couch. And you both kind of ask questions like you’ve got a huge, personal stake in the answers.” She shrugged. “But mostly it’s the gold dust thing.”

“All right,” Boone said. “So we’re dragons, and we’re lousy at hiding it, me especially. You’re in the loop now.”

Zeke studied them, her dark eyes full of curiosity. Boone felt like she could almost see little connections firing back and forth. “The woman you found... she turned you? How?”

“She breathed this weird—” He hesitated, maybe wondering if “fire” was really what he wanted to mention to a woman with severe burn scars. He decided that it’d be worse to make it awkward. “This weird fire-like stuff over us. It didn’t hurt. It was just warm and sort of...”

“Tingly,” Lindsay said.

“Tingly,” Boone agreed. He couldn’t come up with a better word.

There was a longing in Zeke’s face that was so obvious it was hard for Boone to even look at it. “Do you think any dragon could do that to someone? Do you think you could do it to someone?”

He knew what she meant. Could they do it to someone like her?

There was no way he was trying to turn Zeke. Not right now. He shook his head firmly.

“We have no idea what we’re doing. We just worked out invisibility—”

“Invisibility!” Zeke said, delighted. “I always thought that had to be a species-wide trait.”

“—a couple hours before you came over. We don’t even know for sure how to breathe regular fire, let alone whatever kind Eleanor used to change us.”

He wanted it to be clear that he wasn’t telling her what to want or not want. He didn’t know whether it would be right to casually change someone into a dragon—he didn’t have enough data for that yet, as Lindsay would point out. But he was drawing a line in the sand because they were ninety percent more likely to kill Zeke than change her at this point, and he didn’t think either of them wanted to be murderers.

Zeke absorbed that silently. The longing look didn’t go away, though. She said, “When you know more—if you know more—will you contact me again? At least consider it?”

To Boone’s surprise, Lindsay said, “Yes,” immediately and firmly. Apparently once they cleared up the practical side of things, she didn’t think she’d have any moral reservations about turning Zeke.

Maybe he was trying to protect two women who wanted their share of adventuring. And feeling guilty for not keeping them safe when he hadn’t been the one to endanger them in the first place—maybe that wasn’t a helpful way to feel.

So he seconded Lindsay. “Yeah. Of course we will.”

Zeke smiled. She produced a stylish black business card with her name and phone number printed on it in a silver font.

“Very Goth,” Lindsay said approvingly.

“I was going through kind of a phase when I had them printed,” Zeke admitted, “and I didn’t want to pay for another set. I don’t go through them very quickly. Here, take one for each of you. And call me if you need any help or backup. If there’s anything I can do—”

“What if I just want to go see a movie?” Lindsay said.

Zeke had already been smiling and had already been sincere, but now a kind of surprised happiness radiated out of her. It made Boone feel a little better about the world.

“Then that’s the same number,” Zeke said.
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“I like her,” Lindsay said, once Zeke had left and they had the house to themselves again. She’d gotten down on her knees and was scrutinizing the carpet for gold dust, patting around with her hands. “She reminds me a little of you, actually.”

“There are some obvious differences,” Boone said dryly.

“Yeah.” She sat back on her haunches. “You’re taller. And hotter—for my personal tastes.” She deliberately let her eyes drift down towards his belt buckle and grinned. “I could go on.” The expression on her face softened then, becoming more thoughtful.

“But?”

“But you had that same vibe when I met you. That feeling like you were incredibly, unbelievably good at things—but very lonely.”

She was right. He had let his life get pretty empty. He had already told her about the way the days could get long if he wasn’t careful, the way he could see tasks played out before him like a half-finished game of solitaire. His friends helped, of course. But they were buddies, guys to get drinks with and not guys to really confide in. It had been a long time since he’d felt like he could be real with anyone—and that wasn’t surprising, was it? He hadn’t even been real with himself.

Funny how becoming a dragon really reconciled you to to the different sides of your character. Like Lindsay had said, he had a little bit of a split personality going on now. What was the point of adopting Talia’s belief that he contradicted himself and that that contradiction was something he should be ashamed of?

He said as much to Lindsay.

She touched his hand and said, “‘I contradict myself; I am large, I contain multitudes.’” He could tell by her voice that she was quoting someone.

“Who’s that?”

“Whitman.”

Boone’s first thought was of discounted yellow boxes stacked up in grocery stores near Valentine’s Day. He said, bewildered, “The chocolate company?”

Lindsay snorted, but not in an unfriendly way. “The poet. Walt Whitman. And if you ever want to buy me chocolates, for the record, I’m more of a Dove girl.”

“If you’d said Walt Whitman, I would have known what you meant,” Boone said, feeling like he should defend the honor of his freshman English teacher.

Without getting up, she patted his knee. “You can name a bunch of painters later and totally stump me, don’t worry.”

He realized that she was gently letting him off the hook of continuing the conversation—she was giving him a chance to steer their talk away from his loneliness. But while he would have needed that kind of shepherding once, he was glad to know that he didn’t need it now. Instead, he knelt down beside her to examine the carpet. Up close, he could make out a few tiny particles of glittering gold in the weave.

He said, “You said it yourself, I’m not lonely anymore. And with you and me around, maybe Zeke won’t be either.”

Lindsay leaned forward and kissed him, giving him the briefest chance to savor the fullness of her lips and the faint cherry taste of her mouth. He couldn’t get enough of her. Every time they had to pull away from each other, it was like his skin hungered for more. Every kiss felt like a gulp of air that would have to last him for another dive down into cold, airless darkness.

She wriggled forward a little into his lap, and he caught and held her, balancing her on his legs. 

Lindsay’s mouth quirked. “Look on the bright side. Maybe if you vacuum in here, you’ll turn up enough gold to pay to have the couch fixed.”

“I think the couch might be beyond fixing. And I think we’d need a lot more transformations to churn up that kind of gold, anyway.”

He knocked his hand against the splintered couch frame and listened to it groan. She’d gotten his heart racing, and he felt like his dragon’s strength was surging through him, like he could have broken through the couch all by himself. He’d certainly welcome the chance to try to break some more furniture with her.

Later.

Lindsay had a slightly better sense of priorities than he did, saving him from himself. She looked at the big picture window. They’d left the shades down, but you could still tell that twilight was setting in on the other side of the glass.

“Almost showtime,” she said. For the first time, he could pick up on a strain of nervousness in her voice, even though he could tell that she was trying to hide it. “What do you think Henry and Ursula will be like?”

He didn’t feel like they’d ever even had time to think about it. Everything since their turning had been one long rush punctuated by constant interruptions. He didn’t feel like he’d had time to think about anything. Every decision he’d made lately had been made on instinct—and he just had to hope that his instincts would keep on proving to be good ones.

So he felt out whatever feelings he might have about the dragons they were supposed to meet tonight.

“If we’re lucky, they’ll be like Eleanor. If we’re unlucky, they’ll be just as confused as we are.”

“I think it’d be hard to equal us for confusion,” Lindsay said.

True enough. “Eleanor seemed to think they could help us. I guess I trust her to point us in the right direction—so I’m assuming that they’re going to be good. Maybe not nice, but good.”

Still, Boone knew the way responsibility could sometimes sap niceness out of people—the best officers he’d ever known in the field had been the ones who didn’t care about being liked, they just cared about keeping their people alive. He could imagine Eleanor’s clan leaders being the same way.

Lindsay stood up, dusting off her clothes.

“Only one way to find out,” she said. “Sun’s down. Let’s go.”
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Lindsay tried to stay calm.

Boone’s excited about flying, she pointed out to herself. You should get excited too.

Boone’s a soldier, her panic retorted. He probably gets off on the adrenaline. He probably goes sky-diving on the weekends. I like solid ground.

She’d never even been on a plane before, and tonight she was supposed to fling herself off a mountain and hope for the best. No matter what her dragon side felt, she couldn’t think that was a good idea. Except, of course, for how it was the only idea and their only real option.

Boone was driving them out to Kissing Cliff, which seemed like as good a place as any to die, according to her currently morbid imagination.

Kissing Cliff was not, in fact, a cliff—something every resident of San Marco was prepared to discuss at length. It was one of those quirky local facts the town cherished. Kissing Cliff was, in actuality, a smallish mountain, a popular weekend destination because its gentle, rambling slopes made an easy climb for even inexperienced hikers like Lindsay. And when you got to its rounded peak, you were rewarded with a ton of great picnic spots and a wild, vibrant expanse of California poppies.

Those picnic spots and wildflowers had helped lead to the mountain’s name: in the eighteen hundreds, an enterprising young man named Cliff Andrews had made a habit of taking his sweethearts to the mountains for romantic getaways. He’d been San Marco’s answer to Casanova—a cheerful, amiable guy who had provided a great many young women with their first kiss. (And probably their first taste of other things, too, though the legend stayed tactfully silent on that point.) Enough of those women grew up to fondly reminisce about those dates, and so the mountain, once dully called Wild Peak, had gradually become Kissing Cliff.

“I kissed a Cliff here,” Lindsay said as they parked at the foot of the slopes. She was trying to distract herself.

Boone grinned. He clearly wasn’t nervous in the slightest, the jerk. “Town tradition. Every girl in my class senior year tried to drag some guy named Cliff up the mountain. Convincing a girl your middle name was Cliff was the one sure way to get a date.”

“Most of us settled for middle namers. Or guys who had it as a nickname—and funnily enough, a lot of you seemed to suddenly get nicknamed Cliff right around high school.”

“I did know one real Cliff,” Boone said. “But he went by Ford the whole time and swore me to secrecy. He got a boyfriend in our senior year, though, if I’m remembering right, so I assume he eventually took that guy up here to, ah, celebrate town history.”

“I’d like to thank the good people of San Marco for making ‘celebrate town history’ into a dirty joke about having sex on a picnic blanket.”

“It’s a beautiful town,” Boone agreed. “Did you, um...”

“No, sadly my Cliff wasn’t worth swooning over. He really did have Cliff as a middle name, and he’d show his birth certificate to prove it, but he charged ten dollars a kiss and basically just did the whole thing to save up for a car.”

They were starting up the incline now, settling into a rhythm.

“I can’t imagine demanding ten dollars for the privilege of kissing you,” Boone said.

“I can’t believe I paid it,” Lindsay said. “But it was a seller’s market.”

It didn’t take them long to get up to the top. Truthfully, she’d have preferred to spend hours hiking up. Maybe exhausting herself getting to the summit would have worn the fear out of her.

Kissing Cliff itself had never bothered her. She could feel the rock beneath her feet. It was the prospect of being propelled into thin air, with nothing to support her—nothing but wings she’d only acquired a few days ago. Fear was like a sour taste in her mouth.

But at least from where she was, she could look down at the town. It lay beneath them, a map of streets and parkland, with the ocean blue and endless just beyond it. Darkness had fallen over the place like a blanket, but streetlights and windows shone out like stars, helping people find their way back home. Lindsay was always sentimental about her town, but right now, she felt even sappier about it than usual. This could be the last time she saw it. If she was going to die, she wanted to die with Boone, and she wanted to die looking down at that, at the city she had helped craft, refine, and perfect.

“It is a beautiful town,” she said softly. “And we’re not going to let Mullen hurt anybody else in it.”

For a second, she felt like Batman, standing over Gotham and proudly championing it, but then, unsurprisingly, she was a little too detailed to let it go.

“We’re ideally not going to let her hurt anyone outside the city, either,” she added.

Boone was very carefully not laughing at that, she could tell by the tension of his lips. “I agree.”

He was the one sure remedy for her fear, she decided, so she kissed him again. It felt good to do it underneath the stars, in the balmy summer night air, the breeze stirring against their skin. And in another moment with him, the outside world vanished, and she wasn’t thinking about the air or the night or anything else.

They might not have figured out fire-breathing yet, but she could sense that they had the potential for it simmering inside them. When it finally came out, it would erupt from this—this passion.

You have everything you need to fly, Lindsay’s dragon said.

When they stopped kissing, Boone skimmed his fingers down her cheek. “You want to tell me what’s got you on edge? Besides everything?”

She swallowed. “I’ve always been afraid of flying.”

He didn’t laugh at her, thank God. He just said, “You can fly. I know you can. I’m surprised you can’t do it right now, no dragon necessary.”

“Well, I haven’t tried throwing myself off the edge yet. If you really want me to believe in myself...”

“I believe in you enough for both of us,” Boone said. He was just ignoring her joking around now—the tone of his voice was dead serious. He meant every word he was saying, and it made her breath catch in her chest. “You’re the most amazing person I’ve ever met.”

It was hard to be on the receiving end of that compliment. It felt cheap to say, “You too,” but it was true. She couldn’t imagine anyone more incredible than Boone, artist and dragon and soldier, the man who comforted the dying and made breakfast and helped her lug a trash bag around.

Maybe if you think that much of him, you’ll give him enough credit to believe he’s not making a mistake betting on you.

This wasn’t something she could enter into a spreadsheet. It wasn’t a formula that would suddenly resolve before her eyes. It wasn’t even a task, like cleaning up the beach, that she could slog through on her free weekends, satisfying herself with logical but step-by-step progress. She just had to trust him.

And she did. She trusted him to mean it, and she trusted him to not be too ridiculously wrong.

Those hazel eyes of his were dangerous. She was about to jump off a cliff because of how persuasive they were.

Because when he looked at her, she really could believe she could fly.

“Okay,” Lindsay said. She took a deep breath. “Let’s figure out the logistics here. It’s not like we want to just jump off the side of a mountain and hope the whole ‘flying’ thing comes to us before we hit the ground.”

“That would be bad,” Boone agreed.

Logistics were supposed to be her strong suit. “Let’s transform,” she said. “We’re not going to fly like this, no matter how many extremely sweet things you say to me about my amazingness.” She winked at him. Maybe if she acted carefree, she’d start to feel carefree. “Let’s go into stealth mode and then... dragon up.”

Putting on the armor of invisibility came easily this time. After all, she was already on her guard, steeled to head into a terrifying situation. Being seen was far from her top worry, but any little bit of reassurance helped. She snapped into stealth mode right away.

The dragon transformation still wasn’t instantaneous, though. It was easy to hide her body, but hard to give it up, even if she wanted to believe—even if she did believe—that this dragon body was hers as well. So this change was slower, but at least it wasn’t painful anymore. She could watch her skin turn to scales without even a twinge of pain.

He was right. She could handle this. She trusted herself to do that—and she, like Boone, was a person worth trusting.

He had changed too, but she saw that he was waiting for her lead. He knew she was scared and didn’t want to rush her into anything.

If Lindsay needed a push, she’d have to either ask him for one or push herself.

I can push you, her dragon offered.

Huh. Okay. She wasn’t going to refuse any help, especially not help from the sub-basement of her unconscious.

Push away, she said.

Almost of their own accord, her wings unfurled, stretching out wide. Lindsay could feel the air passing over and under them. The skin there was incredibly sensitive, but nothing hurt: instead, it felt like the most wonderful kind of caress. It was like the feeling of every good summer day rolled up together, the feeling you had as a kid that the world was pleading with you to come out and play.

The wings were new. She hadn’t had a human equivalent for them; they’d just sprouted on their own. They had their own kind of power, and as she flexed them, she felt an enormous, primitive joy.

Her fear was ebbing away.

Perfect night for flying, her dragon observed.

Lindsay looked out at the clear night sky. She looked inward, too.

She discovered she couldn’t agree more.

She flapped her wings up and down and found herself lifting up into the air. She felt like a colt standing on wobbly legs for the first time, but as long as she beat her wings steadily, she seemed perfectly able to hover there. It didn’t take much energy. She looked down at the several feet between her and the grassy picnic spot where they had stopped.

She was flying.

It unleashed something inside her. Suddenly she was spiraling up into the sky, flinging herself through loops and twists, feeling the incredible rush of the night against her scales. This was flight, real flight, as humans could never know it. This wasn’t about sitting in a plane full of stale air, slowly vibrating her way up to a steady flight under someone else’s control. This was wild and dizzying and completely hers.

Boone rose up to meet her. He flew so quickly he became a silver blur, almost disappearing even to her eyes. He could have been a comet, seen only as a passing streak across the sky.

Their flight paths braided together as they crossed each other, dropped beneath each other, soared above each other.

It was the purest kind of excitement, and Lindsay felt her human mind slipping away from her. She was pure dragon now, a dragon flying with her mate, a dragon with no other concern but to play this dance out amid the stars.

She wasn’t afraid. Her body knew how to do this. When she walked, she wasn’t afraid of falling. Flying felt just as natural now.

And far more exhilarating. If being a dragon had already felt empowering to her, this was like being suddenly crowned a queen.

Human terms, her dragon scoffed.

Good point. What was being a queen compared to this?

She twitched her wings at Boone, hailing him the way one ship might hail another, and saw him twitch his own back. Together, they rolled over and over again, synchronized like swimmers.

They’d already gone far from Kissing Cliff. Lindsay’s dragon-sharp eyes could see strange, shimmering bars in the air, and she instinctively flew towards them.

She found that the shimmers buoyed her up without any effort on her part. Her wings relaxed and stretched out. As long as she kept them spread, she could soar along without beating them at all. She could drift from shimmer to shimmer. This must be how hawks and eagles flew—gliding on the thermals.

