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FATED TO THE DRAGON NEXT DOOR: A DRAGON SHIFTER ROMANCE


Fated to the Dragon Next Door

BLURB

A dragon shifter haunted by the past. A woman unaware of the fire within her. A love destined to reignite. Two neighbors. One explosive attraction. A secret that changes everything.

Brody is more than just the dangerously sexy neighbor next door—he's a dragon, hiding in plain sight. He's kept his distance, but when trouble comes knocking, protecting the woman he’s been secretly watching becomes his only priority.

Lindsey has been running from her past, hiding from the world, and keeping her secrets locked away. But when her mysterious, brooding neighbor steps in to shield her from a deadly threat, everything changes. Especially when she discovers there's more to her than she ever imagined—she’s a dragon too.

As their sizzling chemistry ignites, Brody and Lindsey are thrust into a world of danger and passion, where they must face not only a ruthless drug dealer but also a rival dragon who threatens to tear them apart. In the heat of battle, Lindsey must embrace her true self, unlocking a power she never knew she had.

Can Brody and Lindsey embrace their destiny and find the courage to fight for their love? Or will the secrets of their pasts and the dangers of their present destroy their chance at a future together?

***


Chapter One

Lindsey

This guy is hotter than a habanero tamale.

Thick and wavy, dark blond hair curled around his neck and ears, tumbling over his brow in an untidy mess. Sharp, angular features with a hawk’s nose and sensual lips gave him the look of a raptor. His eyes fascinated me the most. Pale gold, like honey, with green flecks scattered throughout his irises. I’d never seen eyes quite so striking.

“I, er, didn’t know this house was on the market,” Brody said.

“It sort of was,” I replied, glancing around the garage. “I’m renting with the first option to buy.”

“Cool. That way you get to know your neighbors.” His white teeth gleamed in a sweet and sly grin, an expression that sent my stomach to flopping in a happy and giggly fashion. “To know whether or not you want to stick around.”

“Part of why I made the agreement,” I replied, discreetly ogling him. “The owners are friends of my family. That’s why they are letting me rent.”

“Yeah?” His brows rose. “I never got past the waving stage with the folks who used to live here.”

“They retired.” I smiled. “To Florida, of course. Hot, sticky swamps filled with snakes and gators. You couldn’t pay me to live there.”

“Have a little fear of reptiles, do you?” he asked with that grin that sent my belly into overdrive. He could seriously do some damage if I let him.

“Not so much a fear as an active dislike,” I said, matching that smile. “I don’t need to step from my door to find a gator paying a visit.”

“I stayed in Florida once.” Brody chuckled. “Found a Burmese python in my hotel shower.”

I shuddered. “Yeesh.”

“Had to have weighed over fifty pounds,” he went on. “I took it to the front desk. To say they freaked is an understatement.”

“How could it get into your room?” I asked, astounded.

Brody shrugged. “Toilet maybe? Got into the sewer lines somehow, then slithered up.”

I’d had enough man trouble to last a lifetime. I sure didn’t need more of the same.  My gut instincts told me this neighbor was a decent enough human. I struggled, caught between wanting more of his company and politely asking him to leave so I could unpack my house.

My mind formed the phrase, It was sure nice meeting you, Brody.

What came from my mouth was, “If you’re not going anywhere, would you like a cup of coffee?”

He glanced at his watch. “Why not?”

“Don’t mind the mess.” Why did I ask him in? I don’t know him from Adam. What if he’s Ted Bundy Two?

“Were you headed someplace?” I asked, leading him into the kitchen and closing the garage door behind him.

“Nothing important,” he replied, looking around. “I like your kitchen. I’m planning to remodel mine one of these days.”

I motion for him to sit at the kitchen table, my nerves jacked up now that I’m inside, behind a closed door, with him. Yeah. I’ve got serious trust issues. Even with a guy who makes my tummy tumble.

“I like this house,” I said, adding coffee to the pot and switching it on. “Not too big to clean, yet gives me some space.”

“What do you do for a living?”

I lean my butt against the counter. “I’m a freelance writer,” I said. “So I work from home.”

“Now that’s cool,” he said with admiration. “I’m a construction foreman. I get to boss peons around.”

I chuckled. “I’ve been a peon all my life.”

“Yeah? There are peons then there are peons.” He laughed. “I bet you’re one of the former.”

I couldn’t help it. I liked him. He had a way of making me feel comfortable around him, even on such a short acquaintance. My gut unknotted itself, though I told myself to not let my guard down. Trust issues again. I’d stowed guns around the house before I moved a single box in.

I poured coffee into two mugs and set one on the table. I sat opposite him, watching him without making it obvious I was doing so. Brody sipped from his cup appreciatively, his gaze open and honest. I’d learned to read body language the hard way, and his told me he felt relaxed and at ease.

“Where did you move from?” Brody asked.

“California.”

“I hope you adapt to the winters here.” Brody sipped his coffee. “They can be brutal.”

“I’m not worried,” I replied. “The front room has a fireplace, and when it snows I’m not going out.”

He laughed. “Can’t drive in the snow, eh?”

“Nope.” I laughed, too. “I don’t want to, either.”

“Come winter, if you need to go someplace, I’ll give you a lift.”

“That’s nice of you to offer.”

“Folks should be looking out for each other,” he said. “Not sweating the small stuff.”

“Good point.” I watched him over the rim of my mug. “You don’t think I’m a psycho serial killer?”

Brody pursed his lips, tilted his head sideways, considering. “I’ve never met one. But if I did, I'd think the eyes would give some warning. Your eyes don’t.”

“How so?”

“Your eyes are cautious, guarded,” he went on. “You’re a bit tense. A girl who invited a stranger twice her size into her home.”

I flushed, looked down at my coffee. “I had no idea I’m so easily read.”

“I have a knack for reading people, that’s all.”

“And you’re not a psycho serial killer?” I looked up.

“Nah.” Brody met my gaze. “I like people too much to want to kill them, and I value my freedom too much to want to risk it being a criminal.”

“That makes sense. While I don’t like people, I have no reason to kill anyone. Nor have I the inclination.”

“I reckon that means I’m safe in your house.”

We both laughed at his comment. We drank our coffee in comfortable silence for a moment, just looking at each other. I liked looking at him, and suspected he liked looking at me. I’d never believed in love at first sight. Nor did I feel that our meeting was destined. Still, I did connect to Brody in a basic, instinctual way.

I wasn’t sure I should be pleased or pissed.

I needed a man in my life the same way I needed a chapped ass.

“Do you have a pen and paper?” Brody asked.

“Yeah. Why?”

“If it’s okay, I’d like you to have my number.” He smiled. “If you need anything, just call.”

He obviously noticed my hesitation. “Really,” he went on. “If you need a heavy box moved, your toilet overflows, I’m your guy.”

“Okay.”

I walked to a drawer and made sure to keep my body between it and Brody. Opening it, I had to push aside the 9mm Glock in order to reach a pad of paper I’d tossed in there and a pencil. Taking them back, I set them on the table. “Thanks.”

“Just call,” he said, writing his number down. “This isn’t a pick-up line. I want to help if you need it.”

“You seem like a really nice guy.”

He smiled and pushed the pad across the table to me. “I try to be. My mother did her best to raise me to be a gentleman.”

“You sure came to my rescue earlier. I packed that box with books.”

“I’m glad I stepped from my house when I did.”

Brody finished his coffee and stood up. “Thanks. It’s nice sitting here with you.”

I also stood and reached out my hand to him, shaking it briskly. “It was a real pleasure meeting you, Brody.”

“I’m a decent neighbor,” he said with a grin. “No loud music, no barking dog, don’t crank my stereo at three a.m.”

“Same here. Though I may get a dog soon. I promise, I won’t let it bark excessively.”

I accompanied him to the kitchen door, then walked beside him through the garage to my car. Glancing past it to the green lawns, sprinklers running to keep them that way, I hoped I’d moved into a safe, friendly environment. Lord knows, I need all the peace I can get.

“I’ll see you around, neighbor,” Brody said with a wink. “Take care.”

“You, too.”

He crossed the patch of lawn that divided our properties to a reconditioned, late model Ford truck. Turning, he waved, then got inside. The pickup started with a roar. Black smoke puffed from its exhaust. He backed the truck from his driveway, waved again, then drove down the street to vanish.

The mid-summer day suddenly seemed empty without his presence.

***

Unpacking after a move was always a bitch in my opinion. I unboxed pictures and set them aside for later hanging, tossing each empty carton into the garage for later disposal. My hands and mind busy, I nearly forgot about Brody until I heard his oil burner pull into his driveway.

Nosy, I swiped my sweat-wet hair from my neck and entered the smaller bedroom and the window that faced his house. Parting the curtains, I watched as he seized grocery bags from the seat to carry into his home. The way he moved held me rapt. Muscles knotted and bunched under his shirt. His long legs and tight ass in his jeans caught my breath in my throat.

“Jeezuz, that man is fine,” I muttered. “Too bad you’re sworn off all the male gender.”

If Brody knew I watched, he gave no sign. He never glanced once toward my house, much less the window I stood at. His groceries carried inside, he shut his door and didn’t come back out. I sat on the narrow bed, thinking of him naked, erect, and wondered what he’d be like in the sack. Dominate and cruel? Tender and giving? Was he the type to take his own pleasure without giving back? My pussy tingled with persistent lust as I pictured Brody sharing my bed.

Or me sharing his.

“Knock it off,” I snapped, standing. “He’s your neighbor. Sure he’s nice, hotter than a rocket launch, but hands off. You don’t need the shit getting involved again would bring.”

Forcing all erotic thoughts of Brody from my mind, I went into the large bathroom to put away medicinals, hair care products, soaps, shampoos, my toothbrush. I carried the empty boxes to the garage, then poured myself a cold iced tea. My parents’ friends had left the house fully furnished, as they had moved into a furnished condo near the beach. Thus, I’d filled a U-Haul trailer, pulled it behind my car, and unloaded only my personal shit.

Which was still a lot of shit.

Sitting at the table, I drank my tea and cooled myself by flipping my shirt back and forth. The house was air conditioned but needed servicing before I used it. The Pattersons, my folks’ friends, said they’d pay for it. I hadn’t had the time to find a repair person yet, however. On the honey-do list for tomorrow.

In the front sitting room, I sat on the leather sofa and gazed out the big picture window. Behind the houses across the street, a decent view of the tall mountains rose. The sun began to set behind them, reminding me how late the hour had gotten. With a sigh, I stood to get my laptop. I needed to check for any client messages.

Sitting back down, I logged into my computer. As I’d warned my clients that I’d be out of touch for a time, I still had several messages, all needing to know when their projects would be completed. I answered them all, wondering why the words I’m moving, I’ll be unavailable for a week hadn’t sunk in.

“They’re all me-me-me, I guess,” I muttered, then opened my e-mail.

I read the usual Call me when you get settled, and I’m worried about you from my mom, a note from the Pattersons reminding me to have the furnace checked, send them the bill. I deleted a few spam e-mails, then puzzled over one addressed to me, but under a name I didn’t recognize.

Half-afraid it was a virus, I clicked on it, anyway.

Cold sweat broke over my flesh.

I choked on my own breath.

My heart pounded hard enough to all but break my ribs.

I found you, Lindsey, you bitch. I’m out now, and I’m gonna kill you.


Chapter Two

Brody

“Use your knees when you pick up a heavy load,” I yelled. “Worker’s comp doesn’t pay for stupidity.”

“Actually, it does,” Sammy said. “It wouldn’t be necessary if people weren’t stupid.”

“Accidents still happen,” I grumbled, gesturing for him to follow me into the office trailer. “But my ass gets chewed when they do. I sure don’t need my ass chewed because dimwit strained his back.”

“Safety first.”

“Right.”

At the table where the construction blueprints were laid out and pinned, I traced my finger over the framed house where most of my crew were working. Pushing my hard hat back, I said, “Keep your eye on where Georgie and his guys are pouring the cement for the foundation at this house over here.”

“You don’t think Georgie is doing a good job?”

I made a yea-nay gesture. “I do, sure. But the OSHA inspector is riding the higher ups. That means they’re riding me. Without kissing me first.”

Sammy, my assistant as well as my eyes and ears on a housing project that contained crews of over sixty men, nodded. “You got it, boss. Georgie does tend to take risks he shouldn’t.”

“Not with OSHA watching, anyway,” I replied. “He’s got a gift for getting the most out of his guys, but he takes short cuts. While I doubt the rumor is true, I heard OSHA has a dude undercover here.”

Sammy’s expression morphed from open and mild to disgusted. “Those bozos think the sun shines out their asses. Georgie’s short cuts get the job done and within budget.”

I grinned. “I’m not arguing. Just remind Georgie we’re being watched. Don’t spread it any further, okay? We don’t need all the crews pissy right now.”

“I won’t.”

Sammy offered me a quick salute, then left the trailer. I sat down to further examine the blueprints, yet my mind kept shifting from work problems to Lindsey. That’s one helluva woman there, buckwheat. As flighty as a deer, too. I recalled the shadow I’d seen in her sky-blue eyes, the hint of a past pain that dogs her even now. A pain that might never go away.

Time didn’t heal wounds. It only covered them with scar tissue.

I sure knew all about pain and scars.

As I studied the blueprints, forcing thoughts of Lindsey from my mind, I scribbled notes to myself as a way of a reminder – order cement, call the head honcho, get the architect back on site. I scratched my sweaty head under my hat, frowning over the lists of supplies the workers needed and worried about the budget.

I barely registered the door’s squeak as it opened, half-thinking Sammy returned.

“Hiya, bro.”

Frowning, I glanced up, at first not recognizing the voice.

A man I hadn’t seen for a few years stood at the door. My age, he’d gone to high school with me, we’d played football on the same team. After school, however, our paths diverged. The last I’d heard of him was that he’d been arrested for selling drugs.

“Austin?” I stood, held out my hand. “Been a while, man.”

He hesitated before he took it. Unlike me, he’d let himself go soft. His cheeks had altered to near jowls, his belly bulged under his shirt. His jaw was still squared, covered in dark bristles. He’d loosened his tie at his throat, and sweat stained his white shirt at his armpits.

I didn’t fail to notice the cold gleam in his brown eyes.

“I need a word with you,” Austin said, hitching his hip against the table.

“Okay,” I replied slowly, wondering why he sought me out after all these years. “What’s up?”

“I want what you stole from me.”

I blinked. I felt my jaw drop. Perhaps he saw my bafflement, for Austin’s face puckered, however briefly, in confusion. “Dude,” I said slowly. “I haven’t seen you in five years. I didn’t steal any shit from you.”

“My security cameras picked up the thief,” Austin continued, his eyes calculating, chilly. “A big guy in our high school’s lettermen’s jacket, your number on it. Your head, your face.”

“Are you shitting me?” I snapped. “What did I allegedly steal?”

“Ten kilos of fentanyl.”

I sagged back into my chair, staring at his cold face, bitter eyes, numb with shock. “That’s – that’s impossible. One, I don’t have my old jacket anymore. Two, I didn’t fucking steal anything, man. You got it wrong.”

“I don’t have it wrong, dude. You’re on Candid Camera. You should have smiled.”

Icy cold washed through my veins, chilled my blood. Austin and I weren’t friends as such, but we’d shared many a shower room, many a coach’s yelling how we could do better. His stint in jail obviously turned him into a hardened drug dealer. And drug dealers weren’t to be messed with.

Or stolen from.

I stood up. While I made no threatening move, Austin also straightened, and I knew he had a gun on him. “You got it wrong,” I said coldly, firmly. “I don’t know you, or your business. I didn’t steal anything. Get the fuck out of my office before I do a mariachi dance on your face.”

Austin smiled. “Just give it back, Brody. No harm, no foul. Nothing else will come of it.”

“I don’t have what you want, dipshit. You’re not listening.”

“Oh, I’m listening all right. I saw you on camera. You may not have known you were stealing from me, but you did it. Just give it back, and you’ll never see me again.”

“Stay away from me, Austin, and you’ll be a lot safer. I’m not stupid enough to steal dope from a dealer, you know that. Just think for two seconds, then go find the real thief.”

He shook his head slowly. “You’re in for a world of hurt, bro. I’ll mess you up, then your family. Then I’ll go after everyone you ever cared about. Got a dog? I’ll hang it from the tree in your front yard.”

I advanced on him with my fists clenched. “Come after me, my people, and it’s war. You want a fight? I’ll give you a good one. You won’t escape it unscathed, punk. Whatever you do to me, I’ll give it right back. That what you want?”

Austin stood nose to nose with me, not giving an inch. “I want my property. Or you’ll lose everything you hold precious. Including your life.”

With a tight smile, a baring of his teeth, Austin paced a few steps back. Like Sammy, he saluted me. “Be seeing you, bro.”

Eel like, he slid through the door and was gone. Too pissed to think properly, I paced my small office in frustration and no little worry. Okay, I admit it. I was scared. I performed quick mental math. Twenty-two pounds of fentanyl. Easy enough to grab, I guessed. It’s street value – in the millions? I’d no idea what a gram of the shit was worth. I wasn’t a dealer in shit that killed people.

Austin was. Millions of dollars’ worth of merchandise gone, taken, would piss off any dealer.

Any thief caught stealing that volume of supply would earn a Columbian necktie for himself.

I rubbed my throat as I paced. “Dammit. How can I prove I didn’t? I can’t. Obviously, Austin believes I did. Christ, what a clusterfuck.”

***

My truck is too distinctive. Loud, a classic ’73, brightly colored. I watched my mirrors the entire way home, expecting a tail, jittery, nervous, my mouth dry. I’d little doubt Austin already knew where I lived, had done his homework before confronting me. A tail was superfluous. Surely he knew I didn’t have a dog, yet he threatened my nonexistent mutt, anyway.

Did that mean he didn’t know everything?

So I watched my mirrors. I took a long, roundabout way home. I stopped to watch traffic pass, expecting a long, black sedan to drive slowly by in search of me. Hours after I’d normally be home, I pulled, exhausted, into my driveway.

Once inside my house, the door locked, I didn’t turn on any lights. I stood beside the entrance, my back to the wall, listening. The air conditioner kicked in, a low comforting hum. I heard the ice cubes drop into their tray in my fridge. A car passed by on the street, headlights cutting through the dusk, to disappear without slowing.

I didn’t own any guns. Instead, I carried my weapons within me. At last, believing I stood alone in my house, I ventured away from the door. Still without lights, I inspected every room, every closet, peeked behind the curtains. No intruder waiting to slice my throat and pull my tongue through the slit.

Peering through the window toward Lindsey’s house, I noticed no lights on in there, either. Maybe she went to bed early. Though it was just after eight in the evening, I doubted she was in bed. The sun had barely set over the mountains, the last of the sun’s rays still gleaming in the western sky.

Maybe she caught the flu.

Dismissing her from my mind, I poured myself a drink, then took it with me to the window. Leaning against the wall, drinking, smelling my own sweat, I watched the street outside. No long, black sedans sat within sight. Lights gleamed in house windows up and down the block. A few dogs barked, and a feral cat trotted across the street under the light of the streetlamp.

“This is stupid,” I muttered, shifting my aching feet. “He’s bluffing. He knows you didn’t steal his kilos. He’s laughing his head off right now.”

Trying to make myself believe that, I left the window and headed for my bedroom. In there, still without lights, I kicked off my boots, shed my clothes, and took a long hot shower. I emerged twenty minutes later feeling refreshed, hungry, and reassured I was an idiot.

I hit the light switch in the kitchen and laughed to myself at how normal my kitchen appeared. “Dumbass,” I muttered. “He believed you but had to save face. He’s not after you.”

Too hungry to cook, I microwaved a can of chili and ate it while reading a novel on my phone. After tidying my kitchen, I took a fresh drink and my book into my front sitting room and continued reading. The novel held my attention, and while I occasionally looked out the window, I continually returned to it.

Around eleven I began to yawn. Still no activity on the street. House lights had gone out. Lindsey’s house remained dark, as silent as my own. I put my empty glass in the dishwasher, then ambled into my room, yawning. I scratched my crotch, then undressed.

I fell asleep not long after crawling into my bed.

***

And woke to the sound of crashing, of glass shattering.

I sat bolt upright, staring, seeing dancing reddish-orange light where there shouldn’t be any. Christ, that’s a fire.

In my shorts, I bolted from my bed and charged down the hallway. In my living room, a fire blossomed on the carpet, creeping for the curtains, lighting the late darkness. I grabbed a blanket from my couch, beating the flames, driving them back, cursing, swearing, subduing one fire only to see another lick at my feet.

I’d no time to grab my phone and call the fire brigade. Still, I heard sirens through the busted front window, listened to their wailing screams as they approached, growing closer and closer. Outside the window, red and blue strobes flashed, shouts barked orders.

I didn’t listen. I beat at the flames, fighting to the last, hearing the fire fighters break my door in and yank me out.

Panting, coughing, I sat at the rear of an ambulance while shivering under a blanket, watching the firemen douse the last of the fire. A Molotov cocktail, the cops said to one another. The arson investigators will take over. Not our problem. They took my statement without much sympathy, then departed.

The neighbors stared, I knew. They gossiped from their porches, speculated from their lawns, and none came forward to ask how I was.

I take that back. One did.

Lindsey.


Chapter Three

Lindsey

Scared, I watched from my window as the drama unfolded. Brody’s house on fire, the firemen forcing him outside, even as he yelled and swore at them. My fear failed to diminish even as the fire fighters contained the fire, brought it under control, doused it. The cops talked to Brody even as the other neighbors watched and talked amongst themselves without offering to help him.

That’s not right. He’d step forward to help you, if your house caught fire.

Most of the police left. A fire truck departed. The paramedics cared for Brody as he sat with a blanket around his bare shoulders and an oxygen mask over his face. The remaining fire fighters inspected his house, then obviously deemed the fire out. They spoke to him. Brody looked at his broken window, the blackened glass clear in the strobe light, and shook his head.

The paramedics made him sign a form.

“I can’t let him be alone,” I muttered. “He’s so – alone.”

Not a hero by any stretch of the imagination, I donned shoes, pulled a robe over my jammies, then left my house. Not comfortable being in the spotlight, so to speak, I paced down my driveway to the street, then over to where Brody sat at the ambulance’s rear. I garnered curious looks from the professionals.

And a look from Brody that all but melted my heart.

I dared to sit beside him. “Are you okay?”

“Some smoke inhalation,” he replied, his voice hoarse. “My feet got burned.”

“Should you go to the hospital?”

He grimaced. “I won’t. I’ll be okay.”

I glanced at the broken window where tendrils of smoke trailed from within his house. “You shouldn’t go back in. Not yet.”

“I guess I’ll go to a hotel.”

I almost killed the words before they erupted. “You can sleep on my couch.”

His strong hand settled on mine. “Thanks, but I won’t put you in that position.”

“What position?” I stared into the hollow sockets of his eyes. “I’ll be in my room, you on the couch. If they,” and I gestured at the gaping neighbors, “give a good goddamn, they’d be offering couches, too. Or a spare bed.”

Brody stared downward. “I’m still – you don’t know me.”

“You don’t know me, either,” I snapped. “Maybe I am a psycho killer and am luring you into my torture chamber. Maybe it’s time for a little trust here.”

Brody glanced around at the staring neighbors. “I’ve lived here for seven years,” he murmured. “They know me. You don’t. But you stepped up to the plate. Why?”

“Who cares?”

“Okay.” Brody smiled. He handed the blanket back to the paramedic, naked save for his shorts. I gulped hard and glanced away. “I’ll accept your offer of a couch for the night.”

The EMTs seemed happy to put Brody into my custody. “If you have problems, just call 911 or come to the ER.”

Brody didn’t answer as he limped beside me to my house.

“I’m sorry,” I said, letting him in and switching on the lights, “the A/C is on the fritz.”

“I don’t care,” he murmured, sitting on my couch.

“Let me see your feet.”

He leaned back as I knelt and set his right foot on my lap. As I’d gone to college to become a nurse before falling in love, I examined his foot with clinical assessment. I immediately saw why the paramedics didn’t insist he go with them. His burns, while bad, weren’t bad enough to rate a hospital visit.

Leaving him, I went to my bathroom to retrieve gauze, ointment, and pain killers.

“Take these,” I ordered, placing the pills in his hand. “I’ll bind your feet.”

Kneeling, I smothered his feet with the soothing ointment, then bound them in the gauze. Throughout my treatment, Brody endured the pain with calm stoicism, and occasionally offered me reassuring smiles.

“You have a light touch,” he murmured.

“I trained as a nurse.”

“Ah. You’d be a good one. Why’d you quit?”

I shut my jaw and focused on caring for his burns. “I had to.”

Brody didn’t ask for specifics, to my great relief.

I stood, then urged him to lie down. “There’s a blanket here if you get cold,” I said. “The windows are open.”

“I feel the breeze. It’s nice.”

He lay down with a sigh, his head pillowed on a couch cushion. “Thanks, Lindsey.”

“No worries,” I said quietly. “Get some rest.”

When I started to walk away, his hand gripped my wrist. Fear, no terror, shot through me, and I nearly yanked my arm from his hand.

“You’re a good person,” Brody murmured, his voice thick from the narcotic pain remedy I gave him. “I’m glad to know you.”

My fears faded at his words, at his hand that failed to hurt me. I gently peeled his fingers from my arm and placed his hand beside him. “You’ve had a tough night,” I said, my voice low. “Get some sleep. Everything will appear better when the sun comes up.”

***

I was wrong about that.

Brody groaned in pain, sweating when I got up not long after dawn, thrashing on my sofa. “Christ, it hurts.”

“Your feet?”

Kneeling, I pulled the blanket from him, examining his bandaged appendages, seeing only the oily gauze with no swelling, no blood. I lightly touched his bandages and felt no excessive heat emanating from them.

“Everything hurts,” he muttered thickly. “Shit.”

“Lie still,” I ordered covering him back up. “I think you got an infection. But not from your burns.”

Sure enough, my hand on his brow told me of his fever. His skin, bright and sweatless, worried me. I needed to cool him down while figuring out where his infection originated. His lungs? Maybe. For that, I should get him to a hospital.

“No hospital,” he declared when I said as much, his eyes bright, burning. “I’ll be okay.”

I sighed heavily. “Are you allergic to any antibiotics?”

“Don’t think so.”

I stood up, then went down the short hall to the bathroom. I’d hoarded various medicines, including antibiotics, for a just in case. And here was my just in case. I selected penicillin, another Vicodin, then took them into the front room. After shaking the pills into his hand, I fetched him water, and watched him drink thirstily.

He held the glass out. “May I have more?”

“Sure.”

Brody downed two more glasses of water before lying back and closing his eyes. “You’ve done so much for me, Lindsey,” he murmured. “May I ask another favor?”

I folded my arms and feigned an imperious expression. “And that would be what exactly?”

His eyes shot open. His jaw dropped. “Uh.”

“I’m kidding. What do you need? Clothes?”

“If you don’t mind running to my house.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s sooo far away.”

This time, Brody caught onto my humor. He grabbed my hand and planted a kiss to my knuckles before I grabbed my hand back. “My angel.”

“Yeah, right. Whatever.”

Two sedans sat parked in front of Brody’s house. I frowned as I crossed the lawn to his property and found the front door wide open. The acrid scent of smoke and ash wafted from the house’s interior. “Hello?”

Two dudes in business attire poked their heads from the front room where the fire started, their brows hiked in identical queries. In fact, they even looked alike. Smooth brown hair brushed back from their brows, black suits, white shirts, blue ties.

“Who are you?” I asked, tense. “You’re not supposed to be in here.”

“And who are you?” the dude on the left inquired. “Where’s Mr. Sheffield?”

The other opened his wallet, holding out an ID and a badge. “Arson investigation, miss. I’m Lieutenant Carlson, this is Lieutenant McAdams.”

I relaxed a fraction, paced toward them for a closer look at the ID. The city fire department ID, I read, arson investigation. “I’m Lindsey. I live next door. Brody is at my house.”

“Ah.” McAdams nodded, then returned to the front room. “Might we interview him there, Miss Lindsey?”

“I guess so.” I gestured toward the hall. “He asked me to get him some clothes. The fire sent him out in his jockeys.”

Carlson replied, also turning away, “Sure. I don’t see a problem.”

They both walked around, examining the burned carpet, the broken window, the scorched blanket I suspected Brody used to fight the blaze. I noticed glass shards in the middle of the carpet, more from the window underneath.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Molotov cocktail,” Carlson replied, bending to pick up the neck of a broken bottle with his pen. “Does Mr. Sheffield have enemies?”

“I’ve no idea. I met him for the first time yesterday.”

Both lieutenants eyed me sidelong. I shrugged. “What can I say? He needed help and none of the neighbors stepped up. I did.”

“Good of you, Miss Lindsey,” McAdams commented. “How is he?”

“Not good. He’s developed a fever.”

“Maybe he should be at the ER.”

“He won’t go.”

Leaving them, I found Brody’s tidy yet clearly a bachelor’s bedroom. Naturally, he had hung framed photos of Sports Illustrations swimsuit models on the walls. His queen-sized bed was made, he didn’t fling his clothes on the carpet. Score one for you. I found his clothes hanging in his closet, grabbed a shirt, a pair of jeans. His boots stood nearby, and for good measure I added socks and a fresh pair of jockeys.

The cops were taking photos, discussing point of origin when I returned. “I might suggest you talk to him soon,” I said. “I gave him a Vicodin, and he may be sleeping soon.”

The pair of brows hiked yet again. “Are you a doctor who can prescribe controlled narcotics?” McAdams asked.

“Nope. If you plan to arrest me, I’ll be next door.”

Brody nodded wearily when I told him the arson squad needed to interview him. “I sorta expected that.”

I helped him don his clothes, left his boots by the sofa, then encouraged him to lie back down. After covering him to his waist with the blanket, I went into the kitchen to make coffee. As I’d anticipated, the lieutenants arrived, knocking as they entered, and welcomed cups of the coffee.

“Brody,” I said, leading them into my still cluttered TV room. “These are the arson cops.”

Carlson glanced around before sitting in an armchair. “You’re just moving in?”

“Yep.”

Brody sat up, his face drawn, pale, and shook hands. “Sorry, I’m a bit of a mess this morning.”

“That’s quite all right,” McAdams replied, sitting in my recliner. “Miss Lindsey said you have a fever?”

“Yeah. Maybe an infection.”

As they spoke of hospitals, I fetched mugs, poured coffee, and handed the mugs around. “I have sugar somewhere but no clue where it is.”

“Black is fine,” both cops murmured, and Brody accepted his mug with a half-smile.

I sat beside him with my own, observing how the pair sized us up, perhaps wondering if I’d spoken the truth when I said we’d just met the day before. Like they can’t see I’ve just moved in. McAdams sipped his coffee, offered his appreciation, then asked, “Do you have any enemies, Mr. Sheffield? Anyone who would do this to your house?”

Brody nodded slowly. “Yeah. I do.”

“Please explain.”


Chapter Four

Brody

“I was at work yesterday when an old school chum dropped by,” I began. “He’s a drug dealer.”

I felt Lindsey stiffen beside me, her hands white-knuckled around her mug, though surely holding it like that burned her. Both Carlson and McAdams hiked their brows and motioned for me to continue.

“It seems that my former football team member thinks I’d stolen ten kilos of fentanyl from him.”

“Ah, er, did you?” Carlson inquired politely.

“Really?” I sipped my coffee. “Let’s be smart here, guys. I didn’t steal it, I wouldn’t steal it, didn’t know it was there to be stolen in the first place. Wherever he had it.”

I rubbed my forehead, the terrible headache I’d woken up with pounding at my temples. Nor was the coffee settling well in my stomach. “I haven’t seen him since graduation.” I set the mug on the table. “That’s it. He sent that cocktail through my window as either a warning or he tried to kill me.”

“So just who is this guy?” McAdams asked, opening a small notebook.

“Austin Rivers. I know, sounds like a place in Texas.”

“Why does he think you took it?” Carlson asked.

“He claims the cameras picked me up,” I replied. “In my old letterman’s jacket. I lost that jacket years ago. Stolen, most likely.”

“We’ll run this Rivers person through the narco division,” McAdams said. “Have a chat with him.”

“You know that if you do,” Lindsey snapped, “this asshole will be all over Brody like white on rice.”

I eyed her sidelong, surprised at her vehemence. Carlson nodded slowly, his lips puckered.

“You may be right,” he said. “We’ll ask around about him, see what the word is. We may have a print off the bottle thrown through the window.”

While I wanted to tell them to bust Austin wide open, arrest him, take his business selling fentanyl and flush it down the john, I couldn’t make the words work. The Vicodin had started to kick in, its effects making me feel sick, my head swim. I wasn’t in much of a condition to fight Austin if he came looking for me.

The cops left cards on the table, swallowed their coffee. “We’ll be in touch. Call if you think of anything else.”

Lindsey saw them out, and I lay back on her very comfortable sofa. My arm over my eyes, shutting out the daylight, I wished to have Austin on his knees while squealing for mercy. Dream on, buckwheat. He probably has an army ready to cut you to pieces.

I must have drifted off, for Lindsey’s tucking the blanket around me startled me into waking. I lowered my arm. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

She sat on the coffee table, her elbows on her knees. Her silken black hair slid forward over her face, half-hiding it.

“How bad is it?” I murmured. “My house.”

“Could be worse.” She smiled slightly. “Carpet has to go, so do the curtains. The furniture is mostly okay, but your stereo cabinet is toast. The water damage is mostly in the front room. The rest of the house seems okay.”

“All easily replaced.”

“Your insurance will cover it.”

“Maybe.”

“You might, er, be able to live there,” she murmured. “I wouldn’t recommend it, though.”

“I’ll go to a hotel. When I’m feeling better.”

Lindsey merely nodded, avoiding my gaze. “Look, you need to rest. Get some sleep.”

I rested my hand atop hers. “I’m a pain in your ass.”

“No.” She tossed her hair back. “Yes. But it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Just go to sleep. I’ll be here if you need me.”

***

I slept through most of the day. When I woke, groggy, the late afternoon sunlight stabbing my eyes, I'd sweated through my shirt, and my jeans were damp. Lindsey’s house wasn’t exactly hot, but sleeping under a blanket on a leather couch tended to make a body sweat profusely.

I sat up, rubbing my face, feeling both the pain of my burned feet and the sweet pleasure of a breeze cooling my hot body. The house was silent, making me think Lindsey had gone out. I stood uncertainly, her carpet harsh on my feet, then limped to her bathroom. After I’d emptied my bladder, I limped to the kitchen for a glass of water.

Breathing in the scent of hot charcoal, I saw Lindsey on her rear deck, watching the sunset. After I satisfied my thirst, I joined her, sitting near the big barbeque grill. The light breeze blew the heat and smoke away from me, fortunately, as I needed the cooling wind to dry my sweat.

“How are you feeling?” Lindsey asked.

“Weak, shivery.” I lifted my right foot. “Hurting, but obviously I can walk.”

Her hand rested on my brow. “Your fever is down. But you’ll keep taking those antibiotics.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

In silence, we sat side by side, looking at her backyard, and into the backyards of her neighbors. Our neighbors. From here, Lindsey had a decent view of mine, and I now knew I needed to mow my lawn. It needs a good watering.

“How about you?” I asked. “You okay?”

“Sure.” Lindsey didn’t look at me. “As right as rain.”

“Pardon me, but you aren’t a very good liar.”

Her glance flicked in my direction, then away. She raised a glass of wine I hadn’t noticed and sipped. “I’m fine.”

“Is it me?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I don’t suppose you have more of that?”

Rising, Lindsey went into the house while I stared over her shaggy lawn, the picnic table, the small rose garden in the yard’s center. I absently considered helping her with dinner, then returning to my house. It might not be habitable, but if I got used to the smell of smoke, I might be okay.

Lindsey returned with a glass of wine.

“Thanks.”

Our comfortable silences with one another were gone. I sensed Lindsey’s tension, observed the tension in the fine lines of her face. Suspecting I’d become the burden I’d hoped I wasn’t, I considered exiting stage left and go home.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured.

Lindsey sipped her wine. “Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”

“I’ll help with dinner,” I went on lamely. “I mean, if that’s your plan.”

She glanced at my burned feet. “I can cook. Just hamburgers, chips. I hope that’s okay?”

“Well, duh. It’s your house. You’re helping me.”

“Do you think Austin Rivers really tried to burn your house?”

I shrugged. “It’s the only possibility I can think of. He thinks I stole his dope. I didn’t. I truly don’t have any enemies.”

“Will he try again?” she asked, meeting my gaze. “To hurt you?”

“He has to,” I replied. “He’s accused me. If he backs down now, he’ll lose face and that means losing respect. I’m in the shitter because my letterman’s jacket showed up at the wrong place and the wrong time.”

“What a clusterfuck,” she murmured.

“I quite agree.”

The tension between us eased a fraction, and the smells of grilling hamburger made my mouth water. I hadn’t eaten since the chili the night before. Over the burgers with pickles, onions and mustard, chips, tea and wine, we speculated what Austin might try next. And how I might try talking to him again and make him realize I wasn’t his thief.

“He wants his dope more than he wants me dead,” I commented around a mouthful. “He may be reluctant to kill me, as he’ll hope I’ll give it back.”

“Meanwhile, he sets your feet on fire to make you tell him what you did with it.” Lindsey sipped her wine. “Not a good option. Don’t try to talk to him. Let the cops arrest him for arson.”

“Let’s hope his prints are on that bottle.”

Lindsey refused to let me help her clean up. I sat at her table, drinking her wine, and admired the way her ass moved under her tight jeans. I nearly whistled when her shirt rode up enough to expose her flat belly, then longed to have her in my arms. Why? I didn’t know. We barely knew each other.

Yet, I felt a powerful pull toward her that I resisted and blamed on the mix of wine and Vicodin. Should I wrap my arms around her firm waist and pull her hair back to kiss her throat, she’d slam her elbow into my diaphragm.

I hobbled my way toward her front door. “Thank you for every –”

“Where are you going?” Lindsey demanded, scowling.

“Er, home. You’ve done enough for me that I can’t repay.”

“Get your ass onto that couch in there and chill out,” she snapped. “Your house isn’t habitable.”

“But –”

Pointing, she snapped her finger imperiously. Nor was she kidding this time. Obeying her command, I slunk into the TV room and to her sofa, and gratefully got off my pain-wracked feet. Lindsey soon arrived with more penicillin, a glass of water, and ordered me to lie down.

“I thought I’d watch TV,” I protested.

“You can. From a horizontal position.”

Uncomfortable with her anger, fearing I’d brought it on, I lay on my side and watched some dumb movie while worrying. Lindsey said little, drank wine, her body language screaming her tension. Did I do this to her? Is she upset because of me? Was it something else? I didn’t know her well enough to try to guess what went on inside her head.

I shut my eyes, feeling the need for sleep. My healing body craved it. Lindsey rose occasionally to refresh her glass in the kitchen, her footsteps graduating to shuffles. The wine is kicking in. When she came back, she shut the TV off and dimmed the room’s lights. Yet, I didn’t hear her head for her bedroom.

I dozed for a time, then woke suddenly. The house had cooled enough that I needed the blanket, so I pulled it up to my neck. Settling back down, I tried to find slumber again and almost managed it. Sensing Lindsey’s presence, I twisted my neck to look.

She sat at the picture window, staring out. Wide awake. On guard.

For what? Is she afraid Austin will come looking for me? Is she protecting me?

I almost asked her why she sat there, staring out at the dark and quiet neighborhood. I didn’t. Instead, I shut my eyes and tried to sleep. Her presence at the window worried me enough that I failed to drop into slumber. Only when Lindsey shuffled past me and down the hall to her bedroom did I relax.

Sleep came slowly. I heard the ticking of the clock on the wall, saw the headlights of a passing car through my closed eyelids. I shifted on the couch to get comfortable, longed for the creaks and cracking of my own house settling. Maybe I can sleep if I just go home. In my own bed despite the stink.

I drifted to sleep at last and dreamed of flames burning all around me. Helpless, I screamed in terror, fought to escape the heat, the burning. Maybe I yelled out loud, I don’t know. But Lindsey gripped my shoulders, staring down at me, with her eyes wide in fear. Like a part of my dream, I heard sirens approaching, dim with distance.

“Brody,” Lindsey gasped. “It’s happened again.”

“What?” I choked, snarled in the blanket, trying to get up, seeing the faint pink of dawn through the cracks in her window curtains.

And the flickering of flames.

I lunged upward, heedless of my bare and burned feet. Lindsey’s hands tried to stop me, but they fell away. Still, she ran across her house behind me and stood at my side as I yanked open her front door. The neighbors also gathered at their doors, on their driveways, garbed in robes, in slippers. Staring. Always staring toward my house.

Brilliant flames scorched my eyes. The stench of burning gasoline, of hot metal, crisped my nostrils. My classic truck, which I’d worked for years restoring, burned merrily in my driveway.

Austin had struck again.


Chapter Five

Lindsey

I flat refused to make coffee this time.

Police, firefighters, the twin arson investigators, Carlson and McAdams, filled my house, tripped over boxes, muttered swear words I clearly heard, and questioned Brody until I suspected he’d go stark raving insane.

“I told you,” he snapped, “Austin Rivers threatened me. He thinks I stole his dope. Go talk to him, for fuck’s sake.”

“We can’t find him,” Carlson said mildly. “He’s not at any of his known hangouts.”

“Then go find him,” Brody roared. “You’re the police. Protect me. He’s the fucking crook, not me.”

“What else can you tell us about him?” asked a police detective.

“Nothing,” Brody shouted. “Until he showed up at my work, I hadn’t seen him for five fucking years.”

The questions wore on. On my nerves, on Brody’s, maybe even on theirs. On my occasional trips to the kitchen, not for coffee, I gazed out my window onto my backyard and wondered if I should move again before I’d even unpacked. Easy enough to load the boxes into a U-Haul. Repack. Hit the road, find someplace new. Escape this shit hole.

“An elderly neighbor said she saw a black Lincoln stop at your house just before dawn,” the detective stated. “Sound familiar?”

“Oh, I’m sure Austin drives black sedans,” Brody replied with a harsh laugh. “Isn’t that the standard vehicle for drug dealers?”

“I dunno.” The detective shrugged. “I know one dealer who drove red Land Rovers. Who knew?”

Brody covered his face with his hands. “Look,” he said, obviously vying for patience. “Just go arrest him. Question him. Get him off the streets.”

“If we can find him,” McAdams murmured. “He’s got tons of connections all over this town.”

“Great.”

I wished I could rub Brody’s tense shoulders, offer him soothing words. Looking at his bowed back, his face hidden, I wished I could do something. Anything. I didn’t know him well enough. I dared not touch him, give these police ideas that we hadn’t met just two days ago. With suspicion uppermost in their heads, they’d surely think the worst.

I had my own enemy to contend with.

The detective left his card. “Call if you think of anything.”

McAdams and Carlson left their condolences on the loss of his truck. “Let us know if we can help.”

The cops and the firemen trickled out, perhaps miffed I never offered coffee. The smoking and blackened hulk of his prized truck sat in his driveway, the neighbors’ speculations leaping from house to house. And not one came to offer help, to console, nor to even gain intel for the gossip circuit.

Brody breathed deeply, then sat back against my couch. “Fuck.”

“I quite agree.”

“Maybe I should get away, head for the mountains. Let Austin break his neck trying to find me.”

“Might be a good idea.”

He rolled his head on the leather to meet my eyes. “Can I borrow your car?”

My tension since I’d read the e-mail overflowed, broke. I snorted laughter, then it burst its dam, out of control. I laughed until the tears flowed, until my breath hitched in my chest and my throat burned. Brody laughed with me, holding my hand, his anger, his fears, his tensions bolting from him like a runaway horse.

Gasping for breath, we sat side by side, holding hands, bubbles of laughter breaking from our lips now and then.

“It wasn’t funny,” I managed, my voice hoarse. “But it was.”

“Yeah.”

“No, you can’t borrow my car to head for the hills. Sorry.”

“I know. I just hoped to break the ice you’re in.”

“You did.”

His hand over mine squeezed lightly. “You okay?”

“No.” I rolled my face toward him. “But I’m better.”

“If you drive, I’ll buy breakfast.”

“Deal.”

While I changed into jeans, t-shirt, and sneakers, Brody dressed. When I returned, my hair freshly brushed, I caught him gingerly pulling his boots on, wincing. “I should change your wraps,” I said, sitting beside him.

“I took them off,” he replied. “Tossed them.”

His boots on, Brody rested, his head bowed. This time, I didn’t hold back the impulse to squeeze his shoulder. “Maybe we should stay home.”

His quirky smile, the humor in his honey eyes, almost undid me. Turning his face, he quickly kissed my hand. “Nope. I owe you breakfast. And so much more.”

“You’re hurting too much. Breakfast can wait.”

“I really need to get out of here,” he murmured. “A change of scenery.”

Outside, Brody hobbled slowly to his blackened wreck. Most of the neighbors had vanished when the drama ceased, yet a few stood on driveways in huddled groups. I didn’t need to be a fly on the wall to know what they discussed. I joined Brody, absently thinking that he should escape to the mountains for a while.

Before this Rivers nutcase killed him.

“I loved this truck,” Brody murmured. “It’s not like I can run to the nearest dealership and buy another.”

“It’s replaceable,” I reminded him. “Your life isn’t. Let’s go.”