She’d lost any sense of a plan. She and Boone just gloried in the flight, following the thermals up the coast. They stayed near the beach, since the thermals dropped out a little above the ocean, but they flew along the shoreline. The waves beneath them looked small and harmless.

When they idly drifted inland, the city looked more beautiful than ever, like a toy Christmas village sparkling with lights. She could pick up on everything, from the color of an orange’s rind in the dark to two kids carrying on with their soccer game, undeterred by the darkness. A woman in a sleek cream-colored convertible was driving along the winding cliff roads, her long blonde hair floating back behind her like a scarf. It was like a whole movie had opened up beneath them.

But it was still Boone who captured most of her attention. In full flight, his dragon form was more glorious than ever. He looked like his colors had been specifically chosen to turn moonlight and starlight to his advantage. He looked like he was that light, actually, just condensed and embodied.

No wonder he had to be invisible to everyone else. If anyone had seen him, they’d have spent their whole life looking for him again.

But she had seen him. She had found him.

They’d found each other.
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Boone could have flown with her the rest of his life, without any kind of plan at all. For a moment, that future was as vivid as the town below him, like he could see every last blade of grass. They could go on the run together—on the wing together—and leave everything else behind. The two of them in the sky, brightly colored against the black canvas of the night, was better than anything he could have painted. They could hunt as dragons and pick fruit as humans, and they could make love in the long, soft grass of Kissing Cliff and other places like it. He held the possibility tightly, like a precious jewel.

And then, bemused at his own fantasy, let it go.

It wasn’t them. They didn’t run from a fight. And Lindsay couldn’t abandon her town any more than he could realistically abandon his drawings. He was already on edge from having gone a few days without even getting a sketch in. They couldn’t live like this, not really, no more than they could have really lived in bed.

It didn’t mean it didn’t make for a hell of an interlude.

Still, he wasn’t surprised when their idyllic little holiday in the sky was interrupted. The real world had to catch up with them sooner or later.

They were joined in their flight by a dragon that dwarfed them both.

Awe swept over him. It wasn’t just its size. It looked, bizarrely, like some kind of elder statesman of dragonhood. Its scales looked rougher and less flexible than theirs, more like bits of horn and bone. Its ruff had been torn at some point. Scars streaked its hide.

Those signs of old violence made a brief fight-or-flight reflex seize Boone. He tensed his muscles, but his instincts told him to back off: this dragon wasn’t picking a fight. He was just latching onto them, coasting on the same thermals. This was, if anything, a welcoming gesture, an offer of camaraderie. Like the dragon equivalent of pouring the new folks a cup of coffee.

Eleanor had said they’d meet with someone. Time to find out if this was that someone.

They fell into a sort of V-shape, like geese, with the bigger dragon leading them.

Lindsay flexed her wings at him again, silently asking a question. Boone felt like there was a separate sense of draconian body language, but he’d only half-developed it; it made him feel tongue-tied. He couldn’t quite understand her and couldn’t quite talk back. But he could guess what she was asking. Were they going to trust this other dragon?

And he could guess, or hope, that she was picking up on his answer: For now.

They could break off if the other dragon was leading them into some kind of trap—if they could even recognize a dragon trap before it was sprung on them.

The big dragon led them higher, through the veil of clouds that parted around them, dewy and gauzy. The sky above the clouds was impossibly clear, a luxurious black with the brightest stars Boone had ever seen in his whole life.

Boone didn’t feel like he could ever get tired of this. This wasn’t like a workout. It wasn’t even like one of his rare spots of runner’s high, when endorphins pumped wildly through him. This didn’t feel good for him in that healthy, dutiful way. It felt both decadent and necessary.

All it reminded him of was drawing and Lindsay.

They slowly veered south, following the coastline out of town. He was surprised to discover that he had a strong internal map of the land beneath him, a kind of intuitive topographic understanding of what San Marco—our territory, his dragon said—looked like from above. Landing spots seemed to jump out at him like someone had gone over them with a highlighter. Here was a flat piece of land with no one around... here was another one... this spot would only fit one of them, not all three at once, but could maybe work if they landed one at a time...

His sense of smell was keener like this, too. He could smell and taste the salt off the ocean.

His dragon, he could tell, wanted to fish. He could see little flickers as prey moved beneath the surface of the water, and he knew just how he would dive down and grab up a fish with his talons—

We’ve got a lot going on right now, buddy, Boone said to his dragon. We can get sushi later.

He wasn’t even too repulsed by the thought of it, even though fishing had never been a sport he’d had much interest in, and gulping down barely dead, bone-in fish had definitely never been a culinary interest. His dragon wanted it, and the line between them was very, very blurry, especially when he was shifted. He knew the fish would taste delicious.

They began dropping back down through the clouds, lower and lower, until the big dragon landed on a huge piece of shale right off the beach. Boone and Lindsay came to rest beside it.

Now that he knew to look for it, Boone could see the shimmer of falling gold in the air as the other dragon became human.

Their new friend—if he was a friend—was a tall black man in an old-fashioned suit with a Victorian-style waistcoat. His hair was touched with white at the temples. He made Boone feel underdressed, which wasn’t something he’d ever worried about before.

He concentrated and felt himself growing more and more human. It was like he’d found his own familiar shape lurking around inside him like an old memory. Once he had it, it was easy to step into it again.

He blinked and found himself standing on two legs. Lindsay, human again herself, was next to him, and Boone reached out reflexively to take her hand. They were a duo, and he wanted to impress that upon the man in front of them. They came as a set and would not be broken up.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” the Victorian gentleman said. He had a mild voice with a hint of an English accent that went well with the rest of his Masterpiece Theatre style. “My name is Henry.”

Boone and Lindsay traded glances.

“Henry as in ‘Henry and Ursula’?” Boone said.

“Ursula is my sister,” Henry said. “And you are...?” His tone seemed to imply that whatever else they were, they were unforgivably rude.

Even aside from the age, this man felt like he was in a completely different generation from Eleanor. He seemed like a stranded time traveler.

But he wasn’t wrong: they did need to introduce themselves.

He let Lindsay take charge of that. She was the one who was used to wheeling and dealing.

“I’m Lindsay,” she said. “This is Boone.”

Henry didn’t move towards a handshake but instead offered them a slight bow.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Henry said. “Are you new to the area?”

Lindsay shook her head. “We’re locals. We’re just new to this.”

“You’ve never flown?” Henry said.

A native Californian, Boone could recognize the tone: it was how he sounded on the rare occasion he met an adult who didn’t drive. Life was full of freeways. How did they get around?

“We’re new to being dragons,” Lindsay said. “Period.”

Which was probably, Boone reflected, the Californian human equivalent of retorting, I just moved here from New York.

But the parallel stopped dead, because Henry didn’t say, “Oh,” in the familiar way of someone suddenly understanding you. Instead, his jaw actually dropped, something Boone had never seen before.

Henry said, “Do you mean—you can’t really mean that you were turned?”

Did Henry think being made a dragon by someone else was somehow in poor taste? Maybe he and Lindsay were the lottery-winning upstarts to the classy old-money dragons.

He said, “It just happened.”

“No,” Henry said. “It didn’t. It couldn’t have. It doesn’t just happen. It can’t have just happened. Turning—for a mythical shifter to have passed on their ability—” It was like he was a robot whose programming was shorting out on him. He took a deep breath, retreating into that stately politeness. “Would you come to the club with me, please? I believe we have much to discuss.”

The club? There was a dragon club?

The world was so weird.
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The club Henry took them to was like nothing Boone had ever seen outside of a movie. Like Henry himself, it seemed straight out of a more refined century. The furniture was dark, gleaming mahogany. The lamps all had golden bases and stained glass shades. Everything seemed like it had been hand-crafted for luxury, and everyone’s clothes hung like they’d been perfectly tailored.

It made him nervous.

If Henry seemed to have stepped right out of the nineteenth century and that accounted for his courtesy and the flawless good taste of his world, Boone had to take into account that that same century had given the world unbreathable, pea-soup London air and children in workhouses.

The nineteenth century had also had more than enough racism and sexism to make him particularly wary on Lindsay’s behalf, but luckily, a glance around the room proved this place was more diverse than some stereotypical country club. It wasn’t just Henry; the whole club was far from a bunch of elderly white men sitting around smoking cigars and discussing the stock market. This looked like any San Marco neighborhood gathering—as long as it was set in a retirement community and involved Victorian cosplay, at least.

When he looked closely enough, he noticed that even the antiques were from varied cultures: there were milky jade elephants and stone fertility statues and Navajo turquoise jewelry. Everyone here was old-fashioned—and most of them were just old, period—but they didn’t seem to be narrow-minded, at least.

That made sense. He’d felt a kind of unlimited energy at his disposal as a dragon. Maybe dragons had been crossing oceans and borders for centuries, long before humans had found the technology to do the same thing. Of course they could get along with each other.

The person they couldn’t get along with was Mullen.

And possibly interlopers who came into their company wearing battered workout clothes. Including, in Lindsay’s case, the neon joke T-shirt that said CITY PLANNERS DO IT ALL OVER TOWN. Everyone was staring at them, and Boone couldn’t even blame them, since he’d been staring right back. And he’d certainly stared at Lindsay’s shirt when he’d first seen it, too.

Henry cleared his throat. “I have news.”

The room had already fallen silent when everyone had noticed Boone and Lindsay in the first place, but now there was a hushed, waiting quality to it. Everyone seemed to be on the edge of their seats.

“These two people,” Henry said, emphasizing “people” like what he really meant was “barbarians,” “claim that they were... turned.”

“That’s ridiculous,” a woman snapped. “There hasn’t been a turning in two hundred years.”

Apparently she felt so strongly about it that she rose to her feet in protest. She was slim and elegant, and in her layered silk gown, she also looked untouchably regal.

“This is my sister Ursula,” Henry said quietly.

Finally, Henry and Ursula both. Finally, they were fulfilling part of what Eleanor had asked of them.

Lindsay made a curtsying motion that should have looked silly without a skirt but somehow didn’t. “We found a woman named Eleanor—”

“Eleanor?” That was from a thin, dark-haired man.

“Eleanor!” Ursula pushed her way forward. “You’ve seen her?”

“I’m sorry,” Lindsay said quietly. “She—she’s dead.”

Another hush fell over the room. Ursula pressed her hand to her mouth, already starting to silently cry; Henry closed his eyes and stood very still. Boone spotted more tears in the crowd. The nervous-looking man put his hand over his face, like he was trying to hide from the news. These people had known Eleanor and cared about her.

But none of them were asking what had happened. None of them even seemed surprised. It was as if a woman’s death was—however tragic, early, and violent—almost expected.

Lindsay must have been noticing the same thing. She said, “We can tell you what happened.”

“We know what happened,” the thin man said. He’d turned pale, and now he covered his eyes, wiping at them. “She is our latest casualty. May she rest peacefully in the skies. There’s nothing to be done.”

There was a murmur from the crowd, but Boone couldn’t tell if it was one of agreement or disapproval.

“She is our latest casualty,” Henry said, correcting him, “and we know why and how she died, but there is not nothing to be done. I refuse to believe that. We do not give up the fight, Octavian.”

Octavian nodded, giving Henry a brief bow. “I know. I should not despair.” But he still looked like he was going to be sick.

It drove home how ill-equipped they were for this. They couldn’t possibly have time to mediate a dragon clan group therapy session.

“Someone was hunting her,” Boone said, getting back to the facts.

“Yes,” Henry said. “Someone is hunting us all.”

Henry scrutinized them. His grief for Eleanor, even though it had mostly gone unspoken, seemed to have stripped some of the smooth veneer away from him. For the first time, Boone saw how old he really was. He looked like a man who had seen more deaths than he could count and had had more sleepless nights than restful ones. Ursula looked the same. Careful touches of makeup hid it a little better in her case, but up close, Boone could see the look in her eyes. She was as weary as her brother was.

Boone remembered the scars he’d seen on Henry’s dragon hide. He wouldn’t be surprised if Ursula had some to match. These people had been through a lot.

Henry said, “Eleanor turned you. How?” 

“She breathed out fire,” Boone said, “but it didn’t burn us. We were on the beach, and it turned all the sand underneath us into glass, but it didn’t leave a mark on us. And then—” He shrugged, not wanting to get into the little details of painting sponges on claw tips and arguing with Uber drivers. “Before she died, she told us to come find you. You and Ursula. I think she thought we could help you somehow.”

Maybe just with an infusion of new blood, if this crowd was the entirety of Eleanor’s clan. She must have been the youngest of them—though Octavian might have been close.

When Ursula spoke, her voice trembled. “Eleanor had visions. One in particular haunted her all her life. She believed that the days of turning were not yet over, and that when they returned, they might mean our salvation. She said that there were two people she would meet near the end of her life, and if she could pass them the gift of dragonhood and if they could accept it... But I never thought it would happen. After all this time. And both of you.”

She touched Lindsay’s cheek first and then Boone’s. Without realizing it, he’d been expecting her to run hot, like being a natural dragon meant fire would burn in her veins. But her hand was cool, and her fingers were shaking.

Boone couldn’t stand any more of this. “Would someone explain what’s going on?”

“Of course,” Henry said. He bowed to the assembly. “If you all will excuse us? I think our new friends could stand to hear this news in private.”

“But—who are you?” Octavian said, with another bow, this one directed at them in general. “If Eleanor truly did succeed in turning you, then you belong with us now.”

“Octavian is our... social secretary, more or less,” Ursula murmured. “Indulge him.”

“We’re Boone Keller,” Lindsay said, pointing to him, “and Lindsay Garza. And we’ll certainly do whatever we can for you. We’re in this for good, we get that.”

“We are honored by your presence here,” Octavian said quietly. “You are a rare gift indeed. Are you... fighters?”

“I draw for a living,” Boone said, “but I used to be a soldier. Fighting’s in my wheelhouse.” He fished out the dog tags like evidence exhibit A.

“I’m a city planner,” Lindsay said. “My fighting experience is limited to running campaigns to get people to consider working out more. Plus that archery course in college, which feels... less relevant than Boone’s experience. But we’re a team.”

“Anyone underestimating her would be making a serious mistake,” Boone said.

“Yes, I can see that. Do the two of you need a place to stay? You are welcome to use the club’s rooms—”

He guessed he had to be impressed by dragon hospitality. The guy seemed two seconds away from laying mints out on their pillows. It almost felt mean to disappoint him, but he didn’t want to trust Lindsay’s safety to such an unknown place, not yet. It would be better if they had a little hole in the wall of their own to retreat to.

Henry said, “Perhaps it would better to save collecting their membership fees for another time,” and although his voice was ninety-five percent gentle and only five percent scolding, Octavian still retreated instantly, bowing yet again.

Eleanor had said they could trust Henry and Ursula. Clearly they commanded a lot of respect here, if no one even blinked at Octavian bobbing up and down like one of those old drinking bird toys.

Boone could see why. The brother and sister pair had a kind of innate nobility to them, and definitely enough charisma that it was hard to look away from them.

“Come along,” Ursula said, touching his elbow.

They took Boone and Lindsay to a small library. They arranged themselves silently, with Ursula surveying them while Henry stood with his back to them, holding out his hands to the fireplace.

Boone recognized the art on the walls: all oil paintings and all originals.

Not the time to go look at them, he told himself. Do it on some other visit.

It was nice to believe that there would be other visits, that all this hassle with Mullen would be neatly and cleanly cleared up. He held onto the thought like a rabbit’s foot.

Finally Henry turned around.

“I’ve been trying to think of a better, easier way to introduce you to our world,” Henry said. “But you’ve already been introduced by death. After that, even this might come as a relief. So—welcome to the war.”


The War

Henry said:

You couldn’t understand why we didn’t ask about Eleanor’s death. The truth is, we have seen so much of it that none of it surprises us anymore. Our natural lives are very long, and it is hard to kill a dragon, but there are those who can do it. There are those who do it constantly.

We call them the Unchangeable.

The Unchangeable are old. They are not old the way your grandmother is old or even old the way a country is old. They are old the way mountains are old. They are older than the stars. At least that’s what they claim, and we have no record of a time when they did not exist and did not burn to destroy us.

Evolution does not happen to the Unchangeable. Creation does not happen to the Unchangeable. They are as they were and as they ever will be. They exist regardless of time and space and circumstances, and what they hate, more than anything else, are shifters.

If the Unchangeable are rock, shifters are water. Our forms are not fixed. Even our minds are like two minds within one. It is bad enough, the Unchangeable think, that primordial sludge coughed up a world, and that that world grew full of life, full of living and dying and growing and transforming. That in and of itself is intolerable to them. But shifters... we are worse. Change defines a shifter.

So they want us dead. Every last one of us.

And when we are gone, they’ll turn to the humans, who are almost as quicksilver as we are.

And when the humans are gone, they’ll turn to the animals.

Then to the jungles and forests and meadows and deserts and tundra.

Until all the universe is empty and eternal.

There are things we know about them. They have a true form, and they wear it whenever they can. They can put on human skins as a disguise, but their hatred for that shape always bleeds through—they never look entirely convincing. Either there are little faults in the design, or you can just sense it. Something about them always makes your skin crawl.

They don’t strategize, really. They don’t have tactics. They can’t think quickly. That’s our only true advantage over them—they’re still working off the same plans they made centuries ago. You’d think that would make it easier to outwit them, but only barely, because they never tire. They never need to sleep or eat. They don’t get bored or distracted. If they find you—and sooner or later, they always find you—they will do the best they can, unceasingly, to run you to ground. And they will kill you.

And for the entire duration of our existence, we have contended with them. Warred with them. Sought in vain to negotiate with them. (You cannot negotiate with people who want your extinction.)

But in the last few decades, the unthinkable has happened.

Something in the Unchangeable has changed.

It’s as if they’ve started sensing us. Before, they had to track us down with reason and wit and persistence, but now some of them seem to be able to sniff us out. We have hidden ourselves perfectly, but suddenly we are found all the same.

And the Unchangeable with these heightened hunting skills aren’t just going after anyone. They’re killing particular shifters, people who have caught their attention.

Our boldest, bravest, and most powerful shifters. Our leaders.

Eleanor had a powerful magical gift—she could see glimpses of our future. We haven’t had any seers for generations, but Eleanor knew things she could not have known.

And she knew that she would die.

She said that she would die, but that something new would come after her. Someone extraordinarily powerful. Someone—two someones—who could save us all.

And now I think that’s you, Lindsay, Boone.

If the magic to create new dragon shifters has come back into the world, then we are changing too, and we might be able to change so far and so fast that the Unchangeable can’t keep up with us. We might be able to stop this endless war of attrition—

—and finally win.

I believe you are the miracle we’ve been waiting for.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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The miracle they’d been waiting for.

Nothing on Henry or Ursula’s faces indicated that this was meant to be a hilarious joke. No one jumped out to reveal that they were on some secret prank show.

“I am not a miracle,” Lindsay said, making sure to enunciate the words very precisely. “I work in the city planner’s office.”

“Well, that explains the T-shirt,” Ursula said dryly.

“I have Tweety Bird boxer shorts that I sleep in sometimes. Sometimes by accident I drink orange juice after I’ve already brushed my teeth. I stub my toe on one chair in my apartment every other week and for some reason I never move it. I can’t be anybody’s miracle.”

“You’re selling yourself short,” Boone said. His hand on her arm was warm and steadying. “You make cities happen, remember? You help dying dragons without a second thought. You clean up beaches in your spare time. You could absolutely be someone’s miracle. If there’s a mistake here with one of us, it’s me.”

She didn’t know how he could even think that. He was a soldier—a warrior—and he saw the world unlike anyone else she’d ever met. She’d seen his drawings. He had found magic in the world long before they’d run into dragons. When Mullen had threatened her, he had been ready to kill her for Lindsay’s sake.

Mullen.

“I think we’ve met one of them,” Lindsay said, for now leaving aside the whole question of worthiness and miracles. “One of the Unchangeable.”

Ursula gasped, one elegant soapstone-carved hand covering her mouth.

Ordinary conversation was so short on gasps. Lindsay was starting to think that talking with dragons could be a really rewarding experience. They were so dramatic.

“It was pretending to be a detective. A woman named Ann Mullen. We figured out she couldn’t be a cop—San Marco doesn’t have detectives, just sheriff’s deputies—and we thought she must have been the person who killed Eleanor. The thing that killed Eleanor. But we didn’t know anything else. Then we had this dream, where we could talk to Eleanor, and she told us that what we thought was Mullen was really just a thing. It must have been one of the things you’re talking about.”

“If you’re being hunted by the Unchangeable, your lives are at risk,” Henry said. “Especially since it knows where you live.”

“I don’t think it knows for sure yet that we’re dragons. It just thinks we’re....” She hesitated. Was it rude to say? “Contaminated.”

“It doesn’t matter. If you make it wait long enough, it’ll kill you without knowing whether you are or not. It’s not like it has any love for people. And if it’s scented you, then we may have to abandon San Marco. The last thing we want is for it to track you here.”

“You’re just going to leave?” Lindsay said.

She was surprised how betrayed she felt. She couldn’t think of San Marco as being inhospitable to anyone, let alone to people like this—long-term residents with deep roots who were still happy to welcome newcomers into their circle. People who knew the landscape of San Marco from the sky.

“You’ll need to come with us,” Ursula said. “We can’t just leave you here to die.”

Even though she couldn’t imagine pulling up stakes in the middle of the night, she was still touched at how instantly Ursula and Henry’s clan had adopted them; first Octavian had been ready to offer them turndown service, and now Ursula was just taking for granted that of course she would continue to offer them whatever protection she could. 

Boone said, “But if Mullen’s tracking us, and we go with you, won’t it just track you too?”

“We’ll have to take our chances. We can’t just leave you behind. If we’re able to run far enough fast enough—”

“We aren’t running,” Lindsay said firmly. “This is our home. I’ve poured too much work into this town to walk away from it.”

“You don’t understand,” Henry said. “The creature will come for you, again and again. She will be relentless.”

“I’m not going to let anything happen to Lindsay,” Boone said. There was a ferocity in his voice, like crackling fire, and he took her hand and squeezed it hard.

“And I’m not going to let anything happen to Boone,” Lindsay said.

“She’ll come after us before she comes after you, if she’s as dedicated as you think. And if she comes after us, we’ll deal with it.”

“How, exactly, then?” Ursula said, folding her arms. “The Unchangeable are extraordinarily hard to kill. Most dragons who face them—even the strongest of us, like Eleanor—lose. Even Henry and I only barely escaped the one time we encountered one of those creatures.”

“But you did escape,” Boone said. “Dragons must have won these fights before.”

“On a very few occasions.”

“Then I want to know what they did.” He squared his shoulders. “If the one after us is as relentless as you say, I need to know exactly how to counter it.”

“Yeah,” Lindsay said. “You said we were a miracle, your sure way to win to the war, so you have to think there’s a chance. You need to teach us how to fight. Like we told Octavian, we’re in this now. Show us what we can do.”

If her life were a movie, Lindsay thought this would be exactly the right spot for a training montage.

It would have been great. Henry and Ursula would have taken her and Boone into some kind of dragon super-gym, and over a period of about two minutes, scored to a catchy, upbeat song, she and Boone would have had an ultra-condensed tutorial in being the best dragons they could be. Maybe they would learn how to breathe fire, blackening cardboard targets of Mullen at a hundred paces. Or they would practice flying while carrying weights in their talons. Or—and she knew this was a reach—they could learn how to wield machine guns with their claws so that one day they could fly into battle maniacally mowing down the Unchangeable and its cronies in a hail of gunfire.

She knew that last bit was a little too violent for her actual tastes. But it did make for a good visual.

Instead, Henry just said, “We certainly don’t know what you can do, either.”

Ursula nodded. “You’re as much of a mystery to us as you are to yourselves.”

Lindsay had never had to work too hard to keep her temper under control—she’d never thought of herself as hotheaded—but right then she had to bite her tongue for a couple seconds to keep from breaking out into some really colorful language.

“You can’t tell us anything helpful? You think we’re heroes capable of facing down someone who’s already killed a really strong dragon, and you can’t even give us a hint?”

Henry at least had the decency to look a little abashed. “We’d like to. Believe me, there’s nothing I’d like more than to give you some kind of silver bullet that would solve all of our problems. But if we knew what was needed to defeat the Unchangeable, we wouldn’t be in the position we’re in now. Hiding, scared, afraid to live openly.”

“Openly?” Boone said. “How openly could you possibly live?”

“Oh, there are all kinds of ways of keeping secrets—and all kinds of ways to keep them so that some people find out while others don’t. When the Unchangeable were a little worse at tracking us, we took more risks—we found ways to meet other shifters. We had communities that weren’t entirely bound by species.”

He sounded regretful, and it made Lindsay’s heart hurt a little for him. Again, she was familiar with the basic outline of this loneliness, even if the specifics were obviously new. Henry was an old man whose neighborhood had grown steadily isolated. He’d been split up from all his old friends, and now, except for his sister, all he had were people he was supposed to take care of. He and Ursula both had to be lonely and under immense pressure.

Lindsay would have tried to do something about that in the real world, and she was going determined to do something about it in dragon world, too. But first she wanted—for Zeke’s sake as well as theirs—to at least get a couple questions answered.

“Other shifters?”

“Of course,” Ursula said, her lovely face wrinkling into a frown. “The world is more than just dragons and humans, you know.”

Boone said testily, “For the purpose of this conversation, assume that we don’t know anything. We already told you that we just found a dragon—Eleanor—on the beach, and it turned our whole lives upside down. We don’t know shit about dragons or shifters or magic.”

Lindsay was glad to have him along to be openly rude when she felt reluctant to do it herself. This was why you always needed a partner, she decided. Someone to have your back and say the things you didn’t quite dare to.

Ursula did apologize. “I’m sorry. We’ve had only our own company for so long, it’s easy to forget what humans know and don’t know. We used to intermarry with humans, but it’s been a long time since that, too—we’re older than we look.”

There was something a little unsettling about that, and while Lindsay wanted to know how long she could now expect to live and how long Henry and Ursula, in particular, had been around, she also didn’t want to know. Not yet. She was still reeling from everything else. She didn’t know that she could deal with suddenly knowing she was immortal, too.

By the look on Boone’s face, he was thinking the same thing. He squeezed her hand again.

“Okay,” Boone said quietly. “Why don’t we just tell you if we need something explained to us? I know we both want to know what other kinds of shifters there are.”

“Definitely,” Lindsay agreed.

Ursula seemed to be trying her best to be straight with them now, but she also seemed overwhelmed. “There are many. It’s possible that every animal has its own kind of shifter. I’ve known or heard of... let’s see. Ravens, wolves, panthers, a phoenix. Sharks, dolphins, whales. Stags and bears and rabbits. Lions, tigers, leopards, jaguars... right down to squirrels. I once met a cockroach shifter, poor man. He was very shy.”

“Seymour?” Henry said. He smiled. “I’d almost forgotten about him. Good old Seymour. I always liked him.”

Cockroach shifters. Lindsay was very, very thankful to have landed with a dragon form if cockroaches had also been on the table the whole time. Although at least Seymour the cockroach probably didn’t have to worry about the Unchangeable. He’d be around even after the apocalypse: just Seymour the cockroach, ruling over a pile of Twinkies.

“Mammals are the most common,” Henry said, abandoning the question of poor Seymour. “But there are oceanic shifters, and living by the water as we do, they’re actually the ones we meet most often.”

Lindsay remembered her research. Oceans, lakes, rivers... “Dragons mostly congregate by large water sources, right?”

“Yes,” Ursula said. She sounded pleasantly surprised. “We do. It’s more by tradition than necessity. Young dragons used to start fires by accident fairly often when they were still learning, so their parents would take them to practice down by the water, where it would be safer.” She sighed. “Then, of course, you’d have the occasional wave of boiled fish. We always tried to haul them back to shore—or just swoop down and eat them ourselves—but every now and then some fisherman would notice. Then we’d get into the paranormal magazines again. And I never even liked boiled fish—cooks all the flavor out.”

“And the ocean is beautiful from above,” Henry said simply. “As I’m sure you noticed. I could never settle for a lake or a river myself—I love the coastline too much. The wildness of the sea.”

Lindsay no longer found it easy to mock—even in her head—his elevated, poetic way of speaking. He felt too real now to be the butt of any joke.

So she only nodded. Yes, the ocean had been glorious from above. And she too loved the wildness of the sea.

She was stepping into a wider and more powerful normalcy. She felt like there was nothing strange in the way she talked and thought reflecting that.

But while subtle changes in her perception of herself were all very well and good, she was still holding out for a training montage.

“So we can breathe fire, then,” Lindsay said.

Ursula brightened. “Yes! Certainly. All of us can. And that we can teach you. I’m sorry—we almost take it for granted by now.”

Lindsay couldn’t imagine getting to the point where she took breathing fire for granted, but she guessed it wouldn’t occur to her to explain to someone that if they got in a fight, they could curl their hand into a fist and shove it in their opponent’s direction, either. You didn’t talk someone through a punch. And if there really hadn’t been any turnings in years upon years, then they were the first adult dragons Ursula and Henry had ever had to explain this to.

They walked Boone and Lindsay down another long corridor.

Lindsay surreptitiously crossed her fingers. Please be a dragon gymnasium, please be a dragon gymnasium...

No luck. Just a wide, stone-floored back porch that looked out onto the sea. The night air was cool and sensuous against Lindsay’s bare arms. It would feel good, she knew, to transform.

She wriggled into her dragon-skin.

Strength poured into her, widening her frame, sending muscles rippling across her back, toughening her skin until she felt invincible.

She remembered what it had felt like to be able to wrap her wings around Boone. What it had felt like to be able to fly. She just moved towards that feeling until she was immersed in it completely. 

She’d seen Henry’s dragon on their flight in, of course, but not Ursula’s. Her dragon was unsurprisingly elegant—a sleek, jet-black creature with a long trail of crimson spines running down her backbone. Silver scars streaked her back like lightning tattoos.

Henry stayed human and appeared to be trying to do his best to respect their ignorance. He patted his sister’s side and said, “As you can see, we come in all colors. There are some theories that a dragon’s color can signal hidden gifts, like Eleanor’s, but it’s too hard to know for sure.” He smiled. “But it’s considered a good omen to be silver, actually. I was stunned when I saw the two of you in flight.”

We were stunned by you too.

In another life, Henry would have been one of those strict-but-beloved teachers. When he said, “Let us discuss fire,” it had a ringing, authoritative tone that summoned attention at once.

“Fire is a gift to dragonkind,” Henry went on. “But the idea of it belongs to all shifters and all humans. Fire is life—the sun that warms us, the fire that cooks our food and keeps us alive in the harshest winters. Fire is what Greek myths tell us Prometheus stole from the gods and gave to humanity. In the Old Testament, fire is how God appeared to Moses, in the form of a burning bush. Fire is change, turning wood into ash, water into steam. It is life and death. It is not ours to command, only ours to capture for a little while, with love and respect. And great, overwhelming gratitude—because fire has always been our best weapon against the Unchangeable.”

He gave Ursula some signal, and she breathed out an enormous wave of red-and-black fire that at first seemed hot enough to make the rock sizzle.

With a start, Lindsay realized that what was sizzling was the rain in a handful of puddles and cracks, and the rain was left over from the last storm.

The storm where Eleanor had died. Everything kept coming back to that. And it was so recent.

“Fire is change,” Henry said. “And you do not unleash change lightly. Try to remember that. Yes, our children grow rambunctious and rowdy, they play with fire very literally, but for anyone old enough to understand, fire is an enormous responsibility. Don’t think about it as only a matter of life and death. Think about it as unleashing great change.”

Death felt more serious to her than change—at least at first. But then Lindsay thought about how profoundly different her life was since she had met Eleanor on the beach. She was always going to die someday—but she had never been destined to be a dragon until suddenly she’d become one. Eleanor had reshaped the course of Lindsay’s life, and maybe that did matter as much, or even more, than if she had just ended it early.

It wasn’t that death was more or less than change. It was that change was bigger. Change included death.

“It’s hard to breathe fire and be careful at the same time,” Henry said with a slight smile. “But you should try. Fire may be our best weapon, but as I said, it’s often still not enough to save us. The Unchangeable are, after all, very resistant to change.”

So they could master fire-breathing tonight and unleash an inferno on Mullen... and Mullen might just stand there and take it.

Boone shifted, falling back into his human form again. “Is there anything we can do to make the fire more effective?” He asked the question in what Lindsay was beginning to recognize as his soldier’s voice, crisp and efficient.

“Magic is strange,” Henry said. “But it feeds on passion. If you can possibly avoid it, don’t give into despair. That’s how the Unchangeable win.”

Boone’s grin looked like a challenge to the universe. “We aren’t really the giving-in type.”

Lindsay curled her tail around his shoulders in an improvised hug, heartily seconding that.

“You two are bonded,” Henry said. It didn’t sound like he was asking a question. “No wonder Eleanor always saw the two of you together. You’re a matching set.”

They were. And unquestionably, at the very bottom of her heart where her human and dragon selves mingled to form her soul, she knew without a doubt that they always would be. He was her one true constant—and she only had him because her world had broken apart completely and let him in. She could see what Henry meant about change. It ran through their lives like a river.

“I love her,” Boone said simply.

Lindsay nuzzled her enormous dragon head against him, feeling silly and wonderful at the same time. He laughed, leaning against her, and then transformed, intertwining with her. It was ridiculously charming to see a dragon grinning from ear to ear.

Even in the midst of all this, she could make him happy. She was so thankful for that.

He made her stronger. He made her more herself than she’d ever been before. Her last few days had been a whirlwind of change, and she didn’t regret any of them.

Suddenly, a kind of calm certainty fell over her, and she knew what it really felt like to be a dragon. She knew what she could do.

Lindsay turned to look out at the waves, watching them crest and fall, the white foam falling back down again, the tide coming in and out.

She breathed in deeply—

—and breathed out wildfire.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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The jet of fire Lindsay exhaled was so scorching hot that Boone felt the crackle of it even through the thick, flame-proof dragon scales. And that was without getting a direct blast.

So dragonfire would hurt even other dragons, he was guessing. They’d have to make sure to stay out of each other’s way during a fight. The last thing any of them needed was literal friendly fire.