In the passenger seat as I drove, Brody called his work, explained the fires and his burned feet. “Sorry, man, I got this dude after me. I have to lay low.”

He listened, his mouth tight. “I know we’re on a schedule. Get Sammy to stand in for me, he knows everything I know.”

Brody shut his phone down, then shoved it into his pocket. “What a clusterfuck.”

“Yep.”

“There’s a good diner on the main drag,” Brody went on, pointing. “Take a right here.”

“Are you going to lose your job?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Depends on how long this shit lasts.”

The diner appeared popular by the number of cars in the lot, but I still found a spot close to the entrance. I paced slowly beside Brody as he hobbled inside. The hostess recognized his dilemma and immediately seated us. He sat with a long sigh and put his face in his hands.

The hostess poured coffee for us both. “Thanks.”

Part of me craved to take his hand in mine, to offer comfort, solace. The untrusting, cynical part reminded me I barely knew this guy. Who was he to me? My neighbor, sure. Once his crisis had passed, Brody would return to being just that – a neighbor. One you shared waves with and nothing else.

I sipped my coffee, fighting down the urge to crave more than that. I longed for love, a relationship that wouldn’t hurt me. I also knew that could never happen. I could not let anyone close to my heart. Not ever. Being this close to Brody during his crisis had nearly become far too much already.

Brody lifted his face at last, offering me a small smile. “Sorry to be such lousy company.”

“You’re fine.”

I idly watched the other diners at nearby tables. Stay at home moms with their kids, businessmen with papers talking in low tones, elderly couples out for a nice breakfast. I felt Brody’s eyes on me, and ignored them, ignored the questions he wanted to ask.

“I wish you’d talk to me,” he commented.

“What about?”

“Whatever’s going on with you. You can trust me.”

“Can I? I don’t know you, Brody. Yeah, you seem honest, you’re one of the good guys. Trust is earned. Not given.”

“Touché.” He smiled wryly. “Well, I hope I’ll earn your trust.”

The waitress took our orders. I drank my coffee, people watched, and wondered how long I had before my stalker showed up. A week? Less? Maybe if I repacked my stuff, and hit the road, I’d escape this time. I mentally planned to do just that, as soon as Brody returned home.

I’ve had enough drama and violence in my life. I sure as shit don’t need more.

“I’m moving on,” I said slowly.

Brody’s head swung toward me fast. “As in?”

“Hitting the road. Find a new place to live.”

“Because of me?”

I shook my head. “It’s part of it, but not all.”

“Who are you afraid of?”

The waitress arrived with our breakfast, effectively cutting off any reply I might make. She left us to eat, then returned to refresh our coffee, then departed again. I started to eat, again feeling Brody’s eyes on me.

“Don’t go,” he pleaded softly. “I’ll help you. Through whatever problem is chasing you.”

I didn’t reply because my food stuck in my throat. I barely managed to swallow before I choked. “You can’t.”

“Yeah, I can. You came to help me, I’ll return the favor.”

“It’s not the same.”

“That trust issue again,” he said, his voice tight.

I smiled. “Not just you. I don’t trust anyone.”

He stabbed his fork into his hashbrowns with more force than necessary. “Trust me or not, I will help you. And not just because you helped me. It’s because it’s not only the right thing to do, but also because I like you. You’re scared and maybe I can do something about it.”

I shook my head. “Just forget about it. Forget me.”

“That’ll never happen.”

***

Upon our return home, Brody hobbled slowly from my driveway to his, pausing to grieve over his burned truck before going into the house. I walked into my own. Setting my purse and keys down on the kitchen counter, I poured a glass of wine and stared at the mess of partially unpacked boxes. They represented, so very clearly, the story of my life.

A mess. Caught halfway between the past and the future. Whither shall I go from here?

“I don’t want to leave this house,” I muttered. “If I do, where will I go? Not back to California, that’s for damn sure.”

I considered getting a map from my car and sticking a pin in it, but I felt too stressed and depressed to bother. Taking my glass, I wandered my house, looking at what I’d unpacked, what pictures I’d hung, what I still had to do. I pondered calling the U-Haul company to rent a trailer, then sat on my sofa.

The blanket Brody had used still lay on it. Lifting it to my face, I breathed in his scent and called myself an idiot for doing so. What is he to me? A neighbor. That’s all. I dropped it, then ambled to the front window to look out. At least the neighborhood spies weren’t standing in their driveways.

A long, black Lincoln drove slowly past my house to halt in front of Brody’s.

Alarm shot through me.

A neighbor reported a black Lincoln stopping there before the truck fire started.

Two dudes stepped from the car.

I didn’t pause to think. I left the window and went to the kitchen. Seizing the Glock, I made sure a round was chambered, then stuck it into the small of my back. By the time I stood on my porch, the guys were gone, perhaps already in Brody’s house.

I wasn’t a hero. I didn’t intend to put my life on the line for someone I barely knew.

I crossed the yard to Brody’s place because I had to.

Like a spy or a cop, I crept toward the closed front door close to the house’s wall, not letting myself be seen from the interior. I glanced around for any possible bad guys creeping up on me, saw nothing, then put my ear to the front door. I heard raised voices but couldn’t understand what they said.

Testing the door’s handle, I found it unlocked.

Silently swinging it open, I stepped cautiously across the threshold.

“Where’s my dope?” yelled a guy, no doubt Austin Rivers, our local firebug.

“I don’t have it,” Brody shouted back. “I never took it, you dumb shit.”

I slid closer to the voices, peered around a corner.

Brody faced two guys, his expression angry but not much scared. Or so I thought. The dude on my right slipped a switchblade knife into his hand, then clicked it open.

In a move so fast I barely saw it, he’d slashed Brody across his cheek.


Chapter Six

Brody

Fire burned along my cheek. I stumbled back, away from Rivers and his pal, Greg. Smacking my hand to my cut, I felt my blood gushing from under my palm, trickling down my face and neck. It sent my rage spiraling madly out of control.

“Mother fucker,” I snarled, lunging at the knife-wielding asshat.

He slashed again, this time catching the blade along my forearm.

“Back off,” Lindsey suddenly screamed from behind them. “Drop the knife.”

I don’t know which of us was more startled. Rivers and Greg spun around, Greg ready to use his weapon. I gaped past them, my fury shunted aside for the moment.

Lindsey, and yet not the Lindsey I’d just had breakfast with, aimed a gun squarely at Rivers’s chest. A nine millimeter, I suspected, though I focused most of my attention on her face. Where I’d detected fear in her less than an hour ago, I now saw determination. And the willingness to shoot. Fear wasn’t an option.

“Who the fuck are you?” Rivers demanded. “This isn’t your business.”

“I’m making it my business,” Lindsey snapped. “Drop it or I drop you.”

Greg, at least, believed she meant it. His switchblade thumped to the carpet I bled on. He lifted his hands in surrender. I think I’d be shitting my pants if she aimed a gun at me with that look on her face. Austin shot a half glance at me before facing Lindsey again.

“You don’t want to interfere, lady,” he said, faking reasonableness. “I just want my shit, then I’ll go. Peacefully.”

“I don’t have your dope,” I yelled, making him half-turn. “Get it through your head, you stupid piece of shit.”

Lindsey tilted her head slightly, yet still aimed down the gun’s barrel. “Get out, Austin,” she said quietly. Softly. “Leave. I’m not afraid to kill you and your friend.”

“You know my name.” Rivers gave me a long stare. “But I don’t know yours. Who are you?”

For answer, Lindsey lowered the gun and fired. I wasn’t the only one who jumped at the coughing bark of the gunshot. Without flinching, Lindsey aimed once again at Austin’s chest.

“That went between your feet,” she said as calmly as before. “It could easily have been between your eyes. You still want to play games?”

“We’ll leave,” Rivers said, his voice shaking slightly. “Don’t shoot, okay? We’re going.”

Lindsey edged her way to one side, making sure several feet of air stayed between Austin and Greg as they walked slowly and carefully toward the door. She turned as they passed her, keeping the gun’s barrel high, straight, and steady. Austin glanced back once before leaving and shutting the door behind him.

Neither Lindsey nor I moved until we heard the car’s engine start and the sounds of tires laying rubber to asphalt. Only then did Lindsey lower the gun and turn toward me.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

“You need a doctor,” she said without emotion. “You’re not arguing with me.”

I glanced down at the bullet hole in my floor. “Uh, no. I don’t think I will.”

Lindsey fetched towels from my kitchen, wrapped my gashed arm in one, then pressed another to my lacerated cheek.

“Hold that in place,” she ordered, her voice as uninflected as before. “I don’t want blood all over my seats.”

More than surprised that none of the neighbors heard the gunshot, or if they did, chose not to call the cops, I let her usher me past my burned truck. She helped me into her car, then hurried into her house for her keys and purse. I looked around at the neighbors and saw none standing on their porches, watching, as they had earlier.

Lindsey joined me and backed her car from her driveway.

“Where’d you learn to shoot?” I asked, my adrenaline rush fading away. That brought my pain into my nerve endings, a burning throb in both my face and my arm that pulsed with my heart. As I hadn’t taken my boots off my burned and sore feet before my visitors arrived, they, too, yelled in pain.

“At a range,” she replied. “I had a good instructor.”

“May I ask why you feel the need to have a gun and shoot really well?”

“No. Where’s the hospital?”

I gave her directions, observing she exceeded the speed limit. I frequently glanced into the side mirror, yet saw no cops interested in stopping her.

The towels soaked up my blood until they were both saturated. I made sure none got onto her seats or the door, even if it meant I used my shirt and jeans to sop up any leaks. Though not normally squeamish, my head spun sickeningly at the sight of so much gore.

Lindsey stopped the car at the entrance to the hospital’s ER. Helping me out, she supported me as the automatic doors hissed open. Not many patients sat in the waiting room, and those that did eyed me in some shock. A triage nurse didn’t hesitate before rushing across the white tiled floor to us.

“Okay, let’s get him in here,” she said, her tone brisk, her arm under mine, helping me to remain steady on my feet.

“What happened?” she asked, sitting me in a trauma room, then began assessing my vitals.

“Attacked,” I muttered. “Cut with a knife.”

Lindsey stepped back to allow the nurses and doctors space to work, but she stayed in the room with me. I caught glimpses of her taut face past their shoulders, appreciated the fact that she was there. She saved my life. No way in hell could I pay that back.

“We should notify the police,” the ER doc said, suturing my cheek.

“They already know,” I replied, my voice thick from the injection to numb my flesh. “Dude set fire to my house and my truck.”

“Sounds like you should take a long vacation,” he murmured, “say to Greece.”

“Don’t I know it.”

My cuts stitched, an antibiotic injected, prescriptions filled, I slid woozily off the gurney. As though she’d signed up to be my rock, Lindsey slid her hand under my arm to help me. She hadn’t said a word throughout the hospital ordeal. Not knowing her at all, I’d no idea what went on behind those stunningly beautiful sky-blue eyes.

Nor did she speak as I hobbled slowly to the reception desk to sign forms. As I hadn’t any clue as to what to say, I, too, said nothing. The tight bandage over my arm, and the other fastened to my cheek, added to my pain, discomfort. In her car, I leaned my head back and shut my eyes. I longed desperately for a dose of painkillers, a glass of whiskey, and a very long, safe, sleep in my bed.

I wondered if I’d get any of it.

Much less the safe sleep part.

When Lindsey helped me from the car, I fully expected to stride stiffly yet firmly to my house. That was until she gripped my arm tight enough to leave finger marks and steered me into her home.

“Uh,” I protested, gesturing weakly, “I live over there.”

“I know.”

Lindsey, even without a gun in her hand, was a force I couldn’t reckon with. I soon stood near her couch as she stripped me of my bloody garments, then urged me to lie down. I obeyed her. I certainly hadn’t the strength nor the willpower to fight.

Lindsey covered me with the same blanket I’d used earlier. “I’ll bring you pain medication,” she murmured.

“Got any whiskey?”

“Just wine, sorry.”

As she straightened, I took her hand. I certainly couldn’t grip tightly, not with that weak right hand connected to the gashed, painful, and bandaged arm. Still, a flicker of fear, of terror, crossed her expression. There and gone in a flash, yet I saw it. No doubt at all. She’d faced Austin and Greg like a damn army commando, yet I take her hand and she flinches.

“Thank you,” I murmured, pretending I didn’t see it. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”

“I don’t, either.” A tiny smile creased her sensuous mouth.

Disentangling her fingers from mine, Lindsey left the room. I shut my eyes and pondered her reaction. Why would being touched cause her to instantly panic? I shut my jaw. Abuse. Someone in her past, most likely a man, a boyfriend/husband, hurt her. Hence the gun, the training, the fear that hung over her like a curse.

“Here.”

I opened my eyes to find her holding a glass of water and a prescription bottle. I hadn’t heard her approach. I must have dozed off or blacked out. I accepted both and drank the water to the dregs. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

“Except that I am. Sit. Talk to me.”

Lindsey, her reluctance written over her countenance, sat on the coffee table. I took her hand again, more slowly this time, and held it. “Why are you helping me?” I asked. “You saved my ass today.”

“I don’t know.” With her head bowed, I couldn’t see her face very well. “I saw them, I knew they were there to hurt or kill you. I couldn’t let them.”

“I’m sure glad you interfered.”

“Don’t read too much into it,” she murmured. “I’m moving out.”

“So you said.”

“You don’t want me to.”

“Nope. I sure don’t. Whatever you’re facing, I want to help you. You don’t have to be alone. I’m here.”

She met my gaze. “Why? You don’t know me.”

“You don’t know me, either,” I growled. “Why did you march into my house with a gun?”

“I had to.”

“No, you didn’t. You could’ve walked away, pretend none of this happened. Live your life without putting it in danger alongside mine.”

“Yeah. I suppose.”

“So why did you?”

“I don’t know.”

“You must have had a reason.”

“Whatever it is, it doesn’t matter now. You can stay here until you’re stronger, then I’m gone.”

“I could say that since you’ve saved my life, you’ve an obligation to keep looking after me.”

That earned me a harsh laugh. “That’s so bullshit.”

“At least I got a smile.” I grinned. “Sort of.”

Lindsey’s smile faded only a little. “Get some sleep. I’ve got work to do.”

She left me alone to ponder how I might milk this situation. Play the weak victim game until I found the means to persuade her to not pack up and disappear. I thought about it until the pain meds kicked in and I drifted to sleep.

***

Playing the pain wracked and weak victim of a violent attack wasn’t a game at all. When I woke after the sun had gone down, I didn’t have to fake the weakness nor the pain. I hurt so badly I thought I might hurl. Lindsey, turning on a light across the room from me, took a single look at my face and rushed to my side.

“Brody? You look like a ghost.”

Her hand touched my brow, her fine mouth puckered in concern. It cupped my wounded cheek as she gazed into my eyes. “You don’t have a fever.”

“Sick,” I muttered thickly. “I feel sick.”

“I don’t doubt it. Think you can hold down some soup?”

“No.”

“Okay. Just rest. Try to go back to sleep.”

I shut my eyes, trying to will away the nausea and pain, to drift into slumber, to leave all the nastiness behind for even a little while. I listened to Lindsey move around the room, closing curtains. I heard her stop, her sharply indrawn breath.

She peered through the same window she sat beside my first night on her couch. She’d parted the curtain only a small way, her body hidden by the wall. Alarm sank its claws into me, making me instantly forget my pain and sick gut.

“What’s going on?” I demanded, my tone harsh.

“Your pals are sitting in their car down the street.”


Chapter Seven

Lindsey

The black Lincoln sat at the curb, two houses down and on the opposite side of the street. In the late dusk, I saw the outlines of two heads silhouetted by the yard lights behind them. And the tiny red glow as the driver inhaled on his cigarette.

“Are they watching my house?” Brody demanded, easing his way up. “Or yours?”

“Can’t tell.”

He stood behind me, looking over my shoulder, his breath hissing through his clenched teeth. “Bastards,” he muttered. “Loan me your gun.”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“You can’t just march up to them with a loaded gun,” I replied. “Unless you’re planning on shooting them and spending the rest of your life in prison?”

I closed the curtain and turned to him. “Lie back down,” I suggested. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

Brody raked his uninjured hand through his dark blond hair, his mouth caught in a tight grimace. “I can’t just lie down when –”

“Yes, you can.”

Despite my guilt at eyeballing a grievously injured man, I couldn’t help but reassess his physique. As he wore only his jockeys, his broad chest with a small amount of hair between his pecs was on full display. As were his muscular biceps, long shapely legs, and the heavy, bulging package below his navel. Holy mother of god, this guy is hot.

I gulped and shifted my gaze from his body before he noticed. “Are you hungry?” I asked, stepping past him. “You slept quite a while.”

Brody, his jaw tight, turned to follow me from the window. “I don’t know that I can keep anything down.”

He sat on the couch where he’d been sleeping, his hair tousled from sleep and his hand. “What if they bust in here?”

I showed him the Glock I’d tucked into the small of my back as he slept. “That’d be a piss poor decision on their part.”

“Okay.” He drew in a deep breath. “Okay.”

Tugging the blanket over him despite the house being warmer than I liked, he lay down. “You sleep with that thing?”

“Yep.”

“Who’s after you?”

“Right now, your drug dealing pals,” I replied, walking toward the kitchen. “I’ll fix some soup. You should try to eat.”

He grumbled something under his breath I couldn’t catch and would have ignored, anyway. I checked to make certain my doors, front and back, were securely locked with deadbolts. What I need is a Rottweiler. Maybe after I move to the next place. In the kitchen, I opened cans of chicken soup, thinking such might be easy on Brody’s stomach.

I leaned against the counter as it heated, my arms folded. What am I doing? I can’t get involved in Brody’s criminal troubles, but here I am, involved up to my eyeballs. Ready and willing to shoot Austin and his friend if they busted into my house. I shook my head at my inner thoughts.

I couldn’t have let them kill him, cut him to shreds when I could stop it.

“I need to stop second guessing myself,” I muttered. “I did what I had to do, regardless of the consequences. It was the right thing.”

The soup hot, I took a bowl and a spoon into the TV room, expecting Brody to be asleep. He turned away from the window as I entered, his ass revealed starkly in the white shorts.

“They left,” he said, limping back to the couch.

I set the bowl and spoon on the table. “I’d better get you some clothes. You’re rather, um, distracting without them.”

He grinned. “I’d sure like to see you in your undies.”

“Never happen.”

I returned to the kitchen for my own soup, then brought my bowl from the kitchen to eat with him. He ate slowly, carefully, no doubt favoring his nausea. I had little appetite but ate my soup, anyway. I craved instead to drink until I fell asleep, forgetting all this shit that’s happened in the past two days.

Including my own shit.

“It’s good,” Brody murmured. “My stomach is calming down.”

“I sure have no desire to clean your puke off my rug.”

At his sudden flinch, at his darkening face, at how he quit looking at me, I knew my comment stung him deep. Only then did I realize how crass that sounded. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m just stressed. I didn’t mean to be so rude.”

“You’re right,” he replied, again without looking at my face, “you shouldn’t have to clean up after me.”

“You’re a guest in my house. I should behave as such.”

Brody had nothing else to say. After he finished, he lay back down and covered himself with the blanket. I took the empty dishes to the kitchen, put them in the washer, and washed the pot I’d cooked the soup in. After that, I stared out the window into the darkness. Naturally, I saw nothing save my own reflection, my tense and set face.

Taking water and Brody’s medications to him, I watched him take them in silence, then set the glass on the table. He rolled onto his side, facing the couch’s back, the blanket up to his chin. I shut off the lights, then sat, the Glock in my lap, looking out the window.

The clock ticked as the seconds passed. Then the hours. A few cars drove past my house without stopping, but I couldn’t tell if any were black Lincolns. One by one, the neighbors’ lights went dark. A few porch lights stayed on, and would throughout the night.

No one tried to break in. Brody slept behind me, and I considered going to my own bed to get some sleep. Sometime after three, I did. I removed my jeans, but not my shirt, and lay down atop my bed spread. The Glock sat on my bedside table within my arm’s reach.

I didn’t fall asleep until the dawn’s pink rays peeked in my window.

***

“I can get my own clothes,” Brody protested as I blearily made us toast and oatmeal for breakfast. “I’m not an invalid.”

“You sure are. And I think you should stay out of sight.”

He sat at my kitchen table, not quite as gray as he had appeared, yet lines of pain were drawn around his mouth and nose. He ate with his awkward left hand, his bandaged right arm resting in his lap. “It’s just next door.”

“No reason for me to not do it for you.”

Eating with his face down, Brody only flicked his gaze at me for brief seconds before glancing aside. “I’ll be out of your hair today.”

“You’ll stay on that couch until I say you can go.”

“I’m not an infant,” he snapped, his honey eyes dark with anger. “I can take care of myself.”

“Sure you can,” I replied, sipping my much needed coffee. “And if Austin decides to take another knife to you, I’m sure you can beat the snot out of him. Or rather them.”

“Dammit.”

“You’re safer here,” I said softly. “Until you’re stronger, or we know what they’re up to. Maybe he’s finally convinced you don’t have his shit.”

“I’m causing you too many problems.” Brody dropped his spoon to the table and pushed his chair back, grimacing. “And you won’t let me do anything to return the favor.”

“There’s nothing you can do,” I told him. “So stop fussing about it.”

“You’re scared of someone.”

“Aren’t we all scared of somebody?”

My answer turned his expression mulish. If he’d had long ears, they’d be pinned back in his anger and annoyance. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s all you’ll get.”

Leaving him to fume, I left my house to walk to his. Not before, however, closely inspecting the neighborhood for cars that shouldn’t be there. All stood quiet in the mid-morning sunshine, folks avoiding the heat by staying inside with the air conditioning running.

Brody’s house was unlocked, the switchblade still on the rug. I picked it up, clicked it back into its housing, and stuck it into my pocket. After gathering some clothes for him, I found his keys and also put them in my pocket. I gave the house a quick look around for anything else he might need. I locked his door after me and went back to mine.

“This is my new toy,” I said, brandishing the knife. “It’s mine now.”

Brody slowly, carefully, dressed himself in jeans and a light shirt. His eyes had glassed over from the pain killer I’d insisted he take as he inspected my prize. “It’s illegal to have one of those.”

“Fuck it. No one will know I have it.”

Sitting on the couch, Brody gingerly, wincing, grimacing, tugged the bandage from his cheek.

“I don’t think you should do that,” I commented.

“Don’t care. It’s bugging the shit outta me.”

His flesh had swelled somewhat with dark bruising under and around the lips of the sutured wound. The cut ran from just under his eye, across his cheekbone, and almost to his nose. “How do I look?”

I grinned. “Gorgeous.”

Also ignoring my protests, Brody removed the bandage around his right forearm. He flexed his fingers, both of us looking at the raw slice from his wrist to his elbow. Like his cheek, the flesh had swelled slightly from the trauma, but it didn’t appear to have become infected.