But while that tactical part of his brain ticked on in the background, working out what a battle between them and the Unchangeable’s imagined forces might look like, the rest of him was marveling at what Lindsay had done. Her fire was as breathtaking as she was.

It came in the same colors, too: a mix of silver, gold, and white, bright as spangles and mysterious as starlight.

Lindsay was human again in the blink of an eye.

“Wow,” she said. She sounded breathless. “I mean, wow.”

Boone agreed. Definitely wow. He nodded enthusiastically.

Lindsay leaned back against his broad, armored chest and tilted her head towards Henry and Ursula. “What kind of temperatures does that stuff get up to? And does it usually work like regular fire?”

Ursula frowned. “You mean does it burn? Yes, certainly.”

“But do the colors mean anything? Is blue fire hotter than red fire?” She made a popping motion with her thumb and said, “Like when you light a match, it’s blue at the heart where it’s hottest and then orange and then yellow.”

“Ah,” Henry said. “No. Dragonfire burns hotter than any fire that can be set by man.”

“Or woman,” Ursula said testily.

“Any human,” Henry clarified. “Of any gender. Some dragons do have more powerful, devastating flames, but unfortunately, you can’t tell it from the color. You can’t guess it at all. The intensity of a dragon’s fire comes from the strength of their soul—and that is a hard thing to know.”

Hard? More like impossible. Boone didn’t even know the strength of his own soul—though he was willing to bet that Lindsay’s was a force to be reckoned with. He’d known that even before he’d felt the scorching impact of her dragonfire.

But he didn’t want to plan any kind of field engagement with the Unchangeable just based off guesswork and magic, no matter how real he knew that magic was. He was a soldier, not a sorcerer.

Still, “hotter than any fire that can be set by any human of any gender” still boded well for them, if it did come down to a fight. And if he could get it to happen for him at all. Enough blasts had to take Mullen down if they needed to, right? No invulnerability lasted forever.

He edged away from the others so he wouldn’t have to worry about any accidental, well, misfires, and looked out at the ocean, the way Lindsay had. He thought about change.

Or, more accurately, he tried to think about change and wound up thinking only about Lindsay.

But that was fine. Lindsay was a huge change in his life. Every cell of his body was different now, but it almost felt like that would have been true anyway, just from meeting her—and falling in love with her. Being loved by her. He’d been stitched back together into one person.

The world could throw all the mystical shit it had at him, could stick a voice in his head and a second body on his soul, and he would be fine because he had her.

She was the change that had made him able to deal with whatever other changes were coming.

The hearth where you started the fire. Boone pictured that—pictured the two of them in bed together as the still center of his world, with chaos swimming around it—and felt flames kindle inside him, racing up his chest and then along his throat. Breathing them out felt like the most natural thing in the world.

The sea boiled up in a white froth, a line of steam racing towards the horizon.

“Whoa,” Lindsay said quietly. “Boone, damn. Still waters run deep and burn hot... not that I didn’t already know that.”

Boone breathed in and out, turning human again. Ordinary air felt almost ice-cold to him now after having had the heat of that fire run through his lungs. His mouth was dry.

He said, “I was thinking about you. The way you burn me up and leave me standing at the same time.”

Henry said, “I think the two of you are ready.” He’d taken his glasses off and was cleaning them on his shirt. He looked hopeful, but almost like it had been so long since he’d had any hope that his face had forgotten how to arrange itself. Hopeful... but uncertain.

“For whatever comes your way,” Ursula said.

Silence settled along the beach as the four of them watched the last of the steam evaporate into the sky.

Then, less reassuringly, Ursula added, “As much as any of us are, anyway.”

*
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He and Lindsay took to the skies again. It was coming up on morning now, and dawn had just started to turn everything around them gray and pastel pink. The stars were dimming as the sun came in.

More change. He wondered if the Unchangeable wanted to eventually stop the Earth from spinning on its axis, too, and stop it from revolving around the sun. Death was the only way to be safe from change... and even then, things decayed. Even the Unchangeable weren’t safe from change, if what Henry and Ursula said about them becoming more skilled lately could be believed—and Boone had no reason to doubt them, right?

Maybe they could convince Mullen that its whole cause was a mistake. Maybe. But zealots were hard to reason with, and if this thing had based its entire identity around being opposed to change, it would be even harder to convince it that it was capable of going in a new direction. And even harder than that to convince it that it would be a good idea.

No, as much as he had thought he’d walked away from war, he was in one again. He had to be on alert.

They veered east, towards Boone’s house. It had to be harder for Mullen to track them when they were flying, he figured; the invisibility had to complicate things. That would buy them some time. 

But not much. Henry and Ursula had said Mullen might be able to sniff out that they’d been to the club. If that were true, the moment they landed and took on human form again, she’d be headed for them. Then she would know they were dragons.

As they got closer to his house, they dropped down low between the buildings, flying with barely a foot between their wingtips and the stucco walls they were passing. It was weirdly exhilarating to come so close to crashing. He would have to be careful of that. He didn’t want his adrenaline to take the wheel completely.

Finally, they set down right by his porch and, in a shimmer of light, became human again.

“This is a nice neighborhood,” Lindsay said, looking up. They were standing in the shade, and leaf-shaped shadows fell across her face. “I always wanted to get a house here.”

“We could look for a house,” Boone said absently. He dug his keys out of his pocket. “If you don’t like this one.”

Lindsay didn’t seem to think it was too soon to think about that. “Maybe. My own apartment is kind of ruined for me—and it really was a little too small, probably. But I like your house. Besides, we might not be alive to move anywhere anyway. That could be a bright side. Moving’s always a huge hassle.”

“We’ll still be alive.” Or she would, anyway. He wasn’t going to let anything bad happen to her. He wasn’t even going to joke about it.

More than anything else, they both needed some sleep. They’d been awake all night, and even though the flying hadn’t been too strenuous, it had still worked out of a lot of muscles Boone literally hadn’t had a week ago, and even in his human body, he could feel an incredible soreness. All he wanted was his bed and maybe a hot shower.

But there were a couple of things he had to take care of first. He was possibly going into battle with dragonfire, and he knew that could be effective, but he still wasn’t entirely comfortable with it. He wanted a weapon he knew—and one that would work the same no matter what was in his heart or mind when he pulled the trigger on it. Call him old-fashioned.

He let Lindsay collapse on the broken sofa while he went into the bedroom and got his sidearm out of the locked bedside table drawer. It had been years since he’d handled it with killing on his mind; years since he’d pulled the trigger anywhere but on the shooting range. But he hadn’t forgotten what it was like to know you had to fire. He didn’t think he’d hesitate, and he knew he wouldn’t miss. He clipped the holster on.

He didn’t want Lindsay to be stuck unarmed, but he didn’t have a second weapon.

Or at least not a second normal weapon—

He emerged from the bedroom with an antique hand-carved hunting bow. He’d inherited it from his grandfather. He hadn’t hunted since he was a kid, when he’d visited the old man in his snug little cabin out in the mountains, but he’d kept the bow for sentimental reasons. Holding it made him think of his grandfather’s hands back before the knuckles had swollen up with arthritis, back when it had seemed like there wasn’t anything his grandfather couldn’t teach him how to do. Hunt, fish, fix a car, build a house. Like he’d told Lindsay, his grandfather had been the one to teach him how big and interesting the world could be even outside of the family occupation. His grandfather had been the one to say that if Boone wanted to draw, he should draw; he’d bought Boone charcoal and paper and sent him out to the woods to sketch whatever had seemed worth sketching.

His grandfather would have liked Lindsay. He had no doubt of that. He wished they could have met each other.

“Hey,” Lindsay said. She smiled when she saw the bow. “Are we competing in the Hunger Games?”

“If you’re comparing me to Katniss Everdeen, I’m taking it as a compliment.” He shrugged the bow off his shoulder and held it out to her. “You said you took an archery class, right? Can you shoot this? Or I could take it and give you the gun, if you’d feel more comfortable with that.”

Lindsay tentatively took the bow. She aimed it at nothing and drew back the bow string, feeling the tension of it. 

“It was only one class,” she said. “Freshman year. We had a phys ed requirement and I was feeling really, really lazy. Archery didn’t involve running.”

“Were you good?”

“I was.” He liked that she could just say it—no hemming and hawing about what counted as good, no worrying that she was bragging just by admitting she knew how to do something. “I kept it up as a hobby for a while—but that was a long time ago, Boone. I haven’t even gone target-shooting in... three years, I think.”

“It’s like riding a bike.”

Lindsay raised her eyebrows. “Is it?”

“Okay, I have no idea if it’s like riding a bike or not, but you’ve still practiced more recently than I have. I haven’t even used it since I was a kid. But you can have the gun if you want. Guns are easier.”

She shook her head. “At least this way we have the person who’s best with the gun handling the gun and the person who’s best with the bow handling the bow. Even if I’d be better with the gun than with the bow, I still wouldn’t be as good as you. Even if I don’t wind up shooting anything, you will, and that’s good enough for me. The last thing I want is to sabotage you so I can fire a gun and miss.” She gently released the string and then slung the bow over her shoulder. “Plus, I feel like a total badass like this. Dragon woman with a bow. Do you have a quiver?”

“No, but technically, right now we only have one arrow, so the quiver would be kind of a joke anyway. We’ll have to swing by a sporting goods store before...” He laughed suddenly, the whole weight of everything pressing in on him. It was like a slab of concrete resting against his chest. “Before it’s officially polite for someone to try to kill us. Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

“No. I’m not sure at all.” Lindsay stepped close to him and touched his chest, like she knew about the weight of the concrete slab and wanted to lift it off him. It was better: all he could feel was the gentle pressure of her fingers against him. “But I’m sure that if I’m going to do this, you’re the person I want to be doing it with. Is it bringing back some bad memories?”

“Just tense ones. It’s hard to step back into all this.”

“I trust you. Completely. I don’t think Henry and Ursula could ask for a better hero.”

He smiled. “Excuse me. A better hero and heroine. You’re a total badass, remember?”

“Of course. You’ve seen my Googling skills. But somehow I don’t think you’re really feeling better.”

“I just have a hard time separating fighting from time spent watching people die,” Boone said. “I feel like I’m getting ready for things to go wrong.” He heaved a deep breath. “I don’t like you going into a fight without a better weapon than a bow, either, no matter how cool you look.”

“I’ve got fire,” Lindsay said. “And I’ve got you.” She pushed her hands back through his hair, gently running her fingernails over his scalp. “And we both need sleep. We wouldn’t win a fight against a paper doll if we went up against it right now.”

He knew she was right. It had even been his own plan from the start. But he still felt like there were sparks flying around inside him, like his eyelids were wired open from caffeine. He was exhausted, but he wasn’t sleepy at all. He didn’t think he could sleep until he had their position as well-fortified as possible. He leaned down and kissed her softly.

“You go ahead and go to bed. I’m just going to go get us those arrows.”

And more bullets. Maybe then he’d feel better.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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Wake up.

The words intruded on Lindsay’s dreams. Without Boone on the other side of the bed, those dreams had mostly been bad ones, so her subconscious welcomed the interruption.

Wake up.

Her sleep had been thin and patchy, and sometimes she only knew she’d slept because she’d looked at the clock, blinked, and looked again to find it forty-five minutes later. Almost drunk with exhaustion, she’d stumbled up at one point to text Boone to see if he was on his way home, and had—thank God—gotten an immediate response that he was, he was just stuck in traffic. Poor guy. He had to be even more drained by now than she was.

She sat up in bed, rubbing the grainy feeling out of her eyes. It had only been ten minutes since that text from Boone. No reason to worry yet. He’d said there was an accident up ahead, and that sometimes meant total gridlock for hours.

She shuffled to the fridge and got a Coke, trying to perk herself up with some instant energy and some sugar to cut through the fuzziness in her head.

What had woken her up? She was trying to pay attention to her instincts now, but it was hard when they wouldn’t explain themselves. She prodded again at the idea of Boone out there, a sitting duck in stopped traffic, but her dragon didn’t even stir. She was no more worried about him than she had been before she’d tried to get a few hours of sleep. No, this was something else.

Zeke?

Henry and Ursula?

At their names, her dragon raised its head, coming to a kind of primitive attention. Lindsay had the crazy feeling that she could see it, down to its intrigued, liquid gold eyes.

It said, Not them. Not that.

But you think there’s some reason to be worried.

You think that, her dragon corrected. Its tail swished from side to side, the movement slow and thoughtful. Thinking is your business. Perception is mine.

Its long forked tongue tasted the air.

I smell it, the dragon said.

It? But then, with a feeling like she was sinking down into cold water, Lindsay realized she didn’t need to ask. She knew exactly what her dragon meant.

The Unchangeable.

Mullen.

She tore into the bedroom and started throwing on her clothes, dressing as quickly as she could. If Mullen had somehow sniffed them out and was on its way, there was the chance that Boone would wind up running smack into it. With no sleep and no backup.

But how had Mullen tracked them down? Had it just been pulled their way by instinct or—

Then she remembered what her dragon—her wary, animal subconscious—had said when she’d been worried about Henry and Ursula. Not them. Not that.

For whatever reason, the underbelly of her mind felt sure that Henry and Ursula were safe. But the rephrasing was weird, almost like her dragon was clarifying that those two weren’t the problem and then saying... that her idea of the problem was completely wrong.

It was like it was saying that there was a reason to look more closely at the evening they’d spent with Eleanor’s old dragon clan, but the reason wasn’t that someone in it was in trouble.

Of course, she couldn’t know that Henry and Ursula were safe. She was just guessing, based on some wisp of draconian instinct or maybe even based on magic. But she thought she was right. She thought the same sensory prickle that had woken her up when Mullen had come within her orbit would tell her the truth about whether or not her own kind were in trouble.

Whatever her dragon had been trying to get at, she didn’t have time to stand here trying to figure it out.

She grabbed her phone and called Boone.

“If I’m in this car any longer, I’m going to resort to cannibalism,” he said. “And since I’m the only person in here, it’s not going to be pretty.”

“Mullen’s coming,” Lindsay said.

She could almost hear him jerk upright. “What? Are you sure?”

“No,” she said honestly. “But my dragon thinks that it can feel it. Smell it.”

“Get out of the house,” Boone said. She heard a thud as a car door slammed on his end of the call. “Right now. Go to a hotel—goddammit, you don’t have your car. Can you ride a motorcycle?”

Even in a crisis, Lindsay couldn’t help seizing on the wrong end of this question. “Wait, you have a motorcycle?”

He had all the sweet seductiveness and warm creativity of a man who was good with a paintbrush, all the bedroom skills of a man who was good with his hands, all the protective impulses of a man who’d been to war, and a motorcycle. He wasn’t just her perfect match, her mate, he was also everything her sixteen-year-old self had ever wanted—upgraded, of course, to feature things her teenaged self wouldn’t have thought of, like “stable job” and “wants kids.”

And “doesn’t lose it when she focuses on the wrong things.” Like now.

He said, “It’s in the garage. Can you ride one?”

Not even a little. And the last thing she wanted was to avoid dying at Mullen’s hands only to end up a smear on the road. She’d go flying over the handlebars—

Lindsay smacked her forehead. “Boone. We’re dragons. I’ll just fly.”

Boone swore with a soldier’s fluency and then said, “Let’s not tell Henry and Ursula we forgot that was an option. Okay. I’ll meet you—” His next words got garbled, swept up in what sounded like a sudden gust of air.

“Boone?”

“Sorry.” His voice was louder now. “I’ll meet you at the boardwalk.”

“Got it.” She hung up and had just started to slip into invisibility when she remembered the bow. She’d left it in the bedroom. She turned to get it—

There was a sudden hard burst of sound behind her, and then bright sunshine hit her like a spotlight.

Someone had kicked down the door.

Lindsay’s whole world went still. Time slowed down around her.

Fight or flight. Time to choose.

Never mind. Both.

She wrapped herself in invisibility just in time to dodge Mullen’s barreling run towards her. Lindsay heard it hit the wall and come off it snarling, vicious like a wild animal.

Throwing herself to the side had maybe saved her life, but it had also trapped her in the bottleneck of the hallway, where there was no room for her to shift. That might even have been Mullen’s plan. The toothy smile the creature had on its face suggested that it was.

But she couldn’t be sure Lindsay had hurled herself in that direction, could she? Lindsay had been fully invisible before she had darted away from Mullen’s attack. Hadn’t she?

She tried to stay perfectly still.

Don’t let it hear you breathing. Don’t move and let it hear a floorboard creak. It won’t know where you are if you don’t give yourself away.

But then she had a mental image of herself stuck in that hallway forever, trying so hard to stay still that her muscles cramped up. If it came down to patience, Henry and Ursula had made it clear that she couldn’t beat the Unchangeable at their own game. Mullen could outlast her. If Lindsay made this a contest about who could stay still the longest, she’d lose, and by the time it came down to a fight, she’d be too stiff and drained to ever win.

She gave up on being cautious. She sprang into action, sprinting down the hallway as fast as she could and slamming the bedroom door open.

Mullen tore after her.

Lindsay hit the edge of the bed so hard she fell against it. She leaned into the movement, rolling across the mattress until she could reach the bow and single arrow.

Only one shot.

She didn’t have the spare seconds it would take to wait for the bow and arrow to go invisible in her hands. If she gave Mullen even a single moment of hesitation, the creature would rip her to pieces. She’d have to fire instantaneously, even knowing that picking up the bow would give her exact position away.