“Go to sleep,” I told him. “I can tell the pill is making you groggy.”

Brody lay down, without the blanket, and stared up at my ceiling. “I’ve done enough sleeping.”

“You need the rest.”

“Sucks to be me, eh?”

Still, the narcotic proved too much for him to resist. Brody fell asleep a short while later, lying on his back as he snored lightly. I studied his better than handsome face, his wound not marring his good looks at all. I spent the next hours trying to decide what to do – go or stay. Run or fight. No matter what I decided, I thought, I’d make the wrong decision. I hid, but I was found, anyway. I ran away. How long must I keep running? How long do I want to keep running?

I’ll be found if I run again. It doesn’t matter. No matter what town, state, or country I flee to, my past will always be there, haunting my steps, threatening my life.

I looked again at Brody’s sleeping face. He promised to help me. If I accept, I’ll endanger his life. But didn’t he endanger mine when I stepped in to help him?

Okay, that one got me. I voluntarily stepped in to save him from being cut to pieces. I owned that. But did I have the right to accept his help, knowing that he might get killed? He doesn’t know what’s chasing me. I know what’s chasing him.

Big difference.

Once again, Brody slept through most of the day. I drank coffee, watched the street outside, and didn’t unpack. Nor did I pack. I should try to at least get some work done. But my thoughts – should I, shouldn’t I – refused to permit me the freedom to think about my writing projects. The powerful urge to stay in this town, to fight for my right to live on my own terms, gnawed at me like rodents’ teeth.

I help Brody, maybe Brody helps me.

Do I have that right to involve him? No. I didn’t.

Okay, then, I’ll fight my own battle. When my enemy comes, I’ll be ready. Bring it on, baby. Let’s see what you’ve got.

As darkness crept once again across the landscape, I rose from my chair to greet it with open arms. A new and fresh confidence filled my soul. No matter what, I’m done running. I found a place I want to live, and I’ll live here without fear. Without doubt.

I smiled. Bring it on. You know where I am.


Chapter Eight

Brody

Something’s changed in her. But what?

I studied Lindsey the following morning, trying to gauge the difference in her from what I remembered from yesterday to what I was seeing now. She smiled freely. A lightness in her step made me think she was about to dance. She cooked me bacon and eggs, informing me I needed the protein.

“If I didn’t know better,” I said slowly, sitting at the kitchen table with my coffee, “I’d say you got laid last night.”

Lindsey sent me an amused glance. “Typical male. Sex is all you think about.”

“Not all. Sometimes we wonder what’s gotten into our neighbors.”

“Like whose dick is into whose pussy?”

I snorted, almost spilling my coffee. “Not quite.”

“Just eat your breakfast and quit trying to psychoanalyze me.”

I ate my breakfast with a hunger I hadn’t felt for a while and watched Lindsey. No matter how she deflected, I knew something had changed. I also noticed that as I watched TV, Lindsey actually worked on her computer. As in, her writing. I dared not disturb her and listened as she busily typed in her small office just off the TV room.

As my pain had lessened with all the sleep I’d slept, I refused my morning pain killer. My mind refreshingly clear, I pondered the change in her even as I watched an action flick. Then it hit me. Like a bolt of lightning from a blue sky, I knew what had changed.

Lindsey had decided to stay in this house, in this town. Whatever she feared, she feared it no longer.

A weight was now gone from her shoulders.

I recognized it, as I’d felt that feeling myself not so very long ago.

Thusly, I no longer needed to milk the situation in order to stay in her house. I could return to my own without the fear she’d vanish in the night.

Using the end of the movie as an excuse, I stood, stronger on my feet than I’d had since Austin lobbed a Molotov cocktail through my window. In her office behind her, I rested both of my hands on her shoulders.

“You’ve decided to stay,” I murmured. “Right?”

Lindsey stopped typing. “I guess so.”

“Whatever is out there is still out there. Right?”

“Yeah.”

I spun her chair so that she faced me. “I’m right beside you, girl. All the way.”

Lindsey avoided my eyes. “You might get hurt.”

“I’ve been hurt.” I touched my left cheek, drawing her attention back to my face. “Not just my body, though it has plenty of scars. My heart has its scars, my soul once crying out in torment. Nothing can be worse than that.”

“I can’t have your pain on my conscience.”

I knelt beside her chair. “That’s not your decision.”

“It should be.”

Bending my head, I kissed her knuckles, one set after the other. “It’s out of your beautiful, graceful hands. Deal with it.”

“You’re a bastard.”

Lifting my face, I smiled. “Deal with that, too. Consider me one of those nasty sticker things, the ones that you step on, and its thorn is buried in your foot forever.”

Lindsey chuckled. “What a royal pain.”

“Yep, that’s me.”

“You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

“Nor do I care. I’m at your side all the way. Or, in your foot.” I grinned. “If you prefer that analogy.”

Lindsey cupped my jaws in her hands, gazing deeply into my eyes. “I can fight my own battles.”

“Good god, you’re a stubborn woman.” Grimacing, I got to my feet. “I know you can fight. I know you think you’re protecting me. Get over yourself, and let’s have some lunch. I’m starving. And you’re driving.”

“What? I’ve got work –”

“Suck it up, buttercup. Grab your keys.”

Lindsey drove us to the same diner, and the same hostess sat us at a table. She eyed my facial scar as though I’d grown cloven hooves and horns, but she set menus before us and departed hastily. I saw no sign of Austin Rivers nor his sidekick, and absently wondered if Lindsey was correct. He finally believed I never took his dope.

“I’ve got a decent credit score,” I mused, chewing on a straw from my water glass. “I should get a new ride.”

“Do you still have a job?”

“So far. My boss hasn’t fired me. I should get back to the job site, anyway.”

Lindsey nodded toward my right arm. “Can you construct with that wound?”

“Oh, yeah. I’m the supervisor. I tell peons what to do.”

“Then get with it.” She grinned at me. “Someone’s gotta work around here.”

We ate our burgers in comfortable camaraderie, talked, smiled, and occasionally laughed. I enjoyed the sight of her smile. Easy. Carefree. Confident. A smile I might fall in love with if I got careless. Lindsey owned a face I could look at for days on end and never grow tired of the looking.

By the way she looked at me, perhaps she felt the same.

“I have to get back to work,” Lindsey said as she finished her meal. “I promised my client I’d have this project for him this evening.”

She picked up the check, only to have me snatch it from her fingers. “I’m buying.”

“Whatever, man. Let’s go.”

I paid the ticket, then walked on newly healed feet beside her to her car. “I’ll go back to work tomorrow,” I commented as we crossed the parking lot.

Before she unlocked her sedan, Lindsey seized my chin in her fingers, inspecting my wound closely. She then grabbed my wrist and examined my arm also. “I think you should wait another day.”

“I’m good, Doc,” I said cheerfully. “Hardly hurts at all.”

She unlocked the car, then got in behind the wheel. “And Austin?”

“Gone to sell his dope to the local junkies. Probably forgot all about me by now.”

“Let’s hope so.”

Her hand on the back of my seat, Lindsey carefully backed the car from its parking slot.

The silver pickup sped toward us from nowhere and slammed into the sedan’s rear.

The car spun sickeningly, tires squealing. The grinding smash of metal against metal screeched in my ears. My head whipped around on my neck, making it crack. I’m dead.

***

“Hit and run,” the cop said. “No witnesses.”

He eyed us as Lindsey and I sat on the curb, constantly stared at by passersby and looky-loos hoping to see blood running down the gutter. “Did you see the vehicle?”

Lindsey shook her head. “It happened too fast. I just caught a blur from the corner of my eye.”

“All I saw was a silver truck,” I added, rubbing my sore neck. “Maybe a Ford, but I can’t be sure.”

He gestured with the hand not hooked into his duty belt. “What happened there?”

“Lost an argument.”

He and his partner exchanged a long look but dropped the matter. As both Lindsey and I waived medical care, the responding EMTs loaded their gear back into the ambulance, waved to the cops, then drove away. The firetruck that also answered the call of an accident lumbered slowly into traffic, shutting off its strobes.

Lindsey rubbed her face with both palms. “Now what do I do? My car is totaled.”

The truck’s impact on the right rear quarter panel had smashed in the frame and the wheel. Broken glass twinkled on the asphalt. The front where we’d been sitting when the truck hit had remained intact, and the car’s airbags had saved us from serious injury. All in all, we’d gotten lucky. Had the truck struck us broadside, I might now be dead.

“Insurance,” the cop commented blandly. “That’s why you have it.”

“Yeah.” Lindsey blew out a sharp gust and scraped her hair back. “Thanks.”

The officers ambled away, ostensibly to watch for the tow truck. I nudged Lindsey with my shoulder. “How’re you feeling?”

“Outside of royally pissed off?”

“Yeah.”

“Just sore. No big deal.”

I pursed my lips, watching traffic pass by. “I don’t know that Rivers did this.”

“Doesn’t seem like his style, does it?”

“Not really. Drive by shooting, sure. Hit and run, not so much.”

She sighed deeply. “Just a shit accident. Just my luck.”

“I shouldn’t say it as it’s so trite.” I smiled. “I’ll say it, anyway. Could’ve been a lot worse.”

“I hate trite. It’s a dirty word.”

“So it is.”

In due course, the tow truck arrived and started to load the sedan onto its bed. I stood stiffly, helped Lindsey up, then strode toward the driver. “Can we get a lift?”

“Sure.”

In time, her car was loaded, and we three climbed into the cab of his tow truck. A tight fit for three people, and the driver himself owned an ample gut, but we didn’t have far to go. Fortunately. As he stopped the truck outside our houses, the driver handed Lindsey his card.

“This is where your car will be. Let the insurance adjuster know.”

“I will. Thanks for the ride.”

We descended from the crowded cab, and Lindsey stood on the sidewalk, watching him take her car away. “Dammit,” she muttered. “This sucks rocks.”

“I know. Come on. I hear the wine bottle calling us.”

Her head down, she trudged in my wake as I strode up her driveway to her front door. Once inside, I poured wine for us both, and half-listened as she called her insurance company. I handed her glass to her, then stepped onto her rear deck to sit and sip.

“They’re authorizing a rental,” she said, sitting beside me. “I won’t be stranded without a ride.”

“That’s good.”

In companionable silence, we sat together. I didn’t know what she was thinking, but I had to wonder why events in our lives seemed to be driving us together. As if there was some universal force at play, pushing us into needing one another. If so, why?

“Do you believe in fate?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Lindsey replied, shooting me a sharp glance. “Why do you ask?”

“I was just wondering why we’re being pushed into one another’s arms.”

“Are we?” Lindsey sipped from her glass.

“Seems that way.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. It’s just bad luck. Yours in that Austin thinks you stole from him, mine in my car getting trashed. Shit happens.”

I rubbed my sore neck. “All at once?”

“Now I’ll be trite. When it rains it pours.”

“Yuck. That was really trite.”

“God save us from cliches.”

Small kids in the yard behind Lindsey’s fence yelled and shrieked, laughing, the sound carrying to us clearly. “Do you want kids?”

Lindsey chuckled. “That’s quite the topic change. Yeah. Someday. If I ever find Mr. Right.”

“How would you know him if you saw him?” I watched her face closely as she sipped from her glass and pondered her answer.

“You know,” she replied at last. “When you meet someone, something clicks. Your gut tells you immediately that this person could be the one.”

“We clicked that day we met,” I commented. “I felt it. Didn’t you?”

Lindsey nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

“So maybe we’re fated.”

“Fated?”

“To be together.” I reached across the short distance between us and lightly touched the back of her hand. “Fated mates.”

I was glad to see she failed to flinch away. “I’m not sure I believe that much, Brody. That I’d move across the country to live in a house next door to someone I’m destined to be with.”

“Can’t be a coincidence we clicked the moment we met.” I drank my wine, wondering if I was blowing smoke up both our asses. “Something to think about.”

“You go ahead. Me, I’m not so sure I can fall in love again.”

Ah, a clue to her past. Interesting. “I thought that, too, once,” I said slowly, listening to the kids. “I once loved and lost. But life goes on, eh?”

“There you go with the trite again.” Lindsey half smiled. “As a writer, that offends my sensibilities.”

“Then I shall endeavor to cease and desist with the cliches. Meanwhile, you have a deadline.” I swallowed the last of my wine. “Get to work while I cook dinner.”


Chapter Nine

Lindsey

“Hi,” chirped the beady eyed, gray-haired lady standing on my front porch, beaming. “I just want to welcome you to the neighborhood. I’m Shirley Gibbons.”

“Oh.” Momentarily taken aback by the itty bitty woman with the covered cake in her hands, I blinked. “That’s so nice of you. I’m Lindsey.”

“I made a chocolate cake.” Shirley’s voice dropped in what I took to be a conspiratorial whisper. “Chocolate is so good when you get your monthlies.”

“Uh.”

She appeared sweet, kind, and most likely lonely. I dismissed the second comment as harmless and opened my door wider. “Will you come in, Shirley? I can make coffee.”

“How lovely.”

She marched into my house, looking at the mess of unpacked boxes with an assessing eye. Thank God Brody felt well enough to go back to work and had a coworker give him a ride. I’d little doubt seeing him here in all his stitched glory would send Shirley into a gossip laden tither.

“Where did the Pattersons go?” she inquired, making her unerring way into the kitchen.

“Retired to Florida,” I replied, following her. “They’re friends of my parents.”

“Oh, how nice for you, my dear. Are you just renting?”

I started the coffee while thinking her a bit too nosey for my liking, but I decided to humor her. I’d also no doubt what I tell her will make the neighborhood rounds by nightfall. “Renting with the first option to buy.”

Shirley set the cake in the middle of the table and sat. “You’ll just love it here,” she said in that mysterious whisper. “Such nice people around the neighborhood.”

I stood while the coffee percolated, and Shirley exclaimed over the residents’ fine qualities. Then, just as I poured for us both and sat, her true reason for bringing me cake came to light.

“I should warn you about your neighbor,” Shirley whispered, her eyes round.

“Which one?”

Jacking her forefinger toward Brody’s house, she went on. “That one. He’s a bad one, dear. Never talks to anyone, has people coming and going at all hours.” Her whisper lowered until I barely heard her. “He’s a druggie. Sells it, too.”

I controlled my eye roll. “I haven’t noticed that.”

“You will, dear, you will. The police have been all over his house.” She sipped her coffee, her wide eyes meeting mine over its rim. “And the fires. Good gosh, that’s terrible. I’m sure there’s a gang war going on. And on our street, too.”

As I’d only add fuel to the mix, I didn’t tell Shirley the truth. That a drug dealer had targeted Brody but not because he was the competition. “Those were accidents,” I said. “Just bad luck.”

“No, no.” She shook her head emphatically. “Mrs. Jenson saw a strange car right before the fires. She told me so.”

“I won’t dispute that,” I replied, drinking my coffee and wondering how long I’d be catering to her neighborhood gossip. I’ve got work to do, and this confounded headache I’ve got is already screwing up my writing.

“That man is wanted by the police,” she went on. “And the FBI. Just you watch, he’ll be arrested.”

“For what?”

Shirley’s lips formed the word before her breathy hiss spoke it. “Murder.”

I blinked. “Who’d he kill?”

“His wife.”

“Oh, no,” I protested with a half-laugh. “He’s too nice to have killed anyone.”

“That’s what they said about Ted Bundy,” she intoned. “And Jeffrey Dahmer.”

I hesitated, sipping my coffee. That’s impossible. Brody is no murderer. If he was, he’d be in prison. But what did I actually know about my neighbor, Brody? Could she be right? Did he lie through his teeth about Austin Rivers? Did he kill his wife and is now hiding behind a friendly, kind, façade? Shirley was right about Bundy and Dahmer. Both seemed like nice, young men to all who knew them.

Until they found the bodies.

“I don’t believe that,” I said, my voice unsure.

“Believe it. Stay away from him, Lindsey. He’s trouble, and he’s dangerous.”

“How do you know?” I asked. “That he killed his wife?”

“Mrs. Jenson said she recognized him from a newspaper article.” Shirley nodded with emphasis. “From another state. From before he came here and bought that house.”

I absently rubbed my chest. The scar there from my past life in California. The life I’d run from. “That’s not a lot to base an accusation on,” I said slowly.

“He never got to trial,” Shirley whispered. “They say he fled justice.”

“Then I’m sure justice will find him.” I sounded unconvincing even to myself.

“Just stay away from him, Lindsey. I’m telling you for your own good.”

“Thank you.”

Having delivered her dire warning, Shirley chatted while I listened, talking of church, neighborhood barbeques, the kids next door. I drank coffee until the need to pee nearly burst my bladder, and she finally stood. I walked her to the door, the uneasiness she planted in my mind working its way into me like a porcupine’s quill.

“I’d sure love to see you in church on Sunday,” she said gaily, waving as she walked down my drive.

“Not bloody likely,” I muttered under my breath as I smiled and waved goodbye.

Once I’d shut the door, I dashed into the bathroom and barely made it in time.

***

Shirley’s whispered accusations followed me through the rest of the day. Into the cab whose driver took me to the car rental agency. It haunted me as I filled out forms, showed my drivers license, accepted the key to the new crimson Ford I’d be driving for a while. The car smelled new, had all the right toys to keep me happy.

Except I wasn’t.

I liked Brody. I’d begun to trust him when I seldom trusted anyone. Did I misplace that liking? That trust? Shit, I’d only met him a few days ago. Didn’t he say he’d grieved? Had his soul wounded? Did he murder the woman he’d loved? I gripped the steering wheel, my jaw clenched, my worries and thoughts squirreling through my mind.

“Maybe I should just tell him to go fuck himself,” I muttered. “Stay away from him. I’ve got enough troubles of my own.”

In parking the Ford in my driveway, I noticed the burned wreckage of Brody’s truck was gone. Only the blackened scar on the cement showed where it had been. Makes sense he’d call to have it taken away. Make room for his new ride when he bought it. I locked the Ford with its fabulous smart key and entered my house.

In depression, despairing, I stared at the mess that represented my life. I sat on the couch where I’d nursed Brody after Rivers and his friend cut him with the switchblade, staring at the half unpacked boxes. The decision to stay was now classified under the second guessing stage. Should I pack up and leave? Take my insurance money, buy the best car I could get with it, and blow this town?

“I like him,” I said into the silent room. “I know he likes me. Who am I to judge him without asking his side first?”

Leaning against the sofa’s back, I again rubbed the scar under my shirt. Hadn’t I seen enough violence in my twenty-four years? In staying here, am I inviting more? From my stalker, possibly. From Brody?

I frowned. My instincts for people are pretty damn sharp. Brody never gave off I’m a murderer type vibes. He’d been condemned by the neighborhood by an article and a picture from some out of state newspaper. Where’s the article now? Can Mrs. Jenson provide it? Would she have thrown away the only evidence that Brody killed his wife? The only evidence the neighbors convicted him on?

“Bullshit,” I snapped, standing up. “If a court of law can’t convict him, who are they to judge?”

I returned to my office to work, my doubts and worries still hovering like a black storm cloud. Ignoring them as best I could, I focused on my work researching for an article I was writing. When my cell buzzed, absorbed, I answered it without thinking about it or looking at the caller.

“Hello?”

“Bitch.”

The word hissed through the cell signals and towers and into my ear. I stiffened, my blood turning to ice in an instant. I recognized that voice. I knew it as well as I knew my own. We’d loved each other once. Shared laughs. Shared tears. And the love of a man.

“How’d you get this number?” I snapped.

“I know everything, honey. Where you live. Your cell number. I’ve been watching you.”

I stood up from my desk to pace, restless, scared, and also angry. “You’ve got no right to hassle me,” I snarled.

“I have every right. He died because of you, bitch. And I’ll kill you for it.”

“He killed himself, you stupid twat,” I screamed into my phone. “You know damn well what he did. You saw it, day after day. I cried in your arms. You took me to the fucking hospital, remember?”

“He loved you. You betrayed him. He killed himself because of what you did. Not anything else. And I’ll kill you for it.”

“Come on,” I grated, staring out my office window, my heart hammering in my chest. “Bring it on, sweetheart. You come into my house, you attack me in any way, and I’ll kill you. Got that? I’ll fucking kill you. I’m armed, baby, all the way. I’m not running any more. Let’s end this.”

The click of a disconnection answered me.

Breathing hard, I dropped my cell to my desk and paced. Fuck, dammit, fuck, fuck, shit, this is all bullshit. My nerves strung as taut as guitar strings, I forgot all about my work and stalked into the TV room. From there, I paced again, swearing under my breath, half-expecting my enemy to break through my door at any moment.

I checked all my guns. Chambered rounds. Took the safeties off. Replaced them within their hiding spots. No matter where I was in the house, I stood within a few feet of a gun. Grab, aim, and fire. Bam! Dead as dogshit. Bring it on, baby. I’m ready.

Hours passed. I calmed when nothing happened. I drank cold water from the sink, wiped my sweaty face on a towel. The air conditioning repair dude should be coming by any day now. Brody had told me, as he kissed my cheek that morning, he’d be working late. Catching up on paperwork. Can’t hand that off to a peon.

Why did I need Brody so badly as I did in those hours?

When dusk deepened, I closed curtains and turned on only a few dim lights. Enough illumination so I didn’t trip over boxes. Not hungry, I forewent dinner and watched the dark street outside. Kids walked some mutt on a leash past my house. House lights burned in windows. Cars drove by without stopping.

Turning away from the window, I went to the bathroom to douse my face in cold water. Refreshed to a small degree, I dried myself and stared at my reflection in the mirror. My skin stood out in pale contrast to my hair. Dark circles pouched under my eyes as though I hadn’t been sleeping. Well, I hadn’t been, truth be told.

I swiped my hair back from my face and left the bathroom. Thinking I should eat despite my lack of appetite, I headed for the kitchen.

A man stood in front of my sink. The guy who’d cut Brody to pieces. Austin’s friend.

Shocked, I halted, instinctively realizing he stood between me and my nearest gun.

“Hiya, Lindsey,” he said.

He brought his hand from his pocket, a dark object held within it. “Sorry, baby,” he went on. “I gotta take you.”

Spinning, I bolted for the door.

He fired.

Electrical voltage from his Taser shot through me. Excruciating pain lashed through my entire body. My mind scattered. My thoughts disconnected like wisps of cloud. I know I fell, but I had no knowledge of where my arms, legs, or my face were. Unable to move, to think, to fight, I knew he stepped toward me.

“Your boyfriend will give up the goods,” he commented, lifting me. “If he wants you back, that is.”


Chapter Ten

Brody

“I’m headed out, boss,” Sammy told me, only his head and not the rest of him, sticking through my office door. “Glad to have you back.”

I tossed him a quick grin. “Glad to be back. Thanks for covering for me.”

“Anytime. By the way, love the new look.”

Sammy, grinning, traced his finger across his cheek.

“Yeah, yeah. Buzz off before I give you one of your own.”

He vanished like a shut in jack-in-the-box.

Outside, the crews had gone home. Quitting time had arrived even though the sun still shone down brightly. I sighed, tried to not scratch at my healing wounds, and returned my attention to my work. Sammy hadn’t the authority to go through the work orders, the scheduling, the time sheets, the invoices.

They’d piled up fast while I was gone.

“Life’s a bitch, then you die,” I said to no one in particular, then got back at it.

Hours crawled by. Darkness fell outside my windows. My right hand cramped, making my injured arm ache in earnest as I scribbled on the papers. The deep healing itched so badly I yearned to rip my sutures out and indulge in an ultra-satisfying scratch.

I ignored the persistent itching as best I could.

My inbox grew smaller as my outbox enlarged exponentially. Hunger rumbled in my stomach, outpacing the itching as my first concern. I dropped my pen with gratitude and stretched my back. I thought of Lindsey and smiled to myself. I like that girl. Very much.

My office door swung open.

I glanced up and instantly scowled.

Austin grinned at me from the doorway. “Yo,” he exclaimed. “Bro.”

“Get the fuck out of here,” I snapped, standing. “Find the idiot who took your shit, then leave me alone.”

“Except you took it, my brother.” He shut the door and leaned against it, smiling kindly. “Give it back. Please.”

I rolled my eyes heavenward. “Gawd, you’re so dense. I didn’t take it. I’d no idea you’re in that business. Had I known, I still wouldn’t have stolen it. Dope isn’t my style.”

“Come on, man,” he pleaded. “Don’t make me get rough.”

“Like burning my place, my truck, isn’t rough?” I snarled. I gestured toward my face. “This isn’t?”

“Nope.” He smiled. “Rough is taking your girl.”

I gaped, astounded, unable to comprehend what he’s talking about. “My girl? I don’t –”

Lindsey!

“You know,” he drawled. “The hottie with the black hair and nice tits. She’s in my custody, bro, and will remain in my custody until I get my shit.” He examined his nails. “Of course, I can’t promise she’ll come back – intact.”

I lunged for him.

I leaped over my desk in a single bound, seeing the panic cross his face in a brief flash.

Austin, the prick, saw me coming and jacked through the door faster than a hare dodging a cheetah. I missed his throat by a fraction of a second, charged down the steel steps in his wake, and shifted.

I hadn’t planned to shift. It came from my rage, my need to rend and slay, to kill my enemy and burn him to ashes.

My wings shutting out the moonlight, the starlight, the streetlights, I soared low over the graveled parking lot, empty of all cars. Austin shot a glance over his shoulder as he ran for the street.

“Fuck,” he screamed, catching sight of me, my jaws wide, ready to snap him up and spit him into a bloody mess on the asphalt street.

“I’ve got you,” I bellowed, reaching for him. “You’re so fucking dead.”

Austin shifted.

He leaped skyward, his broad wings catching the light breeze. Instantly, he snapped right, and in banking in such a tight turn he caught me off guard. Even as I chomped at his spade tail, he whipped it from my reach and beat his wings hard, gaining altitude.

I chased him, not surprised he was of my kind. “Fucker,” I roared, my flames teasing his ass. “I’ll fucking kill you.”

His bellowed laughter coasted back to me on the wind created by his wings. “Kill me and you’ll never find her, asshole. Greg will make her suffer. She’ll die screaming your name.”

“So will you,” I growled, working my wings, gaining on him, all but tasting his blood in my mouth. “You’ll die screaming, my claws ripping your guts to shreds.”

“Tell me where my dope is, and she’ll be free tonight. Unharmed.”

Austin dipped his left wing and dove, once again leaving me behind and working to catch up. Flattening my wings against my shoulders and back, I also dove, falling faster than he. Whether he expected such a move on my part or not, Austin spread his wings and soared.

I hit him like a four-ton boulder striking the road.

I sank my claws into his shoulders, bit deep into his neck. My long, jagged teeth ripped through his tough scales, seeking his jugular, seeking his life. Austin screamed like a little girl at finding a black hairy spider in her bathtub, twisting in my grip.

“Kill me and she dies,” he yelled, bucking like a rodeo bronc. “I swear it, Brody. If I don’t call, he’ll fuck her. He’ll rape her to death. He’ll shove a knife up her twat.”

I hesitated. I didn’t sink my teeth in deeper. Nor did I scratch my rear claws into his hips, tearing his scales into so much shredded paper. He felt my hesitation. He ceased his struggles.

“I mean it,” he snarled, turning his head on his long neck to meet my gaze. “I don’t check in, she’s dogmeat. Let me go. Bring me my shit and we’re good. You have her back unharmed.”

I spat his blood from my mouth. “I didn’t take it,” I howled. “You stupid mother fucker. Find the shit who did and let Lindsey go.”

Austin ripped his body from my grip. He soared, his wings level, his brilliant eyes fastened on mine. “I want to believe you,” he said. “I know what I saw. You on camera.”

“My jacket was stolen, you jackass,” I yelled, soaring beside him. “I lost it years ago. Right from my locker. If I’d taken your dope, I’d give it back to save Lindsey. I don’t fucking have it.”

“Then you find who did,” Austin growled. “I’ll keep Lindsey safe for two days. You find the thief, she goes free.”

He started to bank away toward the city. “You don’t, she’s one messed up chick.”

***

I flew home.

The nasty taste of Austin’s blood in my mouth kept me company, as did the fear, the worry, that I’d caused Lindsey to lose her life. I believed him when he said his man would make her suffer. Austin wasn’t just part reptile; his blood was as cold as the Arctic ice.

I shifted to my two-legged form in a darkened park a few blocks from mine and Lindsey’s houses. Certain none saw me alight on the grass, my broad wings covering the park from end to end, I dropped to my four legs and furled my wings.

The walk home in the mild night didn’t calm my ragged nerves by much. I passed lit houses, their occupants watching TV, reading stories to their kids. The scent of woodsmoke and the flickering light of a fire spoke of a backyard firepit. Voices lifted in laughter and camaraderie that I’d never share in.

I was different.

I wasn’t human.

Lindsey’s front door was shut but unlocked. Inside her house, I saw few signs of a struggle. Her work computer was on, but asleep from inactivity. She hadn’t cooked a dinner if I was any guess. Her cell sat on her desk. I checked the last call – an area code I didn’t recognize.

Pacing around her house, stepping around boxes, I fretted. I worried. Scared, I pictured what might be happening to her at that moment. Tears burned my eyes as I feared Austin wouldn’t keep his word. That he’d call his pal and order Lindsey raped.

I yanked her computer from its snooze. The internet browser was opened to her last inspection, some shit about teenage pregnancies. My fingers shaking, I typed into the search bar the name of my old high school. From there, I researched my graduating class, viewing yearbook photos.

Scrolling through them, not quite knowing what I looked for, I studied face after face. Linda, the chick I’d lost my virginity to behind the stadium. Pete, my lab partner. He’d long been gone to MIT from what I’d heard. Smart son of a bitch. The faces of the football staff, the coach, the cheerleaders who’d screwed anything with a pulse.

“He’s got to be here,” I muttered, frantic, seeking a face, a name, that might save Lindsey’s life.

Brian, Shelly, Larry, Mike, Heather, Stacy. None of them fit the image I had in my head. A guy who looked sort of like me but wasn’t me. Whoever had stolen my letterman’s jacket had to be a dude, dark blond hair and a big build.

I didn’t see him.

My mouth dry, I went to Lindsey’s kitchen for wine, something to calm my nerves. I have two days to find him. Lindsey won’t be harmed. I’ll find him, turn him over to Austin. We’ll be safe from then on.

Returning to her computer, I scanned all the faces of my past classmates. Some were blond, sure. Those that were didn’t have my build, my profile. Dudes that matched me in size weren’t blond. I nearly screamed in my frustration. I couldn’t see any of them breaking into my locker and stealing my jacket.

Leaning back in her chair, I thought back to my lost letterman’s jacket. I shut my eyes to remember better.

I walked down the crowded hall after my chemistry final. I felt good that I passed with a better than ninety percent. If I did, I’d graduate with honors. My folks would be so pleased if I did. I thought of the colleges and universities who’d extend scholarships like candy.

My locker stood wide open. I swore under my breath, glancing around for the guilty party. Only my fellow students, happy the year was over, and spring had arrived, passed by without stopping. Inside, I discovered my prized jacket and a few books were gone. Who’d take my jacket with my football number on it? Who’d want my books on English literature, biology, and chemistry?

“Prick,” I’d muttered, and slammed my locker closed. “I’ll find you.”

I never did.

Over that summer as I applied for scholarships and universities, I’d forgotten about the theft. Football and high school were so over with. I had a brilliant future ahead of me. I’d get a master’s degree in chemical engineering, make big waves in the science industry, marry my sweetheart, and raise rug rats.

Except it didn’t quite happen the way I’d anticipated.

A sharp noise like a door closing roused me from my memories. Something, or someone, had just entered Lindsey’s house. Alert, on edge, I sought for a weapon, any weapon, at Lindsey’s desk. I found nothing more lethal than a letter opener. Still, it was something. I grabbed it and tucked it against my wrist.

The person paced into the kitchen, a shadow against the lights from outside. I saw him illuminated against the streetlamps, a black silhouette in the dark kitchen. Gripping the letter opener, wishing for a better weapon, I wondered where Lindsey kept her Glock.

Creeping to the doorway, I peered around the edge. The dude wasn’t big, that’s for damn sure. Maybe Austin hired pussy wimps who couldn’t fight their way from a wet paper bag. He didn’t turn as I sneaked up behind him, lifting the only weapon I had.

The tiles creaked under my boot.

The dude turned, spinning.

“Fucker,” I snarled, bringing the opener down in a vicious cutting arc.


Chapter Eleven

Lindsey

Groggy, I came to myself little by little.

My body hurt all over. I recalled the dude in my kitchen, the shock of the moment when he Tased me, the horrible pain. As it appeared my mind had returned to some semblance of coherency, I lifted my head to look around. The movement strained my already sore muscles and I grimaced.

I lay on a narrow, lumpy cot. The room around me appeared dim, a dilapidated structure made of wood. A cast iron stove sat nearby, unlit, cold. Ragged curtains rustled from the breeze entering through a busted window. The place smelled of piss and rot, the ceiling over the room damaged from water and appeared ready to cave in at any minute.

Horrified, I realized my hands were tied over my head. Panic seared through my veins. Tugging, yanking, only served to torment my wrists, tearing my skin, bringing blood. I didn’t care. I cried out, fighting the ropes, struggling to get free and escape whatever lay in store for me.

The dude who Tased me popped his head in the doorway. “You’re awake,” he commented. “Don’t fight, you’re only hurting yourself. See? You’re bleeding.”

“What do you want?” I screamed, struggling to rise, to get free. “What do you want from me?”

He lazily scratched his chest, leaning his shoulder against the jamb, which trembled. “Nothing. Yet. Boss says to give your man two days to find his stash.” He shrugged, smiling. His expression sent a shiver down my spine. “If he doesn’t, then I’m to kill you.”

“Just like that?” I cried. “You’ll kill me?”

“Not quite. See, boss has to send a message. This is what happens when you steal from him. Girlfriends, like you, die hard. Really hard. Boss gives those tasks to me cuz I like it.”

His feral grin widened. “I enjoy it.”

“Oh, God,” I moaned, closing my eyes. “You’ll torture me?”

“That’s about right. Fuck your lil twat, your ass. Start cutting things off. Like your tits.”

I threw my head back and screamed. A long, raw, and primal shriek of pure terror. I couldn’t stop it even when I realized displaying such fear, such panic, only led to his enjoyment. On I screamed, drawing one breath after another, daring to hope someone heard me, came to investigate, freed me.

He laughed. “Keep it up, little Lindsey. No one can hear you. Except me.”

Tears I couldn’t halt streamed down my temples to my ears. “Please let me go. I won’t tell anyone. I swear it.”

“If your boyfriend comes through, I’ll drive you back to town myself,” he replied. “Boss’s orders.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I shrieked. “I barely know him. He didn’t steal any dope. You’ll be killing an innocent woman.”

“Well, that won’t bother me. Innocent or guilty, it’s all the same.”

He paced toward the cot, peering down at me. “You sure are pretty, little Lindsey. I’m gonna have fun sticking my dick in you.”

My voice shook, my body trembled. “Boss said I have two days. You can’t touch me, not until two days.”

“He said I can’t kill you for two days,” he answered with a chuckle. “Don’t mean I can’t still have my fun. As long as you’re in one piece when your boyfriend comes through.”

A soft moan escaped my mouth. He laughed again and turned away. “You get your rest, honey. You’ll need your strength.”

He left me alone. No doubt, he deliberately planned for the psychological torment of my imagination running rampant. To let my fear warp my mind, to sink its bitter fangs deep, waiting for him to return. To force himself on me.

Unfortunately, it worked.

I had no idea what time it was. Day time. That’s all I knew. I fought my ropes, wept at the pain, the blood that dripped down my arms. I didn’t care how much it hurt. I’d happily chew my hands off, like a fox in a trap, if it meant escaping this terrible future. I knew Brody wouldn’t find Austin’s fentanyl. How could he?

Unless he’s up to his neck in a dope scheme.

Shirley’s visit to me returned, her words of warning. That Brody was a dope dealing murderer. If that’s true, I’ll die. Horribly. If Brody was the cold, mean bastard Shirley said he was, he’d not care that his actions cost me everything. Had he already forgotten he’d placed me in this dangerous situation?

Brody! Help me, please! Please, please, get me out of here.

***

The long, tormenting hours passed. Brody didn’t come. My kidnapper didn’t arrive to inform me Brody found the dope and I was now free. Exhausted from fighting, from the terror, the waiting, I drooped on the cot. My throat raw from crying, from screaming, I craved a long cold drink of water. Nor would I get one. I’d yelled for water for I don’t know how long, and he ignored me.

Prick. Mother fucker. I passed the time by calling him names, trying to hold back the fear with some defiance. He didn’t bother to respond. I heard the muted voice of a television, or perhaps he watched something on his phone. I doubted this place had any electricity.

Nothing in the room could help me. I saw no tool, no knife, nothing with a sharp edge that I might reach, cut the rope, and escape. Only broken glass and as much as I yearned for a piece, the window was too far away.

“Fuck,” I groaned, sweating from the heat and terror. “Fuck. Brody, please, please help me.”

The sun passed the window by. Dusk crawled into its place. Full darkness soon settled not just in the window but also the house, the room I lay in. My kidnapper didn’t turn on any lights, reinforcing there wasn’t any electricity to turn the lights on.

Sweat sprang fresh from my pores when I heard his tread approaching. His shadow appeared between me and the window. “I’m horny,” he rumbled. “Don’t fight, little Lindsey, and it won’t hurt so bad.”

Panic roared through me. I screamed, kicking at him as he leaned over me, his strength far outpacing mine. He grunted as my foot connected to his gut, then his strong hand gripped my ankle. Kneeling on the cot beside me, he used his weight to pin me down.

I shrieked.

Blackness tried to creep into my mind, perhaps protect me from what was about to happen.

Suddenly, something did.

The house exploded.

My attacker, shrieking nearly as loudly as I had, was thrown upward and outwards away from me.

Boards, bricks, roof tiles, flooring, ragged carpeting, flew in a shower around me. The night air blew cool, welcoming air against my hot body. Panting, gasping, unable to think, I looked around, panic thudding my heart, for the rapist. Surely he’d come back, knock me down, hurt me.

The remains of the house fell to the ground in clattering heaps around me.

What the fuck?

My eyes, my face, my head, were at least three stories above the ground. I saw as well in the dark as I did in daylight, something I knew to be impossible. I – I was different. In those flashing seconds as I tried to gain my senses, my perspectives, I realized I stood on four legs.

Not two.

“Oh, God,” I moaned, “what’s happening? What happened to me?”

I wasn’t human anymore. My feet and hands ended in long, deadly sharp talons. My skin had become what looked like shiny black scales. I took a step forward, stumbling awkwardly, and found my balance restored when my long tail whipped around.

Tail?

I turned to look. Yep, I had a very long, thick tail that ended in a spade shape. I also discovered I owned a set of wings. More frightened than ever, I tried to spread them. They worked, sort of, twitching a bit before flopping like spent sails to either side of my body.

“This is impossible,” I muttered.

My voice was mine – and yet it wasn’t. I spoke from a long muzzle filled with ranks of curving teeth. “What am I?”

Stepping carefully amid the rubble of the ruined house, I soon found walking on four legs as natural as two. That still didn’t answer the question of what I was. And how to get back to being human again. Maybe I can’t. Maybe this is how I’ll be forever.

The body of my kidnapper lay under a pile of bricks and boards. I stared down at him from a long way up. I didn’t know if he was dead or just unconscious, but I didn’t care either way. What had happened to my body, changing into this thing, literally brought the house down on him.

“How trite,” I muttered, looking around for anything that seemed familiar or could tell me where I was.

Vehicle lights in the distance informed me of the highway not far away. Okay, that’s a start. I didn’t know the area at all, but could I possibly find my way home. The kidnapper’s truck sat parked, and seemingly undamaged from falling rubble. Of course, this thing I’d become couldn’t possibly fit into it, much less drive it.

I sucked in a deep breath. “Calm down,” I told myself. “Think. This didn’t happen by accident. Whatever you are, it’s a part of you. Don’t question how or why or think it’s impossible. Obviously, it’s possible.”

I looked again at my kidnapper, observing blood seeping from his skull. He's dead, I suspected, and didn't bother to feel guilty. What he’d planned for me surpassed all possible remorse for what I did to him. I glanced around again, seeing thickets of trees, weedy fields, broken fences. Away from the city where no one would hear me scream.

The sudden urge to step on the asshole’s body came and went. I had to think of how to return to two legs, hands, regular feet. Calming my anger, my fear, I focused my thoughts on being human – two legs, hands, regular feet –

Instantly, it happened.

I nearly stumbled, catching my balance before I fell. I stared at my hands, my torn wrists, hardly able to see them in the dark. Not until my eyes adjusted, anyway.

“I’m back,” I muttered. “How’d I do it? And can I go back to being – that thing?”

I didn’t know, and now wasn’t the time to experiment. I dodged the rubble to get to the truck and yank the door open. The keys weren’t in it. “Fuck.”

They had to be in his pocket. I stepped on loose boards, tripped over bricks, and knelt beside him. Fear seized my throat as I expected him to rise up, grin, and attack me. He didn’t move. I set my hands to his shoulder and heaved, rolling him onto his back.

His glazed eyes gazed up at the stars. He was dead all right.

I searched his body for the keys and found them in his right front jeans pocket. For a moment, I considered searching further for his wallet, his ID, to put a name to his face, his evil. Deciding that wasn’t important, I recrossed the remains of the house to the truck.

It started with a roar. I popped on the headlights and put it in drive.

“I hope I can find my way home.”


Chapter Twelve

Brody

“Lindsey!”

There was no mistaking the swirl of black hair as she spun around. Her pale, round features floated ghostlike in the dimness. Her slender frame outlined against the outside lights was clearly her. She made no move to defend herself, never lifted her arms even as I raised the letter opener high.

I checked my headlong rush, dropped the silly weapon, heard it strike the floor with a ping. “Lindsey, oh, God.”

She said nothing as I enfolded her into my arms. She didn’t fight me, either, but slid her arms around my neck. Slowly, as though needing to feel her way. Her face buried in my chest, I thought I heard a soft, choked off sob. I wanted to hold her all night, never let her go.

Keeping her with me, I edged toward the switch and flipped the light on. Lindsey, dirty, disheveled, nearly black circles under her eyes, peered up at me. I cupped her pale cheeks and kissed her lightly, briefly.

“Thank God you got away,” I muttered thickly, my bristled cheek against hers. “He gave me two days to find who stole his shit. Two days. I didn’t know if I could find the thief in time.”

Still, Lindsey said nothing. I caressed her hair, swiping it back from her face. Confused, worried, I stepped back and looked at her. And saw the damage done to her wrists.

“Holy God,” I whispered, lifting her hands to take a closer look at her torn and bloody wrists. Black with dried blood, her skin peeled away, I saw the rope threads buried deep in her flesh. “Oh, Lindsey.”

“He was going to rape me,” she murmured, her voice listless, devoid of all emotion.

“Where is he now?” I demanded, my anger surging. “Lindsey, where is he?”

“Dead.”

“Good. Okay, good. I think you’re in shock –”

“No.”

“No? I don’t know if you’re any judge – nor am I for that matter –”

“Did you do this to me?”

Stunned by the question, I blinked. “What?”

“Did you steal Rivers’s dope? Are you a dealer?”

“God, no.” My breath left my chest, thus forcing me to speak in a whisper. “Lindsey, I swear to you, I never stole his shit. I’d never deal in that.”

At her continually blank expression, I dropped to my knee, my hands gently holding hers. As though I proposed marriage, I gazed up at her. “Lindsey, I can’t prove it now, but I will. I didn’t steal from him. I’m not a dealer. Rivers will die for what he’s done to you. I swear it.”

“Did you murder your wife?”

“Where the fuck did that come from?” My anger rose again, and I stood. “Where in the name of God did you get that idea?”

Lindsey’s shoulders slumped. She leaned into me, her arms, her badly torn and bloody arms, crept around my waist. I held her tightly, forcing calm into my voice, shunting my anger to the side.

“Look,” I murmured against her hair, “it seems we have a lot to talk about. First things first. Let’s go to the bathroom so I can care for you. Okay?”

Lindsey nodded against my chest. “Okay.”

I steered her into her own bathroom and gently pushed her onto her toilet seat. “Where do you keep medical shit?” I asked, opening cupboards. “Bandages, iodine maybe.”

“In that drawer. Brody.”

I paused in my search, looking at her over my shoulder. “Yeah?”

“Something – happened – tonight.” She swallowed hard, and I thought she’d begin to weep. “I have to tell you. It’s terrible.”

“That you killed that guy?” I barked a laugh. “That’s not terrible. It’s a credit to you, save the justice system the cost of keeping him in prison.”

“It’s how I killed him.”

“Why does that matter?”

“Come here. Please. Hold – hold my hand.”

I knelt beside her, taking her hands in mine again. “It’s okay, baby,” I murmured. “You can tell me anything.”

“I – I –” she choked, shut her eyes. “I’m not – human.”

I blinked. “What?”

“I was so scared. He was – on me. Going to rape me. I changed. I don’t know how it happened. I became a beast.”

The light of understanding flooded me. I couldn’t conceal my grin. With her eyes closed, Lindsey didn’t see it. She continued, her voice now hurried, panic seeping into her as she spoke.

“I was so big, I busted the house to pieces.” Lindsey sobbed openly. “I had wings and a tail. God, I’m evil. I’m so evil, Brody. You can’t understand – how can you even look at me –”

I pulled her into my arms, letting her weep into my shoulder. “You’re not evil, baby. Far from it.”