She let her hand hover just above the weapon.

Mullen had stopped in the bedroom doorway, trapping Lindsay inside, and having its prey pinned down had made it get just a tiny bit smug. Its nostrils flared as it sniffed the air.

It was standing still. This might be the perfect time for Lindsay to shoot.

You won’t kill it with an arrow, Lindsay’s dragon whispered.

I don’t have any other choice! There’s not enough room in here for me to fight it as a dragon!

No, the dragon agreed. But remember, its strength is staying in one place. It’s not about aim, it’s about opportunity. This is going to come down to how fast you can react. And how much you can make the Unchangeable move. You have to bring this battle onto your turf, and your turf is change.

Lindsay let her dragon-self fill her human body. It was like cold fire sinking down into her bones. She assessed Mullen like she would any other problem, searching for what her office called SWOT—strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats.

Mullen’s disguise was different this time. It had long, lanky yellow hair and dull blue eyes that looked like a doll’s and looked alive only because of the furious hatred in them. That hatred seemed to be the same in every form. So did the wardrobe of boxy pantsuits.

“Why do you dress like that?” Lindsay said, feeling a little stab of delight at Mullen’s controlled flinch. “I’m genuinely curious.”

Mullen scanned the room slowly, trying to figure out exactly where the noise was coming from. It didn’t seem to be in the mood to answer any questions about its wardrobe.

“I know what you are.” Mullen’s voice was like rocks grinding together in its throat.

“What I am,” Lindsay said, “is hot enough to burn you down.”

One shot, her brain chanted. One shot, one shot, one shot.

Lindsay tried to think about what would get an emotional reaction out of Mullen. “We have friends, you know. The other dragons will come for you—”

Mullen actually laughed.

It said, “Who do you think helped me find you?”

No.

No, that couldn’t be true. That couldn’t possibly be true. Henry and Ursula had been Eleanor’s friends, her family. They’d been ready to run and take Boone and Lindsay with them. Why would they have spent time teaching them how to breathe fire if they’d only been setting them up to die? Why would they have given them any information at all? If all they’d wanted to do was gift-wrap Boone and Lindsay for Mullen, they could have just kept them at the club all night, feeding them drinks and dragon stories, being friendly and agreeable...

Asking us who we were. Asking us if we had a place to stay.

That hadn’t been Henry and Ursula.

But it had been someone.

Someone thoughtful and helpful, just like you’d expect a social secretary to be.

“Octavian,” Lindsay said. “He’s your spy.”

That was what her dragon had sensed, even if it hadn’t been able to put the suspicion into words. Octavian was a snake in the dragon clan’s grass.

Mullen smiled its joyless, predatory smile. “He’s a craven fool who sells out every shifter he can to buy more time for himself. When his day finally comes, I’ll kill him slowly. You won’t be there to take satisfaction in it, though.”

“I don’t really laugh maniacally over people graves anyway. I think that’s more your side than mine.”

“Yes,” Mullen said. “Because we will be there to see the graves. And you will never live to see ours, whether you would laugh at them or not. You’re an unnatural, foul thing.”

“Nothing’s more natural than change.”

Mullen almost hissed at her for that. “We. Were here. First!”

It turned to slam its hand against the door for emphasis.

Now, Lindsay’s dragon whispered.

She wasn’t even conscious of aiming. Her hand and eye took care of it all without her mind even entering into it. It was just like she had felt on the best days of archery class, and as the arrow flew, Lindsay had time to think only that this was what she knew being a dragon really meant. She was the most intense, most concentrated version of herself. She was Lindsay-squared.

The arrow struck home. It pinned Mullen’s raised hand firmly to the door.

Lindsay didn’t have time to find out how long it took an Unchangeable creature to rip an arrow out of its hand. Even as she ran, her subconscious registered that she hadn’t seen even a drop of blood. This wasn’t over, not remotely.

But she’d had her fight, and now she needed flight. She had to drop the bow, unable to afford even the few extra moments of visibility it would give her, and used what felt like all of her courage to run past Mullen back out through the bedroom door. She was so close for a second that she could feel the heat off Mullen’s body. The Unchangeable was grunting, pulling itself free, and when it felt the rush of air as Lindsay passed by, it threw its whole body back to slam the door.

Too late. Too slow. Lindsay was already gone.

She burst out of the house into Boone’s yard and shifted, her skin changing so quickly that it felt like she was turning herself inside-out. She flapped her wings, rising up into the sky.

She was just in time to see Mullen follow her out. Her dragon ears could hear the creature’s ragged panting. Lindsay’s arrow was clutched in Mullen’s hand, which seemed to have no blood on it at all.

Mullen scanned the sky.

And, Lindsay knew, saw nothing.

She rose higher, spiraling up into the air, and flew to the boardwalk.
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Lindsay’s heart was still pounding when she came to a soft landing on a partly hidden curve of the beach. Most of the shelter of the boardwalk was blocked off by people irritatingly out enjoying the good summer weather. This place had been the only spot isolated enough for a touchdown, and the boardwalk here was too close to the beach for her to fit her dragon-body beneath it.

If she stayed dragon-sized on the ground anywhere much longer, someone would smack right into her, no matter how carefully she’d chosen her landing strip. She was invisible, but she wasn’t untouchable.

She shifted back to her human form quickly and darted beneath the boardwalk. Even back in her usual shape, she had to stoop to fit underneath it. But at least it gave her the necessary shadows to hide that she was suddenly going to pop back into sight.

Which she was going to do. Just as soon as she could convince her racing heart that she wasn’t in danger any longer. Right now her subconscious was refusing to believe she didn’t need all the armor she could get.

She couldn’t believe what she’d just done.

I pinned a monster’s hand to a door with an arrow. I’m William Tell. I’m a dragon William Tell.

Scratch that. The Hunger Games reference sounded much more heroic and, for that matter, much more, well, female. She was a dragon Mockingjay.

She directed the thought at the tension that was keeping the invisibility cinched tightly around her. See? I can take care of myself. I don’t need any extra protection right now. We can drop it.

Lindsay could almost feel herself relaxing when a voice startled her.

“Look, Mommy.” It was a little girl in a red bathing suit who was tugging at her mom’s hand. “Those footprints start right here.”

Luckily for Lindsay, the mom had her hands full with a crying baby. She sounded distracted as she said, “What, honey?”

“Footprints. They come out of nowhere—” The girl gasped. “They come out of these big footprints!”

Shit. How had she forgotten to at least use her tail to wipe away the marks of her dragon-claws before she’d turned human again?

Because she’d been in a hurry, of course. If this were a project she was managing at work, she’d have her to-do lists and automatic reminders. Here she’d had a panicky couple of seconds to get out of everybody’s way.

The dragon footprints were enough to get even the harried mom’s attention. “Huh. Yeah, sweetie, they do, don’t they?”

“They go under the boardwalk! Can I follow them?”

“Absolutely not.”

Lindsay could hear a steely twang of fear in her voice now. The woman couldn’t know what was going on, but she knew it was weird, and she clearly—and understandably—didn’t want her daughter running headfirst into weird.

She saw the woman take a deep breath and then force a smile as she squeezed her little girl’s hand and shifted the still-howling baby, making a couple of cooing sounds. “It’s nothing, sweetheart. Some of the older kids must have just been wearing big flippers for swimming.”

“But they start right there—”

“Because there is where they put them on,” the mom said firmly. “Come on, honey. The sun’s going to go down soon, and I don’t want you swimming in the dark.”

That did it, at least. The kid was a Sherlock Holmes in the making, but she was still at the age where she was more interested in splashing around than tracking footprints. If she’d been just a little older—and hadn’t had her mom around—Lindsay might have just wound up giving away the existence of dragons to a little kid with duck floaties on her arms.

When the family was finally out of earshot, Lindsay’s sigh of relief alone would have given her presence away. She moved further into the darkness underneath the boardwalk, searching for that apparently elusive feeling of safety. When it finally kicked in, she stood stock-still for a couple of seconds, still nervous that she’d hear someone start yelling, “That woman just appeared out of nowhere!”

Nothing. Most people, thank God, weren’t as observant as the duck floaties girl.

Lindsay made her way out from underneath the boardwalk, trying to convey by her facial expression that emerging from the darkness was a totally normal thing for a person to do.

Still no reaction from anyone.

No wonder the existence of shifters went unnoticed. People could just be oblivious sometimes.

She climbed the stairs to the actual boardwalk, which was lively and bustling, nothing like it had been on the shuttered, rainy day when she’d last walked here with Boone.

She was safe. She was safe, and this looked like a normal, peaceful summer evening. Her nose was full of the fair weather smells of the San Marco beach—the cinnamon and sugar of the churros, the buttery scent of the popcorn, the coconut suntan lotion on everyone’s bare shoulders. It seemed like the air was full of colors, too. Everything was bright blue sky and flashing pinwheels and tropical swimsuits. After the terrified calm of going head-to-head with Mullen, she was probably in a mild kind of shock.

Well, tough. She didn’t have time to be overwhelmed. Boone needed her. Dammit, she needed herself.

She took another deep breath.

I’m a dragon. I’m a city planner. I am Boone Keller’s mate. I am my parents’ daughter and my sister’s sister and my niece’s aunt. I can handle this.

Yes, the dragon rumbled. We can.

She liked that there was no doubt in that calm voice. It wasn’t arrogance. It was just confidence.

She squared her shoulders. What was she doing looking around for Boone, anyway? Wasn’t it the twenty-first century? She pulled out her phone. Only one bar of signal, but if she had that here, then hopefully he did too.

She dialed.

He picked up right away. “Are you here? I’ve been looking for you.”

She closed her eyes against the overwhelming comfort of hearing his voice.

“I’m here,” she said. “I’m by the churro vendor. The good one. And I used up that one arrow, by the way. I don’t think we’re getting it back anytime soon.”

“Wait,” Boone said. “What? What?”
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“You shot it,” Boone said.

“We’ve been over this,” Lindsay said, but he could tell by the little smile on her face that she didn’t mind going over it again. She was flushed with excitement and adrenaline and what Boone had always thought of as the unnameable kind of awe, the what-the-hell-did-I-just-do confusion.

It was a battlefield emotion. He guessed she was blooded now in Henry and Ursula’s war. He wished it had never touched her at all—but then, she was a fighter. She wouldn’t give up any more than he would.

He was just lucky that she was such a badass with a bow and arrow that the first blood spilled had been Mullen’s and not hers.

Though according to Lindsay, Mullen didn’t have any blood. Its wound had been as dry as its soul.

And the fact that he knew that already meant that she was probably right and they really had gone over this as much as they possibly could. As much as he wanted to just shower praise on her—and sit there eating churros with her, even—they had to move on to much grimmer topics.

“We need to get in touch with Henry and Ursula,” he said.

Lindsay’s face fell at once. He hated having made that happen. She bit at her thumbnail, thinking carefully. “I didn’t get a phone number for them, did you? Or an email address.”

He shook his head. “It’s hard to think about any of them having email. We’ll have to go there. They need to know about Octavian.”

“I can’t believe he’s been selling out his own people in order to just be killed last,” Lindsay said. There was visceral disgust in her voice. “He must have told Mullen how to find Eleanor, too. Ursula and Henry said the Unchangeable had been targeting their best and brightest.”

“I did find a silver lining. At least maybe this means the Unchangeable can’t do some kind of super-tracking the way Henry was thinking. Maybe they don’t have ESP. They just have a scumbag on their side.”

“If that’s true,” Lindsay said slowly, “then if we could take Octavian out of commission, we’d have the upper hand. The clan wouldn’t have to worry so much about hiding if they knew that the Unchangeable couldn’t just sense them.”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

He looked her over. It was funny seeing her back in the same place they had met—and that stormy Saturday felt like it had been a hundred years ago. She had changed since then, and so had he. Lindsay didn’t just make him more passionate, she made him sharper, too; she pulled all his priorities in the right direction.

“Octavian gave Eleanor to Mullen,” he said, thinking it through out loud. “He can’t always give his people away one right after the other, or they’d have been wiped out a long time ago. We’re outsiders, and we were making trouble, stirring things up in a way that might have made trouble for him. Selling us out must have been a no-brainer, if you’re a coward and a traitor already. So he gave our names to Mullen. And Mullen won’t come back to him looking for more until—”

“Until it’s killed us,” Lindsay said. She tore off another bite of her churro and dipped it in the little container of chocolate sauce the food truck woman had given them.

He admired her ability to continue enjoying herself even in a crisis.

“Which means he probably won’t name any more names until Mullen comes back to him.”

“Then right now, Henry and Ursula and their people are all safe.”

Boone nodded. “He’s just a coward using her as a weapon. He won’t hurt them on his own, which at least buys us some time. Mullen’s what we really have to be worried about.”

“It found info on me at my apartment,” Lindsay said slowly. “It’ll wind up finding more about you at your house. And—oh, Boone, your paintings! It’ll ruin them.”

He shook his head firmly. He was surprised to find there wasn’t even the tiniest part of him that was worried about that, even though he had no doubt that Mullen would be as vindictively destructive with him as it had been with Lindsay. His digital studio was all backed up on the cloud. And the paper originals of his old book covers and illustrations and ads, the framed mementos of his years of work... even if they weren’t replaceable, their loss was survivable. He could rebuild as long as he had Lindsay.

Thank God he’d held on to that one arrow.

“You were all I had there that I couldn’t live without,” Boone said. “And now you’re here. We’re not splitting up again.”
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Lindsay had offered to book them into a hotel for a few hours so Boone could get some rest, but he knew he’d never be able to sleep. His head was clear enough. The only thing that would get him out of the fight now was knowing that it was finished. He’d chew half a dozen caffeine tablets again, the way he’d done in Iraq, before he gave up and lay down.

“You’re rested,” he said. “And I’m surviving.” He rubbed his eyes. “Well, if we can’t call the dragon clan to warn them, then I guess we have to go there.”

“What if Mullen follows us?”

Boone did a quick scan of their surroundings. He didn’t see anyone who had Mullen’s vibe of enraged, ugly stillness, but he was so on edge that he wasn’t sure he trusted his judgment there. Maybe it was better at hiding than he’d thought.

“You think it’s here?”

“It broke your door down about two seconds after I hung up with you. It could have heard me say that we were coming here.”

True, and he didn’t like that one bit. “Then we go in stealth mode. That’ll be easiest anyway, it’s not like we can drive.”

Lindsay frowned. “Why couldn’t we drive? Are you out of gas?”

He wondered if there was any way to steer this conversation so he didn’t have to explain exactly what he’d done.

Of course the one time he needed a crisis to suddenly interrupt them, the only thing going on in the vicinity was a possible churro shortage.

“I may have left my car on the freeway,” he said. “In the traffic jam.”

Lindsay stared at him. “You may have,” she repeated.

“There was no way of knowing when we’d be able to start moving again! You needed me! I left the keys in the ignition so somebody would be able to drive it off if things finally cleared up.”

“You abandoned your car in the middle of freeway traffic because I needed you,” Lindsay said. Now she sounded soft and lovestruck. “No one’s ever become the most hated man in California for me before. You’re public enemy number one right now. Forget about Mullen, everybody stuck behind your car is going to want to kill you.”

“Yeah. I’d want to kill me too. But I had to get to you.”

She leaned forward and kissed him over the table. He could taste the cinnamon and sugar on her lips.

“Here’s an idea,” Lindsay said as she leaned back, grinning like she hadn’t just given him one of those kisses that turned a guy’s world upside-down. “Maybe we could do some sleuthing. Mullen’s been tailing us, why don’t we try tailing it? If we could know a little more about it, maybe we’d be able to come up with some kind of weak point in its armor. There has to be some kind of Unchangeable equivalent to handcuffs that would make it easy to arrest it... or bring it to Henry and Ursula, I guess. They have to know if there’s some kind of magical jail cell Mullen belongs in.”

“I do like the idea of making the first move with her for once,” he admitted.

“Yeah, that was my dragon’s idea,” Lindsay said proudly. “If we let the Unchangeable stick to their routines, they win. We have to shake things up.”
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They flew back to his house and roosted on the roof, trying to use their dragon-heightened senses to hear if there was anyone still moving around inside. The joke was on them if there wasn’t. Then they wouldn’t be following anybody.

Which would be just our luck. Now watch, we’ll fall through the roof.

But he could hear something. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought Mullen was still there. He looked at Lindsay and saw her nod her agreement.

I wish I could talk to her. I wish I could hear her voice.

But instead of having a conversation, they just had to wait in silence for Mullen to emerge. As they crouched there on the roof, their claws hooked into the shingles and beam, Boone thought he could feel something strange and new.

Of course he could. What wasn’t strange and new this week?

It was a kind of tie between him and Lindsay, like some kind of mental handholding. And just as he would have been able to squeeze her hand or caress it or feel the prickle of tension in her palm, he could do some version of all that now. Something was happening here that was as intimate as anything he’d ever experienced.

He saw in her eyes—and felt in her heart—that she was feeling it too.

Someday—someday soon, if he was lucky—he’d slide a wedding ring on her finger. If the connection between them was as intense on her end, maybe she even knew what he was thinking. She did rub her head against his in an affectionate caress.

Maybe she was promising that if he asked, she’d say yes.