“I am, I’m a terrible creature –”

“You’re a dragon.”

As though a faucet had shut off, Lindsey ceased weeping. She lifted her wet face from my shoulder to stare into my eyes. I grinned, cupping her cheek. “You’re a dragon, Lindsey. Half human, half dragon. You can shift between your forms at will.”

“A – a –”

I started to shift, controlling it, showing her only the beginning of my change, my muzzle, my teeth. Lindsey instantly recoiled, her mouth dropping open. I stopped the shift, returning to my human form.

“See?” I smiled. “I’m a dragon, too.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Nope, sorry. It’s not just possible, it is. Dragon shifters have been on this earth since time began. Look, let me deal with your wounds. You can tell me exactly what happened.”

Though she shut her teeth at the agony I forced on her by cleaning her ragged flesh, Lindsey told me everything. The Taser. Waking up in a dilapidated house. Her rapist, Greg, tormenting her by leaving her to lie, tied to the cot, dreading the rape to follow.

“I just changed,” she murmured. “I didn’t intend for it.”

“Your dragon busted forth to protect you,” I said, wrapping her wrists in gauze. “What happened to him?”

“Falling bricks caved in his head.”

I laughed. “Too quick, baby. Too quick. He should have suffered more.”

“So I found a way to change back.” Lindsey caught my gaze. “I had no idea what I was. I took his truck, got lost trying to find my way back home.”

“Where’s his truck now?”

“Outside.”

“We’ll deal with it tomorrow. Can you find your way back? When the cops find him, and they will, his vehicle needs to be there.”

“I think so.”

“They won’t know a dragon is involved, but maybe they’ll think the house just collapsed.”

“Brody, I need to explain –”

“Not right now you don’t.” I pinned the gauze, admiring my handiwork. “You’re coming with me to get some food into you. Carbs, wine, water. Come on.”

I helped her to stand. Lindsey immediately put her arms around me again, holding me, maybe needing me. I hoped she did for I wanted to be needed. When she lifted her face, I smiled and kissed her. My hands on her firm waist, I rubbed her nose with mine.

“Into the kitchen.”

Lindsey drank glass after glass of water before finally sitting at the table. “You’re right. I needed that.”

I eyed the chocolate cake in a container. “How about we eat that for our late dinner? With milk. Got milk, yes?”

“Yeah.”

I sliced big chunks of the cake onto plates, fetched forks, poured milk into glasses. Sitting across from her, I dug into my piece, and shoved it into my mouth. I was hungry. “Damn, that’s good. Where’d you get it?”

“Neighbor lady.”

Lindsey ate her own, slowly, perhaps because her wrists hurt like hell. Still, some color returned to her cheeks, and she even managed a small smile. She drank her milk to the dregs, asked me for more.

“You got it.”

I poured for us both, added more cake to our plates. “We might finish that tonight.”

“She’s the one who told me. About you.”

“Who?”

“Shirley Gibbons. I think she lives a few houses down. She came to warn me that you dealt in drugs.” Lindsey half smiled, then looked away. “She said the fires at your house are from a gang war.”

I scoffed. “What makes her think that?”

“She says people are always coming and going from your place.” Lindsey swallowed a piece of cake. “And she said you killed your wife.”

I hesitated, drinking a few gulps from my glass, wondering how to say what I needed to say. “My wife was murdered. But not by me.”

Lindsey stared into my eyes. “I’m so sorry, Brody.”

“So what makes her think I did it?”

“Mrs. Jenson, who told the cops about the black car, says she has a newspaper clipping. Your photo. That you escaped the law.”

“No wonder you thought evil of me,” I murmured. “Her killing was in the news. Her killer did escape and hasn’t been caught. Me, I think he’s in China or someplace like that. Will never be found.”

“Who did it? Who murdered her?”

Now I cut my eyes from hers. “My brother.”

“Oh my God.” Lindsey moaned.

“I’ll tell you the entire sordid story,” I said. “Not tonight. It’s late, and you’ve had a terrible trauma. It won’t be easy for me to talk about.” I smiled sourly. “It was bad.”

“His picture was in the news,” Lindsey murmured. “Not yours.”

“We do look alike to some degree.”

Lindsey finished her cake, then pushed her plate aside. “I can’t eat anymore.”

“Go sit in the other room,” I told her gently. “I’ll tidy up and join you in a few.”

“Okay.”

She walked unsteadily from the kitchen. I continued to sit, staring at my hands, wondering what to do next. I’d never planned to keep any secrets from Lindsey, nor did I expect that I’d be forced to share my dark past with her so soon. Or at all. If we hadn’t been forced into such close proximity via the machinations of Austin, she might never have known.

The fucking gossiping neighbors just had to get involved. Damn them.

After cleaning up, I poured wine for us both. Taking the glasses into the TV room, I handed one to Lindsey. Sitting close beside her, I slid my free arm around her shoulders. She offered me a half-smile, which I returned.

“I’m sorry I brought up the past.”

“It would have happened, anyway.”

We sipped our wine in comfortable silence. I broke it by saying, “Okay, so you’re a dragon. You need to learn what being a dragon is all about.”

“Like what?”

“Breathing fire.”

Jolted, Lindsey almost spilled her wine. “I can what?”

“Breathe fire, silly child. You can fly.”

In clipped tones, I told her about my fight with Austin, and how he forced me to not kill him by holding Lindsey hostage.

“I had him,” I said softly. “I dared not kill him. Not until I got you back. I was frantic, here in your house, trying to find who stole my jacket. If I found the thief, I found his dope. Or so I believed.”

“He’s a dragon, too.”

“Yep. When he finds his guy dead, he may come to realize you’re a dragon as well.”

Her blue eyes darkened as her mouth tightened. “Let him try. You’re going to teach me everything there is to know. To fly. To fight. To breathe fire.”

I chuckled, enclosing her under my arm, pulling her in close. “Starting tomorrow night. We don’t let ourselves be seen by humans if we can avoid it.”

“I can see in the dark.”

“Sure can. We’ll take the truck back, then start your lessons. If that place is remote enough, we can fly and flame without anyone seeing us.”

Lindsey awkwardly sipped from her glass, not meeting my eyes. “Don’t leave me,” she whispered. “I don’t want to be alone. Please stay with me tonight.”

I kissed her brow. “You know it. I’ll stay with you as long as you need me.”

That’s how I ended up sharing her bed, yet without making love to her. I held her in my arms, her warm breath light against my chest, listening to her sleepy sighs, felt her faint stirrings.

I didn’t sleep at all.


Chapter Thirteen

Lindsey

Waking up in Brody’s strong arms, his body next to mine, feeling his warmth, had to be the best sensation I’d ever experienced. Without his presence, his arms around me, I know I wouldn’t have slept a single wink. When I lifted my head from his chest, drowsy, still half asleep, I saw him wide awake, smiling.

“You didn’t sleep at all.” I yawned around the accusation.

“’Fraid not. I hated to move you, but I have to get to work.”

“Okay.”

Rising to my elbow, I leaned over to kiss him. “Take the truck. I don’t think the neighbors should spend the day looking at it.”

“I already reached that conclusion.”

Brody rose from the bed, wearing only his shorts, catching my breath at his utter magnificence. He dressed quickly, tucking his big package into his jeans, not afraid to grin when I watched him do it. Sitting up, wearing my shirt and undies, I crossed my legs.

“Will Rivers come after me?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I don’t like leaving you alone.”

I nibbled my lip. “Maybe I’ll go somewhere for the day. Take my laptop, work from a café or the library.”

“A most excellent idea.”

Leaning his hands on the mussed bed, he kissed me. “Don’t shower, don’t eat, just grab your computer and go.”

“But I stink,” I protested.

“Better stinky than dealing with Rivers alone,” he said. “And you don’t stink.”

“Yeah, I do.”

I climbed from the bed and donned a fresh pair of jeans. I turned my back as I removed my shirt and put on a clean one. Not out of modesty, not completely. I didn’t want Brody to see my unsightly scar. In my office, I grabbed my laptop, its charging cord, my Ford’s smart key. I seized my purse just as Brody hustled me from my house.

“Eat along the way,” he ordered. “Don’t come back here unless I’m with you.”

“Okay.”

I gave him the keys to the truck, watched him drive away with the engine roaring. Only then, witnessed by neighbors or not, I got into the Ford and left my house. I didn’t see anyone watching from doors or driveways and wondered why I needed to be secretive.

“They need to mind their own damn business.”

***

I worked at an internet café in the downtown area, eating sweet rolls and drinking coffee. The place was quiet, subdued, other people working on their laptops even as I did. I fit right in.

Except for the bandages on my wrists.

My rope-torn skin burned with a fire that neither aspirin nor ibuprofen managed to put out. My typing movements pained them, but I had to make a living. I needed the income. Badly. I dared not let my thoughts of what I truly was interfere, but it did, anyway.

I’m a dragon. A fucking, flying, fire breathing dragon.

How does one process the knowledge that one wasn’t human? That fire breathing dragons do indeed exist, and one is, er, one of them? Everything I’d ever thought about myself had been tossed into turmoil. My parents? They had to be dragons. Did they not know? Is that why they never passed that information to me?

Pausing in my work, I gazed into space, wondering if I should e-mail them. Hey, Mom and Dad! How the hell are ya? I’m a dragon shifter, I found it out the hard way. You guys are dragons, too. How about we all take a flight?

If they weren’t aware, that wasn’t the way to tell them. If they did know, why didn’t they tell me? Teach me about myself, what I am, what I’m capable of doing. Teach me what to do, and more importantly, what not to do. No, dear, no setting the schoolyard bully on fire. We can’t let the other children know you’re a dragon.

I sighed and sought to get my work done. Only by sheer will did I finish the article and e-mail it off to the client. That left two more to start, a short story to complete, and a copy-editing job with a deadline of tomorrow. I pulled up the editing task and worked on it throughout the afternoon. Cup after cup of coffee kept the lines from blurring, my exhaustion fighting me to stay on top, always challenging me for dominance.

Five o’clock. Brody promised to drive straight home, collect me, then we’d take the truck back to the farm, or wherever it was my unnamed kidnapper took me. I had few qualms about returning. I may not have conquered my weariness, but I sure as shit conquered my fear.

He stood on the sidewalk by the truck, waiting for me as I parked the Ford. Brody kissed me as though it was the most natural thing in the world, and I accepted it as the same. “You look tired,” he commented as we entered my house.

“I’m all done in,” I admitted.

“We can wait on the lessons,” he said, concerned. “Let’s just run the truck back, wipe our prints, then come home.”

I caressed his broad chest, looking into his face. His wound had nearly healed, and I suspected his remaining scar wouldn’t detract from his hotness a single bit. “No,” I replied. “I need this. I do.”

“Okay.”

He grinned as he gestured for me to join him in the pickup. “We’ll be flying back.”

I gulped. “Oh. I see.”

“It’s easier for you to tell me where to go than for me to follow you.”

“Right. Maybe.”

I turned us around only twice as I navigated and Brody drove. The first stars emerged in the dark sky when I guided him down the long dirt lane from the highway. In the truck’s headlights, the devastation I’d caused the house was even more clear than I remembered. We busily wiped our evidence from the truck and left the key in the ignition.

“Where is he?” Brody asked.

In silence, I led him to the body. Critters had already been at him. His eyes had vanished, as had his lips and, I think, his tongue. Flies, even in the darkness, buzzed over his dried blood, laying their eggs. Their offspring would devour him in due course. Along with the coyotes, coons, rats.

“Austin hasn’t found him then,” Brody murmured.

“Or did, and just left him,” I said. “He can’t go to the cops and say my serial killer friend was killed by the victim I sent him to rape and murder.”

“Good point.”

Brody walked away from the old farm and the corpse, heading toward the trees. I followed, scared and thrilled, terrified and worried that I couldn’t shift into my dragon again. Or if I did, I’d kill myself by trying to fly. Or burn Brody to death.

He took my hand. “I’ll shift first. Don’t be scared. I’ll never hurt you.”

I swallowed hard. “Okay.”

After taking several steps away, Brody changed. I stumbled back in terror as he towered over me, his golden eyes lit from within. His massive wings blocked all the starlight even as he grinned, his reptilian lips sweeping back from long, backward curving teeth.

“See?” he rumbled, his voice Brody’s, yet deeper. “I’m a dragon.”

He stunned me with his beauty. Throwing off my fear, I walked around his pillar like legs, his massive tail, his scales that seemed to draw in what light there was and make him glow. He arched his long sinuous neck to follow me, the rank of spikes from the crown of his head to his shoulders bending as easily as his neck.

“Breathe fire,” I ordered, my voice a squeak.

Turning his head, Brody exhaled a single line of flame. Even with his head turned, and its slender length, its immense heat struck me, making me sweat.

“Good God,” I panted. “How hot can your – our – fire get?”

“Hot enough to turn steel into a glowing pool in seconds,” he replied. “Okay, focus your thoughts on your inner dragon. She’s there, within you. Focus at first, then with time and practice, shifting will become second nature.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Try it, baby.”

I shut my eyes, breathing deeply, calming my nervousness. I imagined my dragon within my mind –

I changed.

“You did it!” Brody whooped.

My emotions careening from wild fear to wild elation, I looked around at myself. Again, I saw clearly in the darkness. Every blade of grass, every pine needle, my every black scale. With more control, I spread my wings and took a few tentative steps. My long, savage talons tried to trip me up, but I soon grew used to them.

“That’s it,” Brody crowed. ‘Take your time. Get used to your dragon. She’s you, and you are her. Every time you shift, she’ll be right there to guide you. Her instincts are yours.”

“How do I make fire?”

“That’s a little tricky,” Brody explained, pacing to stand at my side. “Your breathing is normal, yes? Lungs, air in and air out?”

“Yes.”

“When you want your flames, you will them. Your fires aren’t like a furnace, waiting, burning. You take a breath, suck in like so, and command your fire. Like this.”

Brody exhaled a vast gust of flames so hot I leaped backward. I stumbled over my tail, caught myself with my wings, and finally balanced myself. “Holy shit.”

Small flames burned merrily on the ground. Brody stomped them out. “Inhale, think fire, exhale. Try it.”

I tried it. I inhaled, thought fire, and merely breathed outward. “Nothing happened.”

“Focus, Lindsey. It’ll come to you.”

Again, I focused my thoughts inward, concentrated, then inhaled, and sent such a huge swath of flames I scared myself. Again, I lunged backward, flailing my wings, hurting my tail. I’d set fire to the dead twigs and pine needles, forcing both of us to stomp them out.

“Your finesse will come,” Brody said, grinning. “Just practice. Now, it’s time to fly.”

Panic hit me. “Uh, no, that’s okay. I’ll stay on the ground. I’m sorta afraid of heights –”

“Don’t be a pussy.”

Spreading his wings, Brody leaped into the air. His front legs folded under his chest, his rear legs behind him, his long, spade tail trailed in his wake. His beauty in flying had my jaw dropping in astonishment. He soared as gracefully as any hawk. Instantly, I craved to be up there with him, flying as he did, the wind under my wings lifting me higher and higher.

“Come on,” Brody called down. “You can do it. Your dragon knows. Trust her.”

“I’m not very good at trust remember,” I snapped.

“Do it. Use your legs. Jump, catch the wind.”

Grumbling under my breath, I gathered my haunches under me, then leaped.

My broad wings worked without my asking them to. The wind caught me, not the other way around. As the ground fell away beneath me, I looked up to see Brody circling high over my head. I beat my wings, working them harder, gaining altitude – flying!

“Oh my God,” I shrieked, elated. “I’m doing it. I’m flying, I’m flying.”

Brody dove past my face, laughing. “Where’s your fear of heights?”

“What fear of heights?”

I gained confidence in my dragon. Brody was right. She knew what to do. How to dip a wingtip to bank right or left. How to fold my wings to dive. How to spread them before I smashed into the ground and speed ten feet above it. She was there all along, teaching me, guiding me, helping me to be the real Lindsey.

I flamed as I flew. The sheer joy I’d found in flying high into the sky beside Brody brought my soul’s fire illuminating the black night. Brody flamed at my side, dancing with me beneath the stars, soaring with the starlight on my wings.


Chapter Fourteen

Brody

“Make love to me.”

Lindsey clung to my hand, gazing up, her expression one of need mixed with shame mixed with desperation. I observed all those and more, reading her face as easily as I read a book. While I wanted intimacy with her more than anything, I couldn’t take advantage of her emotional vulnerability.

I bent to kiss her. “Don’t get me wrong, I want to, baby. But you’ve been traumatized. Your emotions are over the top right now.”

“Yeah, they are.” Lindsey slipped her arms around my waist, her cheek against my chest. “I need an outlet. I’m still flying across the sky, feeling the wind under my wings. I’m exulted, happy, terrified. I’m pulled in ten different directions. I need – to be needed.”

“You’re also vulnerable. I can’t, I won’t, take advantage.”

“How can you if I’m asking you into my bed?”

We’d just returned to her house after her first lessons, flew to the park before shifting and walking back. Lindsey held my hand, discreet enough to not share out loud her ebullience at learning to fly as we walked. I still felt her high, her energy lifting her like invisible wings. After a glass of wine, she hadn’t yet come down.

At my hesitation, she murmured, “Please?”

Lifting her face to mine, I kissed her, my tongue parting her sensuous lips. Lindsey responded, hers dancing the tango in my mouth, entangled, our passion rising like a hot thermal from the ground.

Eager, all but falling over one another’s feet, giggling like kids, we undressed each other while groping each other’s bodies. Still kissing, half naked, her bare breasts pressed hard against my chest, I tried to guide her into her bedroom.

“I can’t see anything,” I muttered against her mouth. “Where’s the bed?”

Laughing, Lindsey took both my hands to tug me. I tripped over my boots in my efforts to kick them off, fell toward her and took us both down onto the bed. Smothering her laughter in my arm, Lindsey crawled out from under me to straddle my hips. Unzipping my fly, she reached in to play with my engorged cock.

“Not much room in here,” she murmured. “What are we gonna do about it?”

“I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

I caressed her small tits, sitting up to lick and suck her tender nipples, hearing her moan. Lindsey’s nails dug into my shoulders, pulling me more tightly against her. Trailing my tongue across from one breast to the other, I discovered a small knot of flesh that didn’t match the rest of her silky skin. Dismissing it, I gripped her waist, sliding my hands up and down her muscled, flat belly and waist.

“I think we have too many clothes on,” Lindsey muttered, her voice slightly hoarse. “Might work better without them.”

“That means I have to stop doing this.”

I nibbled the soft flesh of her right breast, forcing a small breathy moan from her lips. “Eh? Should I stop?”

“No,” she gasped. “Yes. I want your cock. I need something to play with.”

Chuckling deep in my throat, I lifted her from my hips and set her on her side. Standing, I quickly stepped out of my jeans as she slid out of hers. In the dim light from the street, I admired her naked, lush, and delectable body. Her curves in all the right places, her slender legs, the dark thatch of hair at her crotch. My cock twitched with lust, my need for her growing by the second.

Kneeling on the bed, I swept my hand from her face down her neck, past her waist to her hip, heat, fire, flaming between us. Lindsey’s hands cupped my balls, tickling them, forcing a sharp hiss to escape my teeth. Lying beside her, I caressed her silken flesh, kissing her, my tongue buried as deeply in her mouth as my cock would soon be buried in her pussy.

“I need you,” she whispered. “Please.”

“Not yet.”

I teased her clit with my fingers, her arousal gushing over my fingers. Sticking two fingers inside her, I worked them back and forth. Under me, Lindsey thrashed, crying out, her thighs spreading to grant me easier access. Sliding down her body, I tasted her juices, my tongue licking, sucking her clit.

“Oh, God,” she moaned, her fingers entangled in my hair. “I’m gonna come, I’m gonna come.”

I felt her explosion, her climax, her pussy quaking around my fingers. I drank from her pussy, my shaft aching so badly it hurt. I wanted, no, needed to bring her pleasure before my own. As her orgasm died away, her pussy walls twitching, her juices flowing madly over my tongue, I lifted myself on my arms.

“Taste yourself,” I muttered, kissing her, her moisture on my lips and tongue.

Lying atop her, I spread her knees. Pointing my cockhead at her entrance, I pushed in slowly, getting her used to my thick size, my length. Lindsey wrapped her legs around my hips, creating a delicious angle to penetrate her. I started to thrust, backing out just enough to tease us both, then shoved in again.

We picked up a rhythm together, Lindsey bucking her hips in time to my thrusting. I shut my eyes, my cock gliding in and out, my pleasure rising. I felt my climax approaching fast, too fast, as I craved to bring her to a second orgasm.

“Shit,” Lindsey cried out, her nails digging painfully into my back. “I’m coming. God, I’m coming.”

“I can’t hold back,” I grit through my teeth, fighting to not explode too soon. To bring her to fresh heights of erotic pleasure before my shaft blasted my jism deep into her body. Too late, I thought of condoms, birth control, and not needing a pregnancy yet.

Lindsey sank her teeth into my shoulder as we both came. I hardly felt the pain when my cock shuddered, shooting my load, the fierce pleasure that was nearly pain rocking all my senses. I thrust in deeper, harder, my teeth clenched, her pussy clamped down on my quivering cock.

Too soon, it ended. For both of us. Panting, sweating, I relaxed on her, trying to catch my breath. Lindsey folded her arms around my neck, not letting me up even if I wanted to. Which I didn’t.

“You bit me,” I muttered. “Ouch.”

Lindsey’s breathy giggles wafted into my ear. “Sorry. It’s the dragon in me.”

“Next time, I get to bite you.”

“It’s a deal.”

Reluctantly, I rolled off of her, too hot to keep our bodies together. A sweet breeze swept over my sweat, cooling my flesh, drying us both. Lying on my side, my head propped on my elbow, I caressed her small perky breasts. “Fated mates?”

Lindsey turned her head to look at me. “I don’t know. When I was tied up, alone, scared, all I thought about was you. Needing you to rescue me. I cried for you.”

“I’m so sorry I didn’t know where you were.”

“There might be something to what you’re saying,” she admitted. “We’ve known each other for a very short time, yet I feel as though I’ve known you all my life.”

“That’s how I feel. I’m falling in love with you.”

She turned her head away, gazing at the window. Silent for long moments, she finally said, “I don’t know how I feel. Part of me feels I belong with you. The other part is too scared to trust. That no matter what, I’ll be hurt again.”

I cupped her cheek, turning her face to look at me. “I’ll never hurt you. I’ll never hit you. I’ll never abuse you. I’m not perfect. We’ll possibly fight, quarrel. I’ll never not hold onto my temper and lash out at you. That’s a promise.”

Lindsey’s fingers caressed my bristled cheek. “I believe you.”

***

The following morning, Sammy took one look at my face and exclaimed, loud enough for anyone within half a mile to hear him, “You got laid.”

I rolled my eyes as crews nearby laughed. “Please, shout it from the mountain, dude.”

“How long has it been, jeez.” Sammy accompanied me to my office trailer and followed me inside. “You don’t even date, do you?”

“We’ll discuss my social life over wings and beers, someday, maybe,” I snapped, sitting at my desk. “Right now, we’re at work.”

“It’s your neighbor, isn’t it?” He grinned and hiked his hip on my desk’s edge. “The one who helped you after the fire.”

“Blow it out your ass. Do I demand you tell me the particulars of your sex life?”

“You should. Maybe I can give you pointers.”

“Fuck you.”

My good mood lasted throughout the morning, even survived the general ribbing and wolf whistles I was forced to endure from the crews. At noon, the crews broke for lunch, and I’d forgotten to ask Sammy for a lift someplace to get my own. There’s a Mickey-Ds down the street. I can walk. Whistling as I stacked my paperwork, I tidied my desk before striding to the door.

I opened it –

Austin surged forward, pushing me back, the gun in his hand stuck hard against my sternum. His expression had gone well beyond rage. I strongly suspected he fully intended to shoot me then and there. I half raised my hands in token surrender, the fleeting thought of my grabbing the gun and turning it on him there and instantly gone.

“Fucker,” he growled, his voice filled with deadly menace. “You made a killing on my dope.”

“What? I wouldn’t know the first thing about selling shit on the streets, man. Grow a brain, will you? You’ve got it all wrong.”

“How’d you find her?” he hissed. He lifted the gun to aim at my face. “You killed Greg, didn’t you?”

“Actually, you got that wrong, too.” I lowered my hands. “Lindsey is a dragon. He got caught when she shifted.”

Something in his eyes flickered. Fear? Alarm? The notion that he now faced two dragons, not just one, had planted itself in his head? I hoped so. I doubted I’d need to teach Lindsey how to fight. Her dragon came naturally to her. And his best bud from high school was now coyote bait, and he might very well have no other henchmen.

“You’ll pay me every dollar, dipshit,” he snarled.

“Sorry. I won’t. I didn’t steal or sell your damn fentanyl. You just don’t listen, do you?”

“Then you’ll die. And so will she.”

“What are you waiting for, asshole?” I growled. “Shoot me. The gunshot will bring my boys on the run. You won’t get far before they run you down.”

“Bullshit.”

Austin hesitated, licked his lips. “They’re all gone.”

“Not all.”

As though I’d planned for it to happen, the trailer door swung open behind him.

“Boss?” Sammy began.

Austin wheeled, bringing the gun around to aim at a startled Sammy. I lunged for Austin’s waist, tackling him to the floor. The gun fired. Kneeling his back, I punched him several times on his head, and hurt my knuckles without doing him much damage. Austin squirmed hard enough to twist around, rage and hate snarling his features.

He aimed a punch at my face, missed, and received a broken nose for his trouble. Yelling, he tried to lift the gun, but I seized his wrist in both hands and snapped it like a twig.

Screaming in agony, Austin dropped the gun. I picked it up, then stood up, panting. “You piece of shit,” I growled.

I glanced at Sammy’s pale face. “Call the cops.”

He departed in haste.

Austin, seeing my momentary distraction, kicked my knee sideways. Now I screamed in pain, falling to the floor, wriggling in agony. White hot fire lanced up from my knee to my groin. Faster than I thought possible, Austin got to his feet and stumbled through the door.

I collapsed.


Chapter Fifteen

Lindsey

I rushed through the ER doors, barely allowing them time to hiss to either side of me before dashing between them. A pair of uniformed cops with a man in a suit and tie stood near a trauma room. Guessing that’s where Brody had been taken, I dashed toward them.

“Brody?” I asked, breathless.

The plain clothes cop, his badge clipped to his belt, his gun in a shoulder holster, eyed me up and down. “And you are?”

“His friend,” I replied, frantically looking past him, “neighbor. Both. Is he all right?”

“Got his knee tied into knots from what I hear,” he replied, holding out his hand. “Detective Skinner. May I ask your name?”

“Lindsey.” I relaxed a fraction. His knee. He wasn’t shot.

“Ah.” He smiled as he shook my hand. “You’re someone I need to talk to.”

“Why?”

“I’m the ranking detective investigating the fires at his house, and the arson guys told me about you. I’m lookin at Austin Rivers as my prime suspect.”

I nodded. “Yeah. He thinks Brody stole ten kilos of fentanyl.”

“That’s what Brody said. What can you add, Miss Lindsey?”

How about I fired a gun into Brody’s floor to stop Austin and his pal from cutting Brody to pieces. And his pal kidnapped me, tried to rape me, and I killed him when I shifted into a dragon. How’s that work for you? “I’m not sure I can add anything, Detective.”

He pursed his lips. “How’d he get that cut on his face?”

I never was a very good liar. I never had the practice, really. Meeting his gaze fully, I replied, “I don’t know. Brody didn’t say and I didn’t ask.”

“I see.”

His eyes never wavered from mine. Nor did I avoid his penetrating gaze, for I knew that would certainly reveal my inability to lie with any conviction. He stared at me, and I at him, long enough to make me want to squirm. My dragon kept me still, unmoving and confident.

“You’re awfully fond of him, I’m guessing,” he said at last. “You’re his neighbor?”

I sighed as though the question put me out. “Okay, so we’re more than friends. Maybe it’s the beginning of something, maybe not.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” he said. “Relationships have to start somewhere.”

“So what happened to Brody?” I asked. “All I got was a call saying he was here, something about a gun.”

“From his statement, he says Austin Rivers showed up at his work, threatened him and you. There was a fight. Rivers took off, but not before getting in a swift kick.”

“That mother fucker,” I muttered, my dragon’s anger rising, before thinking I should keep my mouth shut.

“I think Brody said something along the same lines.”

“Are you going to catch him?” I snapped. “He’s a damn menace.”

“We’re trying. He’s as elusive as the storied butterfly of love.”

I blinked. “The what?”

He chuckled. “Before your time. Before mine, too. From an old song. Anyway, you don’t seem too worried about Rivers threatening you.”

Bring it on, baby. “He’s a shit kicking coward. If he comes after me, I’ll cut off his balls and feed them to him.”

The uniformed cops laughed while Skinner eyed me with both amusement and alarm. “You’re awfully little, Miss Lindsey. I suppose you’re armed?”

“At home, yes. Not now.”

He sighed. “Look, don’t be stupid. Call us if something happens. Don’t be a hero, don’t be a vigilante. Just be vigilant.”

I’ve got a stalker threatening to kill me. Of course, I’m vigilant. “I will.”

“I hope to God I don’t find Rivers’s body in your house.”

“I don’t want to kill anyone.” Damn, I’m becoming a better liar all the time.

“Good.”

He made small chitchat until Brody, about thirty minutes later, emerged from the trauma room in a wheelchair. His left knee, bound in a nylon brace, rested on the chair’s extended framework. He grinned upon seeing me, made a thumb’s up sign as the nurse wheeled him toward us.

“I wonder if I can claim workman’s compensation for this,” he said. “Injured on the job.”

“You work that out with your attorney and your employer,” Skinner replied. “So. Have you anything to add to your statement?”

“Like what? I told you everything.”

“How’d you get that cut on your face?”

“Razor slipped while I was shaving.”

I forced myself to maintain a straight face. Skinner’s brows lowered.

“And the one on your arm?”

“I fell on a knife,” Brody replied, his gaze never wavering from Skinner’s. “I’m a klutz.”

“Uh, huh.” Skinner fished a card from his pocket. “When you both decide to tell me the truth, give me a call.”

Without shaking hands, Skinner gave us both quick nods, then he and the uniformed cops crossed the waiting room to the doors. I rested my hand on Brody’s shoulder as the nurse pushed his chair, walking beside him. He grinned up and winked.

“So you’re back to having me on your couch.”

I rolled my eyes. “Time for you to start paying rent.”

“Happy to.”

***

Ensconced once again on my couch, his knee resting on pillows, Brody seized my hand. Whether I’d grown used to being grabbed in such a fashion, or my dragon’s presence acted as a balm on my former fears, I didn’t flinch. Instead, I lifted my brow.

“Manhandling your landlady is so unacceptable.”

He pulled me to him. “You’re adorable when you’re annoyed.”

Sitting beside him, I smoothed his hair from his brow. “How’s your pain? Is your knee troubling you?”

“Not really. Doc said to keep ice on it, though. Austin almost rearranged my kneecap.”

“Almost?”

“It’s just stretched tendons and ligaments. You’re not concerned about how he threatened to kill you?”

“Should I be?” I smiled, tracing his sutures with my fingers. “He tried once. Look what happened.”

“Don’t get overconfident, baby,” Brody said. “Your dragon is giving you confidence, sure, but a bullet in the back will kill you both.”

I took in a deep breath. “It’s not just my dragon, Brody. I’m growing tougher. I’m not scared like I used to be. His bullet can kill me, us, true. But mine, or yours, can kill him just as easily.”

“That’s true enough.” Brody’s gaze searched my eyes. “You’ve changed. In a good way, don’t get me wrong. Just remember, he’s still out there, might be watching the house right now.”

I leaned forward to kiss him. “Time to get ourselves a Rottweiler.”

Standing, I went to the window to have a look outside. Only a few kids rode their bikes up and down the street, staying well within the block. A pair of women watched from a porch, surely gossiping about the neighborhood and what occurred within it. I saw no black sedans, no cars that weren’t normally there.

“I’ll get your ice.”

After packing his knee with the ice, I left him to watch television while I tried to get some work completed in my office. I’m so far behind because of Austin’s shit. I wish he’d just fly to New York and start a new drug business there.

I managed some work on the short story, then gave it up when my brain ran out of ideas. Brody’s ice pack had turned to slush, and no strange cars sat parked on the street. The women and kids were gone, however. I sat in my recliner with a heavy sigh.

“I’m so sick of being stalked,” I complained, then realized what I’d just said.

Brody’s eyes widened. “Can’t say that I blame you. So who’s your stalker? Outside of you know who.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about it.”

“I’m ready to listen when you are.”

I studied my fingernails, wanting to tell him, wanting to leave it alone. The words tumbled from my mouth before I halted them. “My husband was abusive,” I said softly, not looking at him. “You may have guessed that.”

“Pretty much.”

“I loved him, in my way. Hoped he’d change.” I laughed quietly. “He promised to change. He never did.”

“From what I’ve heard, that’s not how abusers work.”

“Nope. They don’t change. I wanted to leave him. He said he’d kill me if I did. He’d track me down and murder me.”

“Is that who’s stalking you?” Brody’s dragon spoke with his voice. “Your husband? Now ex, I hope?”

“No.” I couldn’t look at him. “He’s dead. He killed himself.”

“Fuck.”

I sucked in a deep breath. “His sister swore that his death was my fault. She’s determined to kill me.” I smiled. “She says she’s found me.”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” Brody exhaled sharply. “Bitch. Let her try. She’s fully human, eh?”

“Shit if I know,” I barked, half laughing. “I didn’t know I was a dragon. How can I know if his family is? If he was?”

“Have you seen her?”

I shook my head. “I watch. Don’t sleep. I’ve got guns hidden all over this place. If she comes for me, I’m ready.”

“Come here.” Brody extended his hand. “You need some loving.”

“You can’t do shit with one leg.”

“I can hug you. Get your cute ass here right now.”

Heaven knows I needed his loving. I lay on the couch beside him, a tight fit, his arms enclosing me. He kissed my neck, his breath warm on my skin. His powerful presence, his love, his strength, sent the past where it belonged. In the past. Love didn’t have to come with a price tag. It didn’t arrive with conditions.

“He said he loved me, that’s why he hit me.”

“Hush,” Brody murmured, his lips nibbling my shoulder. “He’s dead so I can’t kill him. Time for you to move on, get past him, her. Both. I’ll protect you with teeth and claws and flames. She wants you, she goes through me.”

‘What can kill us? Dragons, I mean?”

“Another dragon.”

“That’s it?”

“A nuclear warhead, but not many of them lying around for anyone to shoot at us.”

“No shit?”

“No shit.”

“We’re bullet proof?”

“And fireproof.”

I closed my eyes, thinking of going dragon when she arrived to kill me, her puny efforts thwarted by my flames, my dragon scales. “My luck, she’ll never show up.” I pouted. “I’ll never squish her under my claws.”

Brody’s bubbling laughter vibrated in his chest. “Aren’t you a fierce thing.”

“Yep.”

I breathed in deeply. “But we dragons aren’t killers as legends say? We don’t hoard gold?”

“Nope. If humans knew of us, they’d declare war.” Brody kissed my neck. “With today’s technology, they could wipe us out. But we’ve always, down through history, wanted to live alongside humans without conflict. We prefer peace, aren’t driven by greed as humans are. We’re powerful, so we don’t crave power. We’re family oriented, only want kids, a decent life.”

I pondered what he’d said. Did I want power? Not really. Sure, I could take it, force humans to do what I wanted them to do. Frighten them into subservience. That notion didn’t interest me, however. Kids, family, well, that notion did appeal to my soul. A strong mate, the love of my life, my babies with him. I wanted kids with my husband. He didn’t want any, forbade me to get pregnant.

“Kids,” I breathed. “I’d always wanted them.”

Brody’s arm tightened around my waist. “Me, too.”

“Are we fated to be together, Brody?”

“I believe it.”

“Maybe I do, too.”

The sound of my front door opening had me lunging from his arms, the couch, reaching for the gun stashed away in the coffee table’s drawer. Spinning, I aimed at the figure who stepped into my sights, ready and willing to pull the trigger.


Chapter Sixteen

Brody

Detective Skinner raised his hands in an I surrender gesture, shock creasing his face. “Don’t shoot! I’m here to talk to you.”

Lindsey lowered the gun with a whoosh of exhaled breath. “What’s the matter with you, man? Don’t you knock?”

“I did,” Skinner replied, taking a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow. “There wasn’t an answer, and I worried something was wrong. Shit, girl, you scared the bejesus outta me.”

“You don’t just walk into houses, man,” I complained. “No probable cause.”

His brow rose. “And worrying Rivers might have blown your heads off isn’t probable cause? Christ, I think I shit my britches.”

“I’d invite you to sit,” Lindsey said, her tone ironic, “except I don’t need you messing up my furniture.”

Skinner crossed the room and sat. “I don’t suppose I might be offered a cup of coffee?”

“Just make yourself at home,” Lindsey snapped, then dropped the gun back in the table’s drawer.

She stalked into the kitchen, grumbling under her breath while Skinner and I frowned at one another.

“You didn’t come by for coffee,” I remarked, sitting up and resting my foot on the coffee table. “What’s up?”

“Your pal,” he said. “We found a known associate of his. The dude is dead. For at least a few days.”

“Okay. A drug deal gone sour?”

Skinner shook his head. “We don’t think so. His head was bashed in, but why was he so far out of the city? And at a location where the house had fallen apart?”

“Why are you asking me?”

“I was hoping you might offer a little insight there.” He glanced past me toward Lindsey, who stood at the kitchen’s entrance. “Tell me what you’re not telling me.”

Half-turning, I met Lindsey’s gaze. She nodded, a subtle dip of her chin.

“Look, Lindsey shouldn’t get into trouble for saving my life,” I said, turning back. “Austin and a pal, Greg, came to my house after the fires. Cut me with a switchblade. Lindsey stepped in with her gun, got them to back off.”

Skinner breathed in deeply. “You didn’t shoot them, Lindsey?”

“Fired a round into the floor. I would have if I had to.”

“That I believe. What else is going on that Lindsey’s so handy with guns and fearless about using them?”

Lindsey bowed her head for a moment. “I have a stalker. My former sister-in-law. She’s been threatening to kill me since my husband, her brother, committed suicide.”

“That’s a good reason,” Skinner said with a tiny smile. “And you couldn’t tell me all this earlier?”

“I don’t like talking about any of it, okay?” Lindsey snapped. “And I figured if you knew I threatened someone with a gun, you’d arrest me.”

“I suspected the same thing,” I added.

“Had you threatened someone without cause,” Skinner said, “I would have. But lethal force in self-defense and the defense of someone else is legal. We all know how dangerous Rivers is. Our department has been after him for quite a while, and he keeps slipping away.”

Lindsey returned to the kitchen. “I’ll get the coffee.”

“I wish you’d have trusted me,” Skinner went on.

“Lindsey has serious trust issues,” I replied. “Nor can I blame her. I really thought you’d clap her in handcuffs.”

He shook his head. “Not in an instance like this. She saved your bacon?”

“And then some.”

“We’re suspecting a rival,” Skinner said as Lindsey arrived with coffee mugs, “killed Rivers’s goon. Drove with him to that old farmhouse, smashed his head in, then wiped his truck of prints. Then left via another vehicle.”

I offered a slow shrug. “The guy that took Austin’s fentanyl in the first place?”

“He’d be a good suspect,” Skinner agreed. “No idea who that could be?”

“Austin said the thief wore my letterman’s jacket,” I answered. “Looked like me. I started a search for a dude from my high school who might have stolen it. I came up with zilch. So far. I could keep looking.”

“I’d appreciate it if you would. Whoever stole it might be our culprit.”

“Okay. I guess I can’t work for a day or so. I can use the time to poke through old school pics.”

Lindsey poured coffee into the mugs, then handed them to Skinner and me. She sat beside me, drinking from hers, her eyes lowered. I couldn’t read her thoughts – she kept her face strictly neutral. The way she’d been when I first met her.

“So how can I help you with your ex sis-in-law?” Skinner asked. “Is she in town?”

“I don’t know,” Lindsey replied. “She called the other day to threaten me. I’ll confess right now I told her to bring it on. If she shows her face here, she’s dead.”

Defiance crossed her beautiful features. She stared at Skinner as though expecting him to denounce her. To scold her for threatening deadly force against another human being. Instead, he looked down at his cup.

“Don’t look for trouble,” he said quietly. “Play it safe, play it smart.”

“I left California, hoping to start over,” Lindsey said, sighing. “She found me. I don’t know how. I ran away to escape her and her threats, Detective. She had me scared. I thought about running again. She’d only find me. I’m not the one looking for trouble.”

“What’s her name?”

Lindsey swallowed. “Bethany Byrd. With a Y.”

“And your husband’s name?”

“Franklin Byrd. He’s dead.”

“You mentioned that. Anything else you want to add, Lindsey?”

Setting her cup down, Lindsey crossed her arms over her bosom. She shut her eyes, her head bowed. I noticed with concern that her body trembled. Resting my hand on her knee, I tried to send my love and worry to her through telepathy.

If she got the message, she didn’t show it.

“Frank was abusive,” she said, her voice faint. “Hit me. Punched me. Bethany knew he did, gave me love and support. Told me he loved me, and that she’d get him to stop it. Stop hurting me.”

“Did she?” Skinner asked softly.

Lindsey shook her head. “Made it worse. Frank took all his anger out on me, blamed me for squealing on him to his sister. She took me to the hospital when he broke my arm, two ribs.”

“Jesus,” I muttered.

“Before.” Lindsey swallowed hard and began again. “Before Frank killed himself, he said – said – he’d take me with him.”

“What?” I demanded, almost spilling my coffee.

For answer, Lindsey pulled her shirt away from her chest. To the left of her sternum was a puckered scar. And a longer one that indicated surgery. She never raised her head nor her voice.

“He shot me first,” she murmured. “He thought he killed me. He then put a bullet through his brain.”

“Oh my God.” Skinner shook his head. “I’m so sorry, Lindsey. I really am.”

“I survived by sheer luck,” she continued, covering her chest. “The bullet missed my heart by a millimeter. I still came very close to dying on the operating table.”

My fury raced through my blood. “So why is his sister targeting you? Her brother was bad to the bone. She knew it. What’s her deal?”

Glancing up at last, Lindsey smiled slightly. “Because I lived.”

“Bullshit.”

“Had I died, she’d have mourned me and Frank. Except I lived. Her brother is gone. She claims I fought him for the possession of the gun, shot him in the head, then played the victim of an attempted murder-suicide.”

“That makes no sense at all,” Skinner exclaimed.

“She says I murdered him and then shot myself.”

“That still makes no sense,” he went on, belligerent. “You could have claimed self-defense. With a record of abuse, it could have stood up in court.”

“I know.” Lindsey continued to smile. “But Bethany isn’t thinking or behaving with logic, with reason. She’s all emotion, driven to vengeance for what she perceives happened. Not what did happen.”

“She’s nuttier than a squirrel’s cache,” I commented dryly. “Must run in the family.”

“So now what?” Lindsey asked, taking a sip of her coffee. “You know everything. Can you arrest her if she shows up here?”

Skinner nodded. “I’ll ask for extra patrols around your neighborhood. Call me, any hour, Lindsey, if you see her. The same for Rivers. Either of them comes around, pick up the phone, then the gun. Got it?”

I nod, hiding my smile. If that bitch comes anywhere near Lindsey, she’s so much ash in the wind. “We got it.”

“Okay. Good.”

Skinner finished his coffee, stood, and shook our hands. After Lindsey saw him to the door, she sat beside me once again. My arm around her shoulders, I pulled her against my chest. I kissed her brow, then rested mine against it.

“I’m sorry you had to tell your story that way,” I murmured. “I’m sure you wanted to tell me on your own terms.”

“Yeah. But it feels good to have it out. That you know. I don’t have to hide it anymore.”

“Me, too. Carrying a secret can be hard. Strains the soul.”

She sighed, rubbed my belly. “And we told Skinner the truth. I don’t like lying. Never was any good at it.”

“I promise you, babe,” I murmured. “If Bethany comes around, Skinner won’t find anything of her to arrest.”

***

My knee iced, my ankle resting on a pillow, I used Lindsey’s laptop to scan old high school photos. I checked them one by one, searching for a dude that looked similar to me. I skipped over the girls, focusing on the guys. Especially those who’d courted trouble at school. The ones most likely to have stolen my jacket.

Lindsey slid her hands down my chest from behind and kissed my neck. “Any luck?”

“I don’t know. What do you think? Could this guy look like me?”

She studied the photo of Avery Armstrong, a fellow football player and one whom I’d chummed with on occasion. “Possibly,” she replied slowly. “His hair color is similar to yours. He’s not as cute, though.”

“Who is?”

I stared hard at the picture, thinking that in my jacket, on a surveillance camera, he could be mistaken for me. He was a good guy. Unless he changed radically since school, I can’t see him dealing drugs.

“Let’s see where he is now.”

While I couldn’t find much about him on the Internet, Lindsey found his address in the old-fashioned phone book. “He’s listed. Are you thinking of talking to him?”

“You read my mind. You’ll have to drive.”

“What am I? Your chauffeur?”