Beneath them, the front door swung open, and Mullen came out of the house.

That killed the mood, Boone thought with resignation.

Mullen looked all around, even looking up at the sky, but Boone knew they were thoroughly shielded. He trusted the armor of invisibility... or he did until the creature’s gaze seemed to linger on the roof for just a moment too long. Its eyes narrowed, and its nostrils flared.

All armor had its weak spots.

But Mullen looked away again, scanning the treetops now. He was just imagining things. Stress and sleeplessness had him jumpy.

Once Mullen was on the move, Boone and Lindsay took flight and followed it. The same invisibility that cloaked them from sight seemed to muffle the sound of their wings beating in the air, too, allowing them to fly low and tail Mullen closely.

Where was it going? It walked for a few blocks, passing several parked cars and not stopping until it found one in a side alley. It looked around briefly and then, without any hesitation or even any change of expression, it shoved its bare hand through the driver’s side window. The tempered glass shattered around it into small shards that looked almost like rock salt. Mullen reached through the window into the car and unlocked it. The whole thing had taken maybe five seconds.

Lindsay had said the creature hadn’t bled from the arrow, and it didn’t bleed from this, either. It’d never even flinched.

Mullen opened the door and slid inside, casually pushing the last few loose fragments of glass out the window. It must have hot-wired the car, because soon it had pulled out of the alley and was on the road.

Boone doubted it’d given even a millisecond of thought to the person who would come out and find their car missing. It had stolen it without a flicker of conscience, just like it’d stolen Lindsay’s laptop and ID. When it had needed an easy way to interrogate and intimidate them, it had done a bad impression of a police officer. Everything it had, everything it was, it borrowed or stole or mimicked.

He’d already known its different forms had nothing to do with what she really looked like. Now he suspected that it lacked the creativity to even design them. Maybe that was why none of its faces ever looked right: it was like a bad photocopy of someone else’s original. It just lifted people’s appearances—and maybe even their lives. For all they knew, there had been a real Ann Mullen once.

It was utterly ruthless. It might be unstoppable.

They just had to hope today would show it she wasn’t.

Under other circumstances, this would have been a beautiful evening. Perfect for a flight along the coast. He wished he could have appreciated the strange thrill of flying low over the highways, flanking Lindsay wingtip-to-wingtip. Some part of him was worrying he’d never get to feel this again.

This is just a recon mission, he reminded himself. Nothing’s going to happen.

The traffic gradually thinned out as they left the exits for the public beaches behind. They were headed north, where the land grew rockier and more mountainous.

Then he realized where Mullen was going.

The cove.

It was the exact place Eleanor had warned them to stay away from, though she hadn’t said why. Now Mullen was leading them directly there.

What was there for her? This was where Zeke’s dragon had been attacked—it was an isolated, out-of-the-way spot. Could this be Mullen’s home base?

Despite his unsettling feeling that this wasn’t going the way it was supposed to, that thought drove him to fly faster, staying close to Mullen so he couldn’t possibly lose it. Finding out where the Unchangeable hunter made its home had to be significant. If they could get enough shifters together, surely they could manage to somehow intervene and disarm them. This might be the peace they were destined to make.

Unless Eleanor had been right. Unless they were winging their way towards an unhappy ending.

But Lindsay had an undeniable point. They’d never win if they kept playing the game on the Unchangeable’s terms. They had to try something new.

He looked at Lindsay, knowing she’d be able to tell their destination just as he could. She nodded back at him as if to say, Let’s keep going.

Stay invisible, Boone thought, picturing the instructions as one of Lindsay’s checklists. Follow it closely. Read your surroundings. Look for anything that suggests how the dragon clan could possibly restrain one of these things.

Mullen left its car at the edge of the road, got out, and walked to where the ground beneath it dropped away at almost a ninety-degree angle, plunging straight to the water. It looked down at the spars of rock and the lashing waves. The ocean always seemed to look angrier here, like the shape of the cove stirred it up and made it restless.

He wished he knew what Mullen was thinking. He didn’t even know what it was capable of thinking. What did you idly reminisce about when you were the kind of thing who lived for hate and vicious, brutal murder? Was it thinking of Eleanor? Was it satisfied to have eliminated one more dragon? Infuriated by the two who had eluded it?

For all he knew, the Unchangeable didn’t sleep, and staying motionless and looking brooding was how Mullen refreshed itself.

He just needed it to show some weakness. Something that they could use if it came after them again.

He didn’t know what he would do if it kept coming after Lindsay.

Lindsay. He felt like his heart was expanding, filling his whole chest. All those years of loneliness gone now. He turned away from Mullen long enough to study Lindsay, soaking up the exact honey shade of her amber-and-gold dragon eyes. She was all the motivation he needed.

I love you, he thought. Whatever happens, I want you to know that.

He knew—that strange mental touch let him know—that she was thinking the same thing.

Then, faintly at first and then louder and louder, he actually heard her:

I love you too.

I can hear you, he said, startled. It was like he was throwing the words to her mind so she could catch them.

I can hear you too! She sounded exuberant, not terrified. This was at least something useful that they’d wrung out of this long, horrible day.

This is great for morale, Boone said.

He heard her laughter in his head. The telepathy will continue until morale improves. Is she ever going to budge? I’m getting tired of hovering.

We can land, Boone decided. Just do it softly.

They settled down. He saw a tiny bit of dust stir in the air as their feet gently touched the ground.

Mullen exhaled. The breath went on way longer than Boone would have thought anyone’s could, and then—

Mullen’s skin was falling down. It was shedding its human shape like a snake.

It was nothing like their own transformations, even at their most wrenching and painful. This was more like Mullen was peeling its true self out of a costume. It had never been human; it had only looked human. And what was underneath—

Boone had never even imagined such a thing.

The real Mullen was not Mullen at all.

The thing standing in front of them was tall and broad and perfectly smooth. Hairless. Its skin was an awful slug-like gray. It had no nose, no lips, and no ears, not that Boone could see. Its hands were lumps, wedges of four fused fingers and a thumb. Its eyes glowed a sickly, jaundiced yellow.

And it looked strong. Its haunches were thick and wide with cords of muscles; its biceps were bigger than Boone’s own legs. Those spade-like hands were tipped with sturdy, razor-sharp claws. Boone remembered the gashes on Eleanor’s hide, the ones that had cut through thick, armored dragon-scale. Now he knew exactly how she’d gotten them.

They’d been hoping to see something that showed Mullen was vulnerable. This made it look more terrifying and invincible than ever.

The thing that had been Mullen looked at them with its unblinking yellow eyes.

“I can see you.”

Then it lunged.
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Time, for Boone, slowed down. It had always been like this for him in the most frantic, most intense moments of combat. He hit this strange place of clarity where he could focus in on individual raindrops or grains of sand and where he could coldly assess what was happening in front of him. Everything was happening faster than it had been before, but not to him. To him, he had all the time in the world. Every engagement with the enemy felt like it lasted a hundred years.

He was prepared to spend a hundred years in this moment, if that was what it would take to make sure that he could keep Lindsay safe.

The Mullen-thing surged towards them, moving with the speed and force of a locomotive.

Boone opened his jaws wide and unleashed a torrent of wildfire.

It rushed out of him, as unstoppable as a tornado, and blasted into Mullen. The cold blue color of the fire seemed to frost the creature’s gray skin, making it chip and crack.

That fire should have turned any living thing to ash. How was Mullen still standing?

Their finest weapon, and it had barely left a scratch. There was a single dark scorch-mark on the creature’s brow—that was the worst of the damage. It was like it was made of stone.

But that was the problem, wasn’t it? It almost was stone. Henry and Ursula had told them: the Unchangeable weren’t truly alive. They resisted life and growth and the forces of time—and even the power of dragonfire. He just hadn’t expected Mullen to be this resistant.

It had taken all his effort just to leave a mark on this creature, to make even that tiny change. He didn’t know what it would cost to kill it.

Guess I’ll die trying to find out, then. I’m not giving up.

Lindsay breathed out her fire, too. The white flames added another scorch mark, but little else.

The Mullen-thing raised one hand and lashed out at Boone. Its claws went through his scales with horrible ease, leaving him dripping blood. The pain blacked out his brain for a second, forcing him back into the real world and real time. Into chaos.

Lindsay was shouting for him in her head, but she had rushed Mullen, too, and was battling the creature back as best as she could, trying to keep it away from him. She sent out endless blasts of fire. The Mullen-thing slashed at her again and again, never quite making contact.

Good, Lindsay.

But she was tiring. He could see that.

God, he’d been stupid. They hadn’t planned this out nearly as well as they had needed to. They’d taken it for granted that their invisibility would keep them safe. They’d let themselves be sabotaged by Octavian. And now they were in a fight for their lives, and Lindsay was already running out of the only kind of ammunition that seemed to have any effect. He was the one who was supposed to know about battle, and he’d led them into this one unprepared.

There was no good time for this fight, his dragon said, startling him with the clarity of the thought. It felt as deep and serene as a lake. Sometimes fate comes for you whether you like it or not. And ours is here. So we fight.

Boone forgot about the pain. Forgot about the hot drip of blood. He had things to do.

He barreled forward, breathing an enormous gust of fire right into the Mullen-thing’s face. Maybe he could damage its eyes a little. He did his best to shield Lindsay. Judging by the way she immediately worked around him to keep on attacking Mullen, she didn’t want to be shielded.

You’re exhausting yourself, Boone shouted to her. You’ll run out of fire.

He couldn’t explain how he knew that. Some sort of buried dragon combat instinct, maybe.

Don’t worry about me, Lindsay said. I’ll be fine.

But her next burst of flame was noticeably weaker than the earlier ones, and it fell a little short of the Mullen-thing.

The Unchangeable creature made a horrible barking sound that Boone slowly realized was a laugh. It sounded like someone hitting a tree with an axe. Solid, brutal, and destructive.

“I have you now,” it said. “By the end of the day, I’ll have three dragon scales on my wall.” No matter how many flames it had taken directly to the face, its eyes were undamaged, as yellow and lidless as ever. “My last prey fought so much harder than you. She was a worthier opponent.”

Yeah, well, we’re new, Boone said. Then he realized it couldn’t hear him.

That wasn’t cool. So it could jeer at him all through the fight, but he couldn’t say anything back.

Sky, Lindsay said. Fly. Get up into the air, where it can’t reach us. We’ll fire from the top down—maybe claw it, if we can.

He’d almost forgotten aerial maneuvers were possible for them. Good idea. I don’t know that it has a gun or anything else with a reach.

They spiraled up into the air, unleashing hell down beneath them in alternating bursts. Blue, white, blue, white, blue, white.

From below, there was that unearthly chopping sound again. The Mullen-thing’s laughter. It was even louder now than it had been before.

I have a bad feeling about that, Lindsay said.

The wings sprouted from the Mullen-thing’s back. They were enormous and leathery, a moth-like gray and brown in color, and they dripped with some kind of thick, clear fluid that sizzled as it fell on the ground.

It was acid. It was eating through the rock.

I hate everything about this, Boone said.

Lindsay grimly seconded that.

The Mullen-thing lifted off into the air. It was shaped different than they were—they were four-legged creatures built for flight and it was a two-legged, roughly human-shaped thing, its wing placement somehow awkward—but that didn’t seem to slow it down. It beat those wet, horrible wings slowly, in thunderous pulses, and hovered just as well as they did. Once it was aloft, it let out a piercing screech. A battle-cry?

The fight went on in the air. Boone thought they still had a narrow advantage here—the Mullen-thing could fly, sure, but it still had to get close to them to strike, and it was hard for it to hover and claw at them at the same time. Whenever it stopped to slash at them, it dropped a little. He didn’t know how much that would give them in the end, but it was better than nothing.

They both had a half a dozen claw marks on them, all dripping steadily with blood they couldn’t afford to keep losing. Lindsay had spent too much of her fire too early on, and now all she could manage were choky little blasts, short-range and weaker than before. Boone could feel himself getting to that point too: his chest felt like it was full of smoke, not fire. His wings ached from the constant hovering.

But they were wearing Mullen down. He was sure of it. The creature was moving more sluggishly than before, too, and its peripheral vision seemed more limited. Its attacks were wilder and less coordinated. It had been several minutes now since it had landed any kind of hit.

They were winning. They were paying like hell for their victory, but they were winning.

And then he heard the beating of dozens of wings.

Henry! Ursula!

But then the sound got closer. And with a horrible sinking feeling, he knew that those wings were not coming to their rescue.

The sound of them in the air was like wet laundry slapping on a clothesline. Not dragon wings.

Unchangeable wings.

They were flying down from the mountains surrounding the cove.

Mullen had led them straight to the Unchangeable’s home turf. And even with Eleanor’s warning, they’d taken the thing’s bait.

The Mullen-thing laughed again. “Run, if you want,” it said. “But we will always find you. You’ll turn on each other like you did before. We’ll find every last one of you until none of your kind is left, and then we’ll find all the others, all the other filthy shifters, and wipe them out. And then the humans and then the animals—until the whole world is clean. You can kill me, but you’ll never stop us.”

Boone could see them coming. They flew slowly, but they were traveling with the wind, and they would be here soon.

Take its advice, he said to Lindsay. Run. Go find Henry and Ursula, get them to take you with them when they leave. Maybe there’s something they can do, some way they can help you hide—

I’m not leaving you! she cried.

You have to. I’ll stall Mullen as long as I can.

Lindsay wasn’t having any of it. If you’re going down, we’re going down together. This isn’t just your decision, Boone. This is my city. I’m not going to leave it to these things. And you’re my—my whole heart, Boone. I’m not going to leave you either. She tilted back her head and issued a screeching mental call, crying out for Henry and Ursula, for other shifters, for anyone who could hear her. Telling the world that they were at the cove, besieged, and needed help. That an army was coming.

They might just run, Boone said. Running seems to be the general strategy. And we don’t even know that they can hear you at all.

I know, Lindsay said. But at least we tried. I feel better for trying.

So do I.

And if he had to die, he felt better for dying with her. He didn’t know that there was any point to continuing the fight. They had no chance now, none at all. They could try to stay alive for Lindsay’s reinforcements to arrive—if they would even come at all—or they could give in. He was tired and sore. All he wanted to do was lie down with her. To sleep in her arms, her human arms.

That dying desire sparked something in him.

Human. He was human. Human and dragon both.

The Unchangeable were only one thing. They could disguise themselves, but they couldn’t change their natures, not the way Boone and Lindsay could. They didn’t really know what it was like to be human.

In a way, neither did Henry and Ursula. Neither had Octavian (he’d had so little loyalty to his people, he hadn’t even really known what it was to be a dragon). Neither had Eleanor. They were all dragons first and foremost—they lived with other dragons, they had a secret dragon war to worry about. They weren’t part of the human world.

But he and Lindsay were. They were what Eleanor had promised they would be—something new.

New and powerful. That was what she’d said. What she’d prophesied.

Powerful.

In a war against change, they knew an incredible, total, physical and spiritual change better than anyone. They knew what it was like to have their lives overturned—and they knew what it was like to love that. They were everything the Unchangeable hated.

They kept on breathing fire at the Mullen-thing, but the fire was just a symbol. Henry had told them that much. What they really breathed out was change—that was what hurt their enemies.

So if they were really harnessing the forces of change, why did they keep thinking it had to look like fire? Why were they so married to this tradition, to this biological imperative? They’d already made biology into a total joke.

And they’d said they needed to shake things up.

He thought about Eleanor on the beach. Bleeding colors.

Lindsay, Boone said, as they watched the horde of Unchangeable fly towards them, I have an idea.
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What Lindsay got from Boone in those fateful few moments weren’t words. Not really. In crunch time, with their lives on the line, he was still as much an artist as he was a soldier, and he thought in images.

With their minds in tune, that was no problem at all. It was like Lindsay was having a whole gallery’s worth of Boone’s paintings beamed directly into her mind. She saw what he saw; she felt what he felt.

She saw Eleanor dying under the boardwalk. It was easy enough to see how the monster had hurt her—it had hurt them too, after all. But Boone was focusing not on the blood but on the unearthly purple light that had drawn them down to Eleanor in the first place. What was it? What life force did dragons—or at least that dragon—have besides blood and fire? What magic had let Eleanor transform them?

More than that, what magic had she passed on?

Not prophecy. Lindsay was sure she hadn’t seen any of this coming.

But something. Henry and Ursula had known it. Hell, Eleanor had known it: she had promised her people that they would be extraordinarily powerful. Where was that power, and how could they get to it?

Nothing they hadn’t wondered before. They hadn’t had much time to experiment with whatever gifts Eleanor might have passed onto them. They barely knew how to be dragons, let alone super-dragons.

Some part of her wanted to give up. To fall down out of the sky and turn human again.

But you won’t, the dragon voice inside her said. It had an iron certainty that Lindsay had to admire. You will not give up on him, no more than he will give up on you. If you’re going to die, you’re going to die fighting, and you’re going to die together. You’ve never given up before in your life, and you’re not going to start today. Especially if today is your last day.

No. She wasn’t going to start today.

A wave of anger washed through her, revitalizing her. She paid attention to the images Boone was sending her, which had changed a little. Now he was trying to show her the two of them in bed, loosely tangled in her sheets. Her hair rumpled from sex. A pillow crease on his cheek.

We’re something wild, Boone said. They told us that. We’re something new. We’re the change the Unchangeable fear more than anything else, so why are we fighting them with the same old tricks dragons have used on them for generations? We have to have something else, something besides just outthinking them. Don’t you feel it?

Yes. It was something hard in the pit of her stomach, like a stone; something trapped in her chest, like a panicky heartbeat. Something she was holding onto that she needed to let go of.

But how could she learn to let go?

She had never liked the idea of giving up control. She had always wanted an organized, well-planned life—what she liked about wading into chaos was knowing that she could whip it into shape and straighten it out. She liked finding patterns in things that looked like messes. What was the pattern here?

Because there had to be one. There always was.

But sometimes you only found the pattern of the chaos from within the chaos. And just like that, Lindsay knew what she had to do—not to find her power, but to get to where she could recognize it. She needed Boone, who was better than anyone else at bringing her best self into focus.

She breathed out one final, sputtering gust of flame at the Mullen-thing, warning it to keep its distance until its reinforcements arrived, and plunged back down to the ground. She stepped back into her human shape. This time the change happened in a millisecond: she was human and she was dragon, and it was nothing at all to flip between the two. Like turning over a pillow.

She tossed her invisibility aside.

“Boone!” she called up into the sky. She couldn’t see him anymore, but she knew he was there. She could feel him in her heart. “Come down.”

She heard the enormous rustle of his wings as he joined her, and a second later, her Boone, her human Boone with his messy hair and his steady hands, was stepping out of the nothingness.

“So this is it, huh?” he said. He sounded rueful. “I did want one last kiss.”

He thought she had brought him down here to give up after all. He’d thought that, but he’d still come, even though it had to be against his nature to surrender. He’d come just so she wouldn’t be alone.

Lindsay shook her head. “We’re not having a last kiss. I intend to keep kissing you for a long, long time.”

He looked back up at the sky. The Unchangeable weren’t hiding themselves at all. Their gray-brown bodies, massed together, looked like an oncoming storm on the horizon. They couldn’t be too far away now. Minutes, maybe. “So what are we doing?”

“Relaxing,” Lindsay said. “Becoming what we are.”

She kissed him.

No, she couldn’t let this be their last kiss. Their last kiss needed to be when they were ninety, falling asleep together in bed. This was just a good kiss. She could taste the salt air on his lips, and she felt the unmistakable, overwhelming hunger of how he responded to her. He kissed her like he could never get enough.

The Unchangeable’s wings beat ever closer. Lindsay put her arms around Boone’s neck and went on her toes so she could reach him better. She turned her mouth against his jawline, pressing little kisses there. He stroked through her hair, saying her name over and over again.

It didn’t matter that the seaspray and breeze had left them damp and cold. It didn’t matter that a horde of monsters was pressing down on them. They were together. She could have made love to him right then and there, even with Mullen and all the rest looking down.

When they were together, they were unstoppable. Nothing was easier than giving into this.

She had become a dragon without meaning to, and then she had become a human when she’d stopped trying to, and she would become this, too. She would be the perfect weapon. This was just one more thing her body knew how to do.

There, some deep, satisfied voice said. She didn’t know if it was the dragon or just her whole heart, her whole soul. This is it.

“I’m yours,” Boone said. He brushed her hair out of her face when the wind blew it astray. “Whatever happens.”

“And I’m yours.”

It felt like something inside her had clicked into place, like two puzzle pieces had finally snapped together.

There was the pattern.

Together.

He felt it at the same time she did. They both knew what to do. This went beyond any kind of magic draconian telepathy. This was something else. Something deeper.

Boone held out his hands to her, and Lindsay laced her fingers through his. They held onto each other tightly.

And—together—they began to change.

This time, they went slowly, deliberately slowly. Lindsay let herself feel every instance of her skin hardening into dragon scales. She watched as her hands turned white and gold in Boone’s grip even as his own skin was turning a shining silver. She understood now that the only reason it had ever hurt was that she’d fought to stop it.

It felt wonderful now. This was a change she welcomed, one she was luxuriating in. She wanted the Mullen-thing and its army to see how totally she had given herself over to this mutation, this shift. She wanted them to watch the wings erupt from her back.

And aside from all that, she wanted to watch Boone. He was so beautiful like this. She could actually see the shimmer of gold coming off of his skin.

All her fear was gone. All her dread. She wasn’t certain they’d live—only the Unchangeable got to be certain all the time—but she was at least sure that they knew how to fight.

They rejoined Mullen where the creature still hung in midair. Its stony face was twisted into a look of unmistakable disgust, and Lindsay knew that it had seen everything she had wanted it to. It had been just as appalled as she’d hoped. Suddenly she felt almost sorry for the thing. There was so much beauty in the world that the Unchangeable were missing. It wasn’t just that they couldn’t grow or fall in love, it was that they couldn’t appreciate the jacaranda trees blossoming in the spring or the shifting colors of the sunset. They couldn’t even love the way the tide went in and out, lapping up against the shore and changing the shape of the beach. With so little to enjoy, no wonder they were vicious. No wonder they were horrible.

Lindsay had to fight them—everything she loved about the world was everything they hated and would destroy if they could—but she wished it could have been different.

Not that they would have appreciated anything being different.

“You are perversions,” the Mullen-thing said. “Abominations.”

Lindsay spoke, and this time, she knew Mullen heard them. She had made Mullen hear her. No. We’re just like everything else. We’re like everything except for you.

The Mullen-thing flinched back, recoiling in the air. “Stay out of my mind, dragon.”

She could do that. But she wasn’t staying out of the fight.

Now? she said to Boone. The Unchangeable were almost upon them.

Fire when you see the whites of their eyes, he said wryly. 

Lindsay vaguely remembered that as some old wartime instruction for saving ammunition until you had a good, sure shot. Probably for the best. No matter how cool and calm she felt now, it didn’t mean she had an unlimited amount of fight in her. She had already been down to the dregs of her wildfire.

So she’d take the advice, but it wasn’t going to stop her from a necessary nitpick: I don’t think their eyes have whites.

Boone smiled a draconian smile at her. It showed so many teeth that Lindsay got a visceral thrill out of how much it must have scared their enemies.

He said, Then now works.

They flew forward.

The word now rang back and forth between them like a bell.

At the sound of it, they both breathed out pure magic.

It looked like ribbons of light, Lindsay’s a pearly white and Boone’s the blue-black color of the sky at midnight. As the magic rushed out to meet the onslaught of Unchangeable, the two ribbons braided themselves together, making a shimmering fence in midair. It hung there, a glowing borderline.

The Unchangeable all pulled up short, unsure of themselves.

This place is protected, Boone said. He was pitching his voice in the same way she had pitched hers—he was drilling his thoughts into their minds. If you cross over, then you deal with us.

“We can deal with you easily,” one of them said.

Lindsay raised her head. Do it, then. You talk pretty big for someone still standing on the other side of the fence.

Do you know what will happen? Boone shot at her.

Nope, she said. Cheerfully enough, she thought, for someone who might be on the brink of death and disaster. I know what to do, but I don’t know what it does.

Good to know we’re both on the same page, Boone said, and the image drifted across to her of them kissing, her wrapped in his arms. For a second she could taste her own lips—his memory of them.

The Unchangeable launched themselves forward with a full-throated battle cry of a growl.

Lindsay and Boone’s ribbon wound tightly around them, holding them like a lasso.

Her heart was pounding. Her vision was going black at the edges like she was about to faint, but she didn’t have time to faint. They breathed out more magical light—this time it felt like Lindsay was scraping the very bottom of her soul to get up enough life for it—and this encircled Mullen too.

Something happened.

The sky around them turned a pale green. It was like the color of a newly sprouted leaf. It was the color that meant a storm was coming.

Something new. Something powerful.

Their ribbons of magic melted, the light running through the veins of the Unchangeable, lighting up their skin from the inside out. They shrieked, a sound that made Lindsay think her ears were going to start bleeding. But she could see why they were panicking.

They were changing.

Their bodies were mutating, fast and uncontrollably. They were turning into winged jaguars, centaurs, wolves, horses, and even dragons. They were turning into creatures Lindsay couldn’t recognize, animals she didn’t think had ever existed before.

What had they done?

We changed them. We changed the Unchangeable.

We rewrote the world.

The power of that—the overwhelming responsibility of it—made her start to tremble.

She instinctively reached for Boone with her mind, needing the feeling of his thoughts curling up around hers. I think we just made things a hell of a lot more complicated.

Maybe, he said, still watching in awe. But life’s complicated. It’s time they joined in on that.

But not all of them were joining in. They had all been hit by Lindsay and Boone’s magic, and none of them had gone back to being themselves, gray-green and monstrous—but plenty of them were finding the loss of their constant, ceaseless existence impossible to live with. Right before Lindsay’s eyes, they turned into ashes, like they had activated some kind of internal self-destruct. The air around them was now full of drifting soot that made it hard to see what was going on.

They were choosing death over change. Whole waves of them were being wiped out before her eyes.

Even through the darkness created by the dying Unchangeable, though, Lindsay could see that not all of their enemies were giving up. Some of them were stabilizing, settling into bodies they were grimly holding onto for more than a minute. Lindsay beat her wings hard and rose higher, trying to look over the smoke to see what all they had become.

But she didn’t get there in time. Exhaustion was overtaking her, making every effort to stay aloft into an incredible, soul-sapping strain. She faltered, and then she fell.

Boone swooped down to catch her, sliding his slightly larger body underneath hers. She relaxed back into her human shape and clung tightly to his neck as he set them both down on the ground. In another instant, he was human too, and he had his arms wrapped around her. She felt him shaking, his muscles jumpy with exhaustion and adrenaline and relief.

Lindsay looked around him. The Unchangeable were retreating through the dark cloud. Those ones would come down somewhere, too, and put on their human disguises again—if they still could.

But out there in the distance, one of them broke away from the horde. It was already far enough away that it looked very small to her. Very small and very alone.

Was it going off to send some sort of message? If they could summon any more Unchangeable to them, she and Boone wouldn’t live through the day after all. No matter what kind of magic they’d briefly had at their disposal, she knew they didn’t have it now. All the fight had drained out of her.

No—a few others briefly surged after it before falling back in line. It hadn’t been sent out, not if they had made an attempt to chase it.

It had just left. Gone rogue.

“We changed them,” Lindsay said hoarsely.

“Yeah. I’ll say.”

But he was looking the wrong way. She turned them both around, like they were dancing on some kind of rocky battleground ballroom. She pointed his gaze at the lone speck of the rogue Unchangeable.

“Messenger?” Boone said. He sounded grim.

Lindsay shook her head. “They tried to make it come back. I think it... Boone, I think it escaped. I think it decided to leave. It didn’t want to die—and it didn’t want to stay with the rest of them, either.”

“It wanted to change,” he said. His embrace tightened around her. “Good luck to it, then.”

“Maybe.” She was a little in awe of the speck, which looked so brave on its own, but she had to admit that it was hard to know what its future would hold. “We don’t know what it wants to become.”

Boone was more pragmatic: “I think anything would be better than being in a monster cult devoted to destroying the world.”

“Good point.”

She rested her forehead against his chest and then moved her head so that she could lay her ear against his heartbeat and feel the reassurance of it. Change was necessary—but it was dangerous, too. There was no way of knowing what they’d unleashed into the world, not really. But as long as a few things were still the same—as long as they were together—she thought she could handle it. They could handle it.

“Listen,” Boone said softly. “The other dragons are coming. I can hear their wings.”

But other wings reached them first.

Mullen.

Lindsay could recognize their first enemy even though its body was still being forced through a series of contorted shapes, some of them grotesque and some of them mind-bogglingly beautiful. Unlike its fellow soldiers, it hadn’t stabilized. It had been the center of their attention and the center of the Change they had blasted into the world, and Change lived inside it now. It was wild, its skin completely different from one moment to the next. It was a rippling canvas.

It lurched towards them, a bear’s jaw yawning open to take a bite even as it shrank to a rat and even as it loomed up into an enormous sea serpent. Acid fell from its constantly changing body to burn into the ground. Lindsay flung herself into her dragon form, trying to summon up a last burst of wildfire, but in her heart, she felt that this had to be the end.

They had survived everything else, but Mullen had gotten them after all. They’d even given the creature new and exciting powers.

Then there was a series of loud, ringing shots as Boone stepped in front of her, striding closer to Mullen as he kept firing and firing, emptying his gun into the monster’s changing body.

The Unchangeable might have been nearly invulnerable, but the Changeable weren’t. Not after everything they’d been through.

The creature fell back. It bared its teeth in one last dripping snarl.

Then, like all of its brethren, it collapsed into ashes.

It couldn’t even stand to leave a body behind to gradually, slowly change into the earth. With another gust of wind, Eleanor’s killer was gone, swept out to sea.
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The cavalry did come. Ursula, Henry, and so many others. More dragons than they had ever spoken to in the club. More dragons than they had even seen there. It was as if every dragon in California had turned up to fight for them, even though they must have known they could lose.

Lindsay swallowed down her emotions as best she could, but as soon as Ursula was human again, Lindsay rushed forward and embraced the startled older woman.

“Thank you for coming for us,” Lindsay said. “It looks like you brought the whole neighborhood.”

“We had to,” Ursula said against her ear. She patted Lindsay’s back, very awkwardly, like she had never hugged anyone before. “Although it seems we’ve arrived either too early or too late. What happened here?”

“What didn’t?” Boone said dryly. He shook hands with Ursula and then with Henry.

Lindsay, not under any masculine obligation to pretend to be super-tough, hugged Henry too and kissed him on the cheek. To her surprise, he blushed, which she thought was adorable.

“Boone’s right. Everything happened.”

They recapped it as best they could, and in all the rush of explaining—or trying to explain—the magical fire, Lindsay realized that they’d forgotten something very important.

“Octavian,” she said.

Boone’s face hardened instantly. It was the look she’d seen on him before, the one that must have been terrifying to be on the wrong side of; he looked focused and ferocious. “Where is he? Let me guess: the sniveling son of a bitch didn’t show up.”

“He didn’t,” Henry said, looking back and forth between Boone and Lindsay, “and it’s true he’s never been a particularly brave man, but I have to strongly object—”

“He’s been selling you out,” Lindsay said bluntly. “He gave Eleanor away to the Unchangeable. He’s probably been doing it for years. He was feeding names and locations to Mullen. He asked the other night who we were—and this morning Mullen was on Boone’s doorstep.”

“But how do you know—”

“I guessed,” Lindsay said, “and the Unchangeable confirmed it. And Mullen was a lot of things, but I don’t think it had the imagination to lie.”

“If all of you were dying, Octavian wanted to die last,” Boone said. “Even if that meant throwing everyone else onto the fire and letting them burn.” He looked around. “Mullen sensed that we were following her, and it lured us out here on purpose—Eleanor saw that coming and tried to warn us about it, even. This must have been the local Unchangeable club, more or less. Mullen led us into an ambush. My best guess is that Octavian knew that was going to happen.”

“Yes,” Ursula said. Her voice had gone very bleak now. “We talked last night after you left, all of us, and we decided that if you needed our help, we would all try to offer it. We believed in Eleanor’s vision of you two as our last, best hope. We decided to act together if we possibly could—even if it wound up revealing us to the whole world. The war has gone on for so long... We didn’t know what else to do. Octavian would have known that even the fiercest Unchangeable couldn’t withstand all of us joining together. So he evened the odds, to continue pleasing his masters. He would have wiped us out...”

“But you destroyed them,” Henry said, still disbelieving. “All of them?”

Lindsay shook her head. “We changed them. The way Eleanor changed us. We made them shifters. Some of them couldn’t handle it, and they just self-destructed. A lot of them retreated. They’ll regroup, probably. We won the battle, Henry, but the war’s still going on.”

But she thought of the one stray Unchangeable—the Changed—winging its way apart from the others, finding a different path through the universe. What would it become? Maybe it was their new hope, the way they had been Eleanor’s. Maybe hope bred hope, just like change had bred change. Lindsay wondered if they’d ever see each other again.

“But today is a ceasefire,” Boone said. “They’ll need some time to recuperate and figure out what they’re going to do next. Their own people will probably turn on them now. It could be that all we’ve done is make enemies who hate us even more.”

“I doubt that,” Ursula said. “Their hatred was already going to lead to our destruction. Whatever else you’ve done, you two have complicated that. We’ve been living with the same threat for so long, and we were losing. Now the playing field’s changed.” She smiled. “And change, for us, is always good.”

“Yes,” Henry said. “It’s nice to have some good news on the day of finding out we have a traitor in our midst.” He looked grim. He was like Boone, Lindsay thought: no matter how kind he was at heart, you wouldn’t want to get on his bad side. He hadn’t helped lead a clan of dragons for this many years without being formidable.

“What are you going to do to him?” Lindsay asked. “Can you send a dragon to prison?”

“You can’t send a dragon to a human prison,” Henry said. “But we have dungeons of our own. They are used only very rarely, for the worst of crimes, but they are very... secure. If our traitor so craves security and safety, I suggest we give it to him in abundance.”

He rubbed his hand over his face. No matter how much good news they’d given him, learning the truth about Octavian had left him looking older than ever.

“I raised Eleanor,” he said. “From when she was four years old.”

“I’m so sorry,” Lindsay said, knowing as she said it that the words could never be enough.

“Octavian knew she had visions,” Henry said. “Everyone did. I told you the Unchangeable had started to pick off our best and brightest, our leaders... Eleanor must have been quite a prize for him. I wonder how many months of safety and life they had to offer to get him to give up a woman he’d known since birth. I wonder if I even want to know. He should have named me instead.”

“Or me,” Ursula said.

Henry shook his head. “I would not forgive him that either, sister.”

Ursula squeezed his hand. There were tears in her eyes, but Lindsay could see that even this grief and betrayal couldn’t take the day’s hope away from her. “We will take great pleasure and pride in bringing Octavian to justice, I assure you. And you—will the two of you stay here? Join us?”

“Of course,” Lindsay said at once. She didn’t even need to think about it. “Our lives are here.”

“Always have been, always will be,” Boone agreed. “We’re with you. This is our home and our fight. But...”

Lindsay hadn’t expected the but, and she turned to him with honest confusion.

But the bond between them was there even when they were human again, and although she couldn’t hear his thoughts anymore, she could feel a kind of humor, like a smile he was suppressing.

“But?” she said.

“But I’d like to go ahead and make this week a vacation week,” Boone said. “I have a girl I have to sweep off her feet, if she’ll let me.”

“I’m already swept,” Lindsay informed him.

“Then I’d like to take you on vacation. An actual vacation, with no one trying to kill us.”

“You should take whatever time you need,” Henry said, smiling at them now with a kind of amused benevolence. “We’ll still be here. Thanks to the two of you, I think we’ll be here forever.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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At this point, Boone couldn’t even be surprised that their vacation had to be put on hold.

“You’re too conscientious,” he said to Lindsay.

She paused, her phone in one hand and Zeke’s black and silver business card in the other, her mouth open in an O of exaggerated horror. “I thought you admired my devotion to duty.”

“I do when it makes you clean beaches and meet me. I get a little more selfish when it means—”

He stopped, realizing that selfish was exactly what he was being. Zeke had gone out of her way to be nice to them and tell them all she knew; they owed this to her. In the end, if Lindsay hadn’t brought it up, he would have. They were going to spend the rest of their lives getting interrupted by responsibilities, weren’t they?

Well, as long as they were still together. They were strong enough to withstand some scheduling conflicts.

“You’re right,” he said sheepishly. “We do need to do this.”

“We need to get your car back, too.”

Boone winced, picturing how long it must have sat there in the middle of the highway, provoking a chorus of outraged honks. He had no confidence at all in getting it back unscathed. There was no way someone hadn’t keyed the hell out of it while they were waiting on the tow truck—and that was even assuming it hadn’t just vanished into some lucky car thief’s hands. At least nobody but Lindsay knew. If the word ever got out, for the rest of his life, he’d be the asshole who abandoned his car in the middle of a traffic jam. And it wasn’t like he could ever explain that a monster had been coming after his girlfriend.

“I don’t want to think about my car,” Boone said.

“That way lies madness, huh?” She kissed him. “For the record, I’m still touched that you did that for me.”

“And it turned out you didn’t even need me to. Sexy William Tell girl.”

“I went for William Tell first too,” Lindsay said. “Instead of The Hunger Games. Are we old?”

“Probably.” He gently nudged the hand with the phone in it up to her ear. “Call Zeke. I want to take you home.” He thought of inventorying the chaos Mullen had no doubt left there and decided that was another thing he didn’t want to deal with right now. He revised. “I want to take you to a hotel suite. And not come up for air for days.”

Her smile reverberated through him like an endless echo, like something he’d be feeling in his heart until the day he died.

“Works for me,” Lindsay said.

*
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Zeke paced back and forth. “Are you sure this will work?”

Boone didn’t think anything good would come out of exaggerating their chances. The last thing he wanted was to give her false hope. “I don’t know, but this is magic we’re talking about. We don’t know much at all about how it works. And you have to know that it looked painful and... unreliable. I don’t even know that any of those Unchangeable settled down into a single shifter form. I’m worried you’re going to get stuck as a hundred different animals.”

“There’s no way this isn’t a risk,” Lindsay said.

Her usually perfect complexion had gone a little grayish as they had gotten closer to the main event; Boone figured she was having second thoughts. It was one thing to want to do a favor for a new friend. It was another thing entirely to risk hurting them.

He couldn’t stand the thought of turning Zeke into a carousel of constantly revolving animal forms. She had to know what she was getting into.

He was hoping she would show a last-minute cautious streak and turn them down.

But he hadn’t forgotten the soft awe in her eyes as she’d cradled the mirrored dragon scale in her hands. He wasn’t surprised when she lifted her chin and said to try it anyway.

“I’m willing to take my chances,” Zeke said.

A little more color faded out of Lindsay’s face at those words.

“I’ll do it.” Boone stroked his hand up and down Lindsay’s arm. “I don’t want it on your conscience if... if it goes wrong.”

“I don’t want it on yours either,” Lindsay said. She swallowed. “Maybe we should do it together. We might need to, anyway. It needed both of us before.”

He did like to think of them as a package deal. He interlocked their fingers.

If Lindsay has started to look sick to her stomach, Zeke now looked worse. Her scars on her face and neck stood out like fresh welts, flushed with an apparent rush of shame; her eyes were red and shiny from restrained tears. A minute ago she’d been determined, and now she looked like her whole life was falling apart, however much she tried to hide it. She shook her head.

“I can’t let you do this.” Her voice was a croak. “If something goes wrong, it’ll kill you.”

“Wait, why are you worried about us?” Boone said, feeling like he’d fallen through a rabbit hole into some upside-down Alice in Wonderland universe.

For someone on the verge of tears, Zeke was capable of producing a pretty good eye roll. “The guilt would kill you. I can’t ask the two of you to risk dumping a menagerie into my head, not when you’re nice and friendly and couldn’t live with it afterwards. I’m not going to risk ruining your lives. You’re the first friends I’ve made in forever.”

Lindsay let out an enormous shaky breath and wrapped her arms around Zeke, hugging her tightly. “God, Zeke. Thank you.”

Zeke hugged her back—tentatively at first, like Lindsay would dissolve, and then fervently, almost clinging to her.

“You were willing to consider it,” Zeke said. “That means a lot. I—I haven’t met too many good people in my life, people who try to keep their promises. I’d rather not accidentally send them to prison.”

“I appreciate that,” Boone said. It was hard to think of a statement he’d ever meant more.

“Maybe there’s still a way for me to become a dragon,” Zeke said. She pressed her lips together for a moment and forced a smile. “Maybe someday. But at least it’s not the only thing I’m pinning my hopes to now.”

“The world gets bigger,” Lindsay said softly. “That’s what all this was like for me. Becoming a dragon, meeting Boone, finding out about the war. Everything that mattered to me before still matters, but the world is so much more than I thought it was. It wasn’t just becoming a dragon that made it that way. It was everything.”

Zeke nodded. “There’s so much to do.” This time her smile was more genuine. “You guys kept your promise to me. Get out of here and go keep your promises to each other, okay? The vicarious sexual tension is killing me, and we just agreed you weren’t going to kill me. Go take your vacation. I’ll see you for more shifter research when you’re back in the game.”

As she ushered them out, Boone saw that even though she hadn’t gotten what she wanted—even though she’d almost had it and then had had to give it up—Zeke looked happier and more alive than he’d ever seen her. If her world had plunged into color too, he hoped she was enjoying it. They would need her.

But for right now—for right now, all he needed was Lindsay.

He bent down and kissed her, savoring the smooth lushness of her mouth under his.

He said, “I’ve got some promises I want to keep.”
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In the end, Lindsay even told her boss a version of the truth. Her apartment had been burglarized and trashed, and she needed to spend a week trying to put it back together again.

She did need to spend a week trying that.

She just wasn’t spending this particular week trying it. Boone’s own trashed house was good enough. The bed was intact, and that was all they needed.

No, this week all remaining urgent practical duties were being handled by someone else. Henry and Ursula had dealt with Octavian. Zeke was keeping her ear to the ground trying to monitor any internet chatter related to the now-not-so-Unchangeable. Lindsay had even begrudgingly let someone else take over her work to-do list for a few days.

The dragons had searched the caves, nooks, and crannies along the cove and turned up dozens of hiding places of squirreled-away items. Lindsay had hoped her laptop and iPad would be among them, but all the technology they found had been damaged by the salt air. None of it worked, and she couldn’t be sure which of the identical MacBooks might have been hers anyway. It was a lost cause.

Well, she had to live with that. She could accept that irritation with at least as much grace as Boone had accepted the loss of his private gallery of work.

Speaking of that...

“Hold still,” Boone said.

“I am holding still!”

“You are the worst artist’s model in history,” he said, laughing. He put his paintbrush aside for a moment and just looked at her, his golden-brown eyes brighter than any colors he could have chosen. He closed his hand playfully around her ankle. “You said you wanted me to paint you.”

Lindsay looked down at her nude body, now almost completely covered with the edible paint Boone had used to decorate her. Her ankle was one of the few parts of her left untouched by that paintbrush—and the paintbrush was not what she wanted to be touched by. But Boone had been delighting for an hour now in teasing her with his fingers and tongue and the delicate flick of the brush against her overheated skin.

“I did want you to paint me,” Lindsay said. “I didn’t anticipate suffering so much for your art.”

“That’s not my fault. I warned you I was a perfectionist when it came to my work.” He circled her ankle with his thumb. “Besides, I’m almost done.”

“This is not a relaxing vacation. ‘Here lies Lindsay Garza, dead of unconsummated lust because her boyfriend was a tease...’”

“What about a fiancé?” Boone said quietly.

Blood pounded in Lindsay’s ears, her heartbeat thudding loudly. “What?”

“What if I were doing all this to you,” pausing here to take his hand off her ankle and brush a chocolate-raspberry paint heart where his fingers had been, “but instead of being your boyfriend, I was your fiancé?”

“You’re proposing to me?”

His smile was bone-meltingly sexy but also completely adorable; he had a little smear of body paint on his lips and teeth from where he’d smeared some of his own handiwork. “Yep. We don’t have to tell anyone about it yet if you think people will say it’s too fast—”

They would. She didn’t care. “Yes.”

“Yes, they’ll say it’s too fast?”

His eyes were sparkling. She knew he knew what she meant.

“Yes, as in I want to marry you, you... artistic sadist.” She shoved at him. “Take your clothes off.”

“Miss Garza, I believe I’m working here. Please don’t be unprofessional.”

“I want to turn this,” Lindsay said, gesturing up and down the length of her elegantly painted body, “into one of those paint-splatter paintings. I want to turn you into one of those paint splatter paintings.”

His gaze darkened with lust. Of course dirty art talk would do it for him. He made a low growling sound and tore his shirt off and then everything else, too, pressing his naked body against hers. The paint between them turned into splotches. He sucked at the blue vanilla necklace he’d painted on her neck and followed the line down to her collarbone. She licked a stripe of smudged peppermint-pink off the flat, hard muscles of his stomach.

After so much waiting, they had finally hit a point where their need for each other had become urgent. When he tried to lower himself to kiss between her legs, she shook her head frantically and pulled him up.

“I need you,” she said. “All of you. Please, Boone.”

When he slid into her, she came at once, crying out and clenching her body around him. The bed was a mess of colors. They were a mess of colors. But the ones she loved best were the ones on his skin, where the sweat and caress of their bodies had blurred them, where Boone himself shone from underneath the smeared colors like she was seeing him through stained glass. This was the most transcendent thing she’d ever experienced, and somehow Lindsay knew that it would only get better from here. The more they knew each other, the longer they’d loved each other, the more thrilling it would be to touch him.

“Lindsay,” Boone said. He looked dazed.

She kissed him, the body paint flavors mingling on their lips, and felt him come inside her. She clutched at him, rolling her hips to ride it out with him. She never wanted to let go.
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Afterwards, Boone drew a ring on her finger.

“I wanted to go get you one yesterday,” he said as he carefully circled her finger with a band of lemon-yellow body paint. “But soaking up time with you before the next crisis outweighed wanting to do the proposal by the book. I hope this works until we get to a jeweler’s.”

“This is beautiful,” Lindsay assured him.

He lined up the tubes of paint for her inspection. “What kind of stone do you want?”

“I think we should go traditional, don’t you?” She examined the colors and flavors. “Marshmallow is probably closest to diamond.”

“A marshmallow and lemon ring it is, then.” He added the marshmallow gemstone to her painted engagement ring very carefully, not just as a blob but actually as a defined shape. He really was a perfectionist.

Once he was done, he blew on it a little to dry it, and then let her admire it.

“I almost don’t want another one,” Lindsay said. This did look perfect, and it wasn’t like it didn’t fit. “But I guess it would be hard to show it off to my family and explain the concept of edible body paint to my parents.”

Boone went pale. “I will absolutely get you a real ring. Please don’t introduce me to your parents as the guy who kinkily debauched you.”

“I’m glad you can go into actual war and monster war and still be afraid of my parents.”

“Any guy would understand that,” Boone said. Apparently reassured that she was going to give her family a PG-rated at most version of their relationship, he relaxed a little and put his arm around her, letting her cuddle up to him. She rested her left hand on his chest so they could both keep looking at the ring. She wanted to soak it in.

They were going to get married. She’d have to ask Henry and Ursula if dragons had any traditional wedding customs.

She wondered if Zeke would be okay with being a bridesmaid.

This sounded like material for a bullet-pointed to do list, and she almost itched to get up and start working on it—this would be the most thoroughly planned wedding anyone had ever had—but the sleepy rhythm of Boone stroking her hair overpowered her. She yawned.

“What should we tell people about how we met?” she said, closing her eyes.

“Leaving out the dragons, monsters, battles, betrayals, destined true love?” She could hear the smile in his voice and then he yawned too, settling down around her. “I guess we still have my adorkable, heroic fiancée picking up trash on the beach. We can start with that.”

* * *
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A note from Zoe Chant 
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Thank you for buying my book! I hope you enjoyed it. If you’d like to be emailed when I release my next book, please click here to be added to my mailing list. You can also visit my webpage, or follow me on Facebook or Twitter. You are also invited to join my VIP Readers Group on Facebook! 

Please consider reviewing Quicksilver Dragon, even if you only write a line or two. I appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative.

The cover of Quicksilver Dragon was designed by Augusta Scarlett.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

More Paranormal Romance by Zoe Chant 

[image: image]


The Dragon Marshal’s Treasure (U.S. Marshal Shifters #1). Practical Jillian never expected to meet a charming, irresistible dragon straight out a fairy tale. US Marshal Theo St. Vincent was supposed to seize her assets. Instead, she’s stolen his heart...

The Pegasus Marshal’s Mate (U.S. Marshal Shifters #2).  Tiffani's first marriage was a disaster. And now her first day of her new life as a court reporter has involved a jackass judge, a bomb threat...and a sexy silver fox of a US Marshal. 

The Griffin’s Mate. (Hideaway Cove #1) A curvy businesswoman who’s new in town + a lonely griffin shifter searching for someone to share his nest + a small town with a big secret = a hot and heartwarming story of love and family.

The Sea Wolf’s Mate. (Hideaway Cove #2) Three adorable seal shifter kids, a wolf shifter without a pack... and a woman who thought she’d lost her chance at happy ever after.

Destined for the Dragon. (Lost Dragons #3) A dragon without a memory + a dragon hunter who’s beginning to doubt her mission = one breathtaking romance!

Fated for the Dragon. (Lost Dragons #2) A curvy scientist on a mission + a reclusive billionaire dragon shifter + a powerful enemy bent on revenge = one heart-pounding romance!

A Mate for the Dragon.  (Lost Dragons #1) A curvy woman with a broken heart + a hot dragon shifter with a haunted past + a deadly clan of evil dragons = one sizzling and suspenseful romance!

Christmas Hellhound (A Mate for Christmas #2) Can a hellhound really save Christmas?

A Mate for the Christmas Dragon. (A Mate for Christmas #1) Jasper has five days to win his mate’s heart. Luckily, it’s Christmas, the most wonderful time of the year. Unluckily... his mate hates the holidays.

Mated to the Storm Dragon. (Elemental Mates #1). A curvy artist down on her luck + a dragon shifter running out of time + a powerful enemy with an ancient grudge = a romance as hot as dragon fire!

Mated to the Earth Dragon. (Elemental Mates #2). He's a powerful dragon shifter hunting a dangerous enemy. She's just hoping for a relaxing vacation. Only their love can save the world...

Mated to the Ocean Dragon. (Elemental Mates #3). As the last of the three elemental dragons to find his mate, ocean dragon Timothy is racing a clock, trying to find his mate before the enemy dragons find her first, and destroy the world—along with his chance at happiness.

Mated to the Fire Dragon. (Elemental Mates #4). War is threatening the dragon world - and curvy human journalist Alyx finds herself caught in the crossfire. As Fire and Darkness go face to face, the love of a human woman for her fire dragon is the only thing left that can change the fate of the world...

Mated to the Griffin. (Elemental Mates #5). Quirky Chiara hunts the supernatural - and finds a griffin of her own. But as the sparks between them turn into a passion impossible to resist, a terrible, ancient enemy finally reveals itself...
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