I stood awkwardly, then leaned over the couch’s back to kiss her. “I’ll pay you handsomely.”

“Yeah, right.”

***

Lindsey followed the directions her GPS’s automated voice gave through the Ford’s speakers. Avery’s neighborhood and house didn’t give me the impression he’d engaged in the lucrative drug game. Stoutly middle class, average, it was also an older part of the city. Large, graceful homes that had been built a hundred years ago.

In his driveway, a newer model Range Rover sat parked. As Lindsey and I strode past it toward his front door, I observed a child’s safety seat nestled in the back. He’s got kids. Small ones. Or at least one small child.

Lindsey rang the bell. I heard it echo through the house, and the barking of a dog in reply. A male voice, approaching the door, ordered it to silence, which it clearly ignored. The barking continued.

I braced myself. I sucked in a breath. Would Avery instantly attack us, knowing why we’d come? Perhaps he’d sic the dog on us. Lindsey sent me a flashing glance just as the door swung open.

Avery, my old school pal, eyed us for a moment in confusion. Then his eyes widened. “Brody? Is that you?” A broad grin cracked his face in half.

I guessed he didn’t plan on attacking us. And the barking dog turned out to be a tail wagging, happy go lucky mutt that surely had shepherd in him. As it danced around our legs, I smiled and stuck my hand out for him to take.

“Yeah, Avery. Hey, can we talk? It’s important.”

“Sure, anything, my man. Come on in.”

He led us across the foyer to a sitting room where a little boy of about five stared at us with his dad’s big blue eyes. A mop of his dad’s red-gold hair covered his head. The dog bounced happily from each person to the other, licking whatever bit of skin it could reach, even the kid’s face.

Avery gestured with a mix of pride and uneasiness. “My son, Declan.”

“This is Lindsey,” I said, “my lady.”

“A pleasure,” Avery replied, smiling and shaking her hand. “Sit down, both of you. Max, sit. You’re bothering everybody.”

The dog didn’t obey and tried climbing into Lindsey’s lap, busily washing her face. She winced, smiling a little, and pushed the dog to the floor.

“Avery,” I began.

“Man, I’m glad you’re here.” Avery overrode me, his anxious blue eyes on my face. “I owe you an apology. Have since high school.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Look, I tried finding you back then, but you’d vanished.” Avery went on, his voice hurried. “I’m so sorry. I busted into your locker, looking for your chemistry notes.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. I was desperate, I needed a better grade to pass. I’m sorry, man. I grabbed your jacket.”


Chapter Seventeen

Lindsey

Brody’s jaw dropped. “You took it?”

The dog bounced into my lap again. I managed to at least hold Max in a position he couldn’t lick my face. His happy panting doggy breath still washed across me, but I couldn’t condemn him for it. This was a seriously friendly dog.

“I’m sorry, man,” Avery went on, his expression miserable. “I did try to find you, to give it back, but you were gone. After a few years, I gave it to some thrift store. Seeing your face again brought all the memories flooding in.”

“Holy shit.” Brody instantly glanced at the kid, then grimaced. “Sorry. Look, that’s why I’m here. Maybe we shouldn’t talk in front of him.”

Avery eyed Declan. “Hey, son, take Max to your room, okay?”

“Kay.”

Declan rose from the carpet and trod across it to Max. Grabbing the dog’s collar, he pulled the mutt with him. Max went with him agreeably enough, obviously used to having a five-year-old haul him around. They vanished up the stairs to the second floor. I heard a door swing closed.

“So what’s up?” Avery asked, glancing between us.

Brody drew in a breath. “Do you remember Austin Rivers?”

“How can I forget?” Avery rolled his eyes. “He and that prick, er, sorry, Lindsey, Greg Harrison were always looking for trouble. What’s up with him?”

“He’s a dope dealer now,” Brody said slowly. “Some dude who looks like me and wearing my old jacket stole millions of dollars of fentanyl from him.”

Avery’s eyes widened in shock, and I knew then he had nothing to do with the dope or Rivers. “No fucking way.”

“I’m afraid so, man. He thinks it was me.” Brody shook his head. “Claims I stole it, then sold it. He’s attacked me, my home.” He gestured toward his braced knee. “This happened when he threatened to kill both Lindsey and me. We fought.”

“Because I stole your jacket.”

Avery averted his head, his jaw clenched. I forced myself to reassess my earlier estimation of his looks. He was an exceptionally good looking man. Heavy broad shoulders, a square cut jaw, well-sculpted biceps. His blue eyes could loosen any girl’s thighs, I suspected.

“I’m so sorry, man,” he said at last. “I grabbed it on impulse. I sure as shit had my own jacket. Later, I wanted to give it back.”

“Until Rivers popped up,” Brody said with a grin, “I haven’t thought about it in years.”

“You had the brains, especially for the sciences,” Avery commented. “I knew better than to cheat, and you didn’t leave your notes behind. I passed the chemistry finals by the skin of my teeth.”

“Had you asked,” Brody added, “I’d have helped you.”

“I know, man. Back then, I was dumber than a brick without much impulse control. I acted without thinking things through. I hope I’ve become a better man for it.”

“I’m sure you have.”

“So what are you doing about Rivers?”

Brody shrugged. “The best we can. The cops are involved, looking for him. Lindsey is an ace with a gun. If he comes around, he may not live long enough to regret it.”

Avery sent me an admiring grin. “Brody, my man, you’re one lucky dog.”

***

“Finding our fentanyl thief is going to be impossible,” I commented as I drove us back to my house. “Your jacket probably passed through several hands since Avery grabbed it.”

“I know.” Brody sighed. “But at least I know what happened. And why.”

“Avery seems like a decent dude.”

“I’m glad to see he is.”

“His kid’s as cute as a bug’s ear.”

I sent Brody a glance, who sent me a wicked grin in return.

“Time to start making babies?” he asked, his tone sly.

Feigning outrage, I snapped, “Hardly. I’m sooo not in love with you.”

“But you’re getting close, yes?”

“Shut up.”

I refused to say anything more on the subject, despite Brody’s teasing me the rest of the way home. That he was absolutely correct didn’t help matters at all. I’m not ready for a romantic relationship. Am I? That I was indeed falling in love, very quickly in fact, with him had me wondering about this fated mate bullshit he kept on about.

Could there be something to what he believed? That outside of time and space, we are destined to find one another and be together, dragon mates, for all our lives? Raise dragon kids, teach them to fly and breathe fire? Could it be possible?

Brody sat heavily on my sofa. After carefully setting his foot on the pillow, he beckoned me. “C’mere.”

“Why?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

“I want you to.”

“We don’t always get what we want.”

He laughed. “Go figure.”

Deciding against teasing him any further, I sat beside him, letting him pull me against his chest. I ran my fingers over his hard, flat stomach, thinking again of flying rug rats. “Did your folks teach you about being a dragon?”

“Sure. I got mad once – I think I was maybe three – and set the living room carpet on fire. Shit, were they pissed. Anyway, I was forbidden to shift unless given permission, and a stern lecture on proper dragon behavior.”

“And controlling your temper?”

“Yep. And being respectful of property, and definitely how to prevent humans from knowing what I am. What we are. Flying and flaming under certain circumstances only, no sharing secrets with my school chums, that sort of thing.”

“Was it hard for you as a kid? Carrying all that secrecy around?”

“Not really.” Brody stroked my cheek. “Are you thinking of our kids?”

I lightly slapped his belly. “Not so fast, buster. I’m not sure about this fated mate shit. Or that I’ll want kids with you.”

“You’ll come to believe it, babe. That I promise.”

“Hmm. That’s a stretch in believing that events with Austin and Bethany are pushing us together.”

“Not a stretch at all,” he replied. “Funny how you just move in and Austin lands on us with both feet, then your ex sis-in-law finds you. Too much to be a mere coincidence.”

“I see your point,” I said slowly. “I wouldn’t fall for such a belief if I didn’t find out what I was.”

“And that I’m a dragon, too? Again, this is fate. Not a coincidence.”

***

“I want to fly again,” I commented as I drove Brody to a local dealership the following morning. “Tonight, maybe?”

Brody plucked my hand from the console to kiss it. “I have a great location. Away from the city, not many farms or houses around. We can fly as much as we want to.”

An almost sexual excitement sent a thrill through my nerve endings. “Do other dragons go there to fly?”

“Not that I’ve seen,” he replied. “But we all need to stretch our wings, get away from the droll lives as ordinary folks. Answer the call of the wind and stars.”

“How do we meet other dragons?” I asked, glancing sidelong at him. “Can we?”

“Well, we can,” he said slowly. “I have a few friends who are dragons. Two are currently in Greece with their cats. I’d love for you to meet them.”

“I’d like that.”

While Brody walked the lot with a salesman, talking, looking at various trucks, I took a moment to update Detective Skinner. He answered the phone with a chuckle.

“I hope you’re not calling to say you’ve got a corpse in your living room.”

“In the kitchen,” I replied, smiling.

“No way.”

“No, just stringing you along, dude. I’m calling to tell you the letterman’s jacket is a dead end.”

“How so?”

“The kid who originally stole it from Brody owned up to it. Apologized. Tossed it to a thrift store a long time ago.”

I heard Skinner writing notes. “Can I get his name and address? Just to get an affidavit from him. Dot all my Ts and cross all my Is.”

“Name’s Avery Armstrong,” I said, then gave his address. “Watch his mutt. The thing will seriously lick all the skin from your face.”

“I like dogs. They’re generally good judges of character. I trust you’re behaving yourself?”

I sighed. “Jeez, man, you sound like my mother. Brody is buying a truck while I’m courteously giving you an update.”

“I love you when you’re courteous, Lindsey. And thank you for the heads up. You’re making my job so much easier.”

“We want Rivers arrested as much as you do.”

“We’re looking for him, girl. And we’ll get him.”

You’d better, Skinner, before we do. He may not live too long if we catch him first.

Brody wended his way amid the rows of trucks to me. “We have an hour or so to kill,” he said. “They’re going to put new tires on the one I’m taking. Should we get some lunch?”

“Only if you’re buying.”

“I am.”

In the rental Ford, I drove us down a busy thoroughfare toward a restaurant Brody suggested. On the way, he told me about the Ram truck he planned to buy.

“A sweet ride, I’m telling you,” he said, excited. “All the bells and whistles, at the perfect price. I’m getting a sweetheart of a deal.”

“I hope you can trust what they’re telling you.’

“There you go with the trust issues.”

I scowled. “You can trust a car dealer? Since when?”

“These guys have a good rep. It’s why I chose them.”

I glanced in the mirrors, checking the traffic. “I hope you’re right.”

“Other people swear by their honesty.”

“Okay.”

An older model pickup changed lanes, passing other vehicles while speeding up. I eyed it in my left hand mirror, expecting it to pass. It surged forward, giving me a better view of its front end. Its grill had been smashed in, its right headlight gone. A chill raced down my spine.

“Heads up,” I said, my tone grim. “We may have trouble.”

Brody turned in his seat. “Shit. Silver Ford truck. I think we found our hit and run driver.”

The Ford sped up, coming abreast of us. The driver turned her head to the right, staring straight at us. At me.

Then Bethany lifted the gun.


Chapter Eighteen

Brody

“Hang on,” Lindsey screamed, and spun the wheel.

She hit the brakes and spun the wheel, careening the Ford around a corner, the rear tires smoking. I grabbed the upper handle to brace myself, trying to watch the silver truck over my shoulder. It vanished from my sight, yet my gut told me Bethany Byrd wasn’t done with us yet.

“Were you a NASCAR driver in a past life?” I inquired as Lindsey sped the sedan down a lightly traveled side street.

“I must have been,” she answered, blowing out a gust of breath. “How else could I have pulled that off?”

“Slow down, we don’t want to attract attention.”

She slowed, then stopped at a stop sign, both of us looking for the silver truck amid the vehicles that passed in front of us. “I don’t –” I began.

“There she is,” Lindsey snapped, her face turned to the left. “Hang on.”

“What are you –”

I got no further as Lindsey floored the gas pedal. Tires screeching in protest, the sedan’s rear end swinging sideways, she plunged us straight into the cross traffic. Horns blared, cars skidded, as the drivers fought to avoid collisions. I caught a rapid glimpse of the silver truck, unable to either halt without being rear ended, or turn to chase us, continuing straight on.

The sedan, not a scratch on its shiny red paint, left the chaos behind and entered the sedate quiet of the street beyond. Lindsey slowed, shooting me a grim glance. When I gathered a little spit into my mouth, I gasped, “You’re insane. You gotta be.”

“We were perfect sitting targets,” she growled, stopping at the next stop sign. “Would you rather be dead?”

“Um.”

“I didn’t think so. I bet you any money she’s turning around to head us off.”

At the next break in traffic, she turned the sedan left, and accelerated to match the flow. We both watched for Bethany’s next try, eyeing the mirrors, every intersection we crossed. I breathed a little easier when no silver pickup showed up to ram us or follow behind.

“She must have been tagging along since we left your house,” I commented.

Lindsey half-shrugged, half-nodded. “I can’t say that I was watching for someone following. But wouldn’t I have seen her in the neighborhood?”

“Not if she was smart and held back,” I replied. “This thing is colored like a neon light.”

“I guess it is.”

“So what now?”

“Evasive maneuvers.”

“Shit!”

Bethany and the silver truck roared through a red light, heading straight for us, obviously heedless of any possible wrecks that might stem from her actions. Lindsey accelerated, spinning the wheel to make a sharp left onto a busy four lane avenue. Looking over my shoulder, I watched the truck also speed up in pursuit.

“That bitch,” I snapped. “She’s gonna get someone killed.”

“I believe that’s her intention,” Lindsey replied dryly. “Us.”

Weaving in and out of slower traffic, Lindsey maintained a few car lengths ahead of Bethany. Also forced to weave, Bethany couldn’t seem to close the distance. Horns blatted in irritation as we both cut drivers off in our effort to flee and her effort to catch us.

“What does she think she’ll do if she does catch up?” I asked.

“Shoot us,” Lindsey answered.

“I don’t suppose you have a gun in here?”

“My purse.”

I opened her handbag, easily finding the grip of a nine-millimeter, and pulled it out. I flipped off the safety, slid the bolt back, and saw the round in the chamber. “Okay,” I said lightly. “Time to get rough.”

“Only if we have to,” Lindsey said, her tone sharp. “We can’t risk shooting a bystander.”

“Do I look that dumb to you?”

Lindsey merely shook her head.

“Where’s a cop when you need one?” I muttered, watching the mirror as Bethany nearly ran a taxi into a light pole.

“Call Skinner.”

Handing me her cell, Lindsey steered the sedan around a corner, the Ford careening in pursuit. With lighter traffic on this street, she accelerated. As did Bethany. I found the number in her contacts list and pushed the button.

“Let’s hope he answers.”

After two rings, Skinner said, “Lindsey? All okay?”

“It’s Brody and no. We’ve got Bethany Byrd in a silver Ford chasing us across town.”

“Where exactly are you?” he asked, his tone crisp.

I looked at the street signs. “Just passed Fifth, heading west on Broadway.”

“All right. I’ll dispatch units to your location. Is she armed?”

“And dangerous.”

“Okay, hang in there. Cavalry’s on the way.”

I clicked off. “He’s sending cops.”

“Good. I’m almost out of gas.”

“That’s not good.”

Twisting, I watched Bethany speed up until the smashed front bumper nearly hit the sedan’s. Bethany, the gun in her hand, stuck her arm from the driver’s side window. Aiming, she fired off two quick rounds.

“Fuck,” I screamed. “Can I shoot back?”

“No.”

As cold as the Arctic in January, Lindsey watched the mirrors, her mouth a grim, tight line. Her expression was calculating, her eyes flicking from straight ahead to the mirrors and back. She obviously planned something, but I dared not ask and potentially distract her.

Controlling my wild urge to shoot through the rear window and take Bethany out, I grimly hung on as Lindsey careened around a corner, Bethany hot on the sedan’s bumper. Speeding up, she put some distance between us, her determined expression never wavering.

Spinning the wheel, she sent us hurtling around yet another corner, and suddenly braked. I stared at her wildly, then at Bethany who charged around the curve and sped up. “What are you doing?” I yelled.

Lindsey didn’t answer.

She, too, watched Bethany race toward us, the sedan idling, not moving. I witnessed Bethany’s triumphant grin through her windshield –

Lindsey hit the gas.

The sedan’s wheels screeched out, surged the car forward.

Unable to stop, Bethany’s grin changed to an expression of fear. She spun the Ford hard left, the right front end and wheel striking a utility pole. The impact ripped the truck’s entire right side into a crumpled mass of busted metal. Steam from the smashed radiator drifted up and into the clear air.

“Holy shit,” I gasped. “How’d you do that?”

Lindsey didn’t answer. She shoved the sedan into reverse, speeding backward toward the bashed pickup. Bethany jumped from the cab, her blonde hair swirling, and fired her gun at us. I ducked as the bullets pinged into the trunk and buried themselves somewhere in the rear seat.

Then she bolted.

Lindsey stopped, slamming the sedan into park. She grabbed the gun from my hand, opening the door to leap out. Stunned, I gaped as she ran in pursuit, chasing Bethany down on foot.

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

Unable to climb over the console, I dashed around the car’s hood and got in behind the wheel. Turning the sedan around wasn’t easy, offering the reason Lindsey opted to chase Bethany on foot. Swearing a blue streak, I finally got the sedan turned and drove in search of them. Both had vanished.

“Fuck,” I yelled, slamming my hand into the steering wheel. “Fuck.”

Red and blue strobes flashing, sirens screaming, police units poured into the area. In the middle of the street, I stopped the car and got out, my hands raised. Uniformed officers swarmed from the cruisers, blocking the entire street off from traffic.

“Brody!”

Detective Skinner ran toward me. I lowered my hands as it appeared the police knew not to shoot at me. I met him in the middle of the mob of cops and cruisers, frantic to go after Lindsey.

“Lindsey’s chasing her on foot,” I yelled. “Both are armed.”

“What is she thinking?” he yelled back. Turning, he waved toward the police units. “Cover the area. Find them. And for Christ’s sake don’t shoot anyone.”

The officers ran for the cars, then drove in different directions in search of Lindsey and Bethany. I started for the car, intending to also search, but Skinner’s hand on my arm held me back.

“I need you here,” he ordered. “Why are they on foot?”

“Lindsey pulled a stunt,” I replied, gesturing toward the area where the silver Ford sat. “Bethany smashed her truck and ran. And Lindsey went after her.”

“Shit.” Skinner ran his hands through his hair. “That girl has more guts than brains.”

I told him of the chase, Bethany shooting at us, the holes in the crimson sedan’s trunk. “The car rental people aren’t going to be happy.”

“Fuck them.”

Skinner paced, loosening his tie in his agitation, both of us watching for the units to return. An officer who hadn’t joined the search suddenly trotted toward us, his radio crackling at his shoulder.

“They’ve found her,” he declared, listening.

“Which one?” Skinner demanded.

“Lindsey. They’re still looking for the other chick.”

“Are they bringing her back here?” I snapped, relief flooding me.

“Yeah. They’re on their way.”

“Tell them to keep looking for Bethany Byrd.” Skinner eyed me. “Can you give a description?”

“Blonde, shoulder length hair, brown eyes, I think, but can’t be sure. Jeans, sneakers, reddish shirt. Athletic, can run damn fast.”

The officer relayed in the information to the other units as I spoke, then walked back to his car. Within ten minutes or so, a cruiser with lights flashing but no siren blaring arrived and came to a halt beside us. The cop stepped out and opened the rear door.

Lindsey emerged, her expression defiant as Skinner and I bore down on her. The officer handed Skinner Lindsey’s gun, then stepped back as Skinner entered her personal space, looming over her.

“What were you doing?” he bellowed, his fury radiating from him in waves. “I should arrest you right now.”

“For what?” she demanded. “I didn’t commit any crimes.”

“Stupidity. Chasing an armed suspect. Being armed with this.”

“I own that legally and have a license to carry it.”

“I don’t care,” he roared. “You could have been killed.”

The two stared at once another, both furious, neither repentant. I stepped between them, forcing Skinner back and his angry attention switched to me. I raised my hands in a gesture of peace, not giving him a reason to either punch me or arrest me. Or both.

“Look, man, it’s all good,” I said. “Lindsey is okay, she didn’t catch that bitch, she didn’t hurt anyone. Let’s calm down, all right? Be cool. Both of you.”

Skinner visibly forced himself to relax, sucking in a deep breath, then blowing it out. I slid my arm around Lindsey’s shoulders, feeling her tension, her stiff body indicating she wasn’t letting her anger go. Still, she nodded her agreement to stay cool.

“Okay, you chased Bethany Byrd,” Skinner said. “What then?”

“I ran a few blocks,” Lindsey replied, her tone low. “I couldn’t gain on her. She was too fast.”

“Did she shoot at you?”

Lindsey shook her head. “No. She saw me chasing her, but never tried to use her gun. She ran down an alley. I can’t see how she could have planned it, but she found an unlocked door to a store in a strip mall. By the time I reached it, it was locked.”

“And then what?”

“I ran around to the front,” Lindsey answered. “But I lost sight of her. The store employees said she ran through there like her ass was on fire, but they didn’t see where she went.”

Skinner drew another deep breath, nodding, and handed Lindsey her gun. “At least you were partially smart about what you did. Ms. Byrd is now without a vehicle. We’ll keep searching for her, checking car rental agencies, dealerships.”

“What’s to stop her from simply stealing a car?” I asked.

“That, too,” Skinner agreed. “We’ll start a city-wide hunt for her. She won’t escape.”

“She’ll come after me again,” Lindsey murmured. “Won’t she?”

“We’ll catch her before she can,” Skinner said. “We’ll find both these miscreants, Byrd and Rivers. We’ll find them before they can do any more harm.”


Chapter Nineteen

Lindsey

Dispirited, angry, weary beyond belief, I followed Brody in his new ride toward our houses. The crime scene investigation took long hours and most of the afternoon. Photos, fingerprints, bullets pulled from the rental car. Skinner proclaimed the silver Ford stolen from someone in California, and that Bethany’s prints revealed a warrant for her arrest.

“She’s wanted for assault with a deadly weapon,” Skinner said as Brody and I watched the investigation wrap up. “No details yet. Keep your eyes peeled.”

“How trite,” I muttered, then got into the sedan.

“What did she say?” Skinner demanded.

“Never mind,” Brody said.

Dusk arrived by the time we parked Brody’s truck in his driveway and me in mine. He crossed the distance between us and took me into his arms. “You okay?”

“Not really.”

“How about we get some food, then go flying?”

I considered the prospect of shifting into my dragon and hitting the skies only mildly interesting. “Maybe. I’m starving.”

“Me, too.”

His arm around me guided me into my house. I switched on lights, half expecting Bethany to pop up from behind the sofa or from a bedroom and shoot us both. She didn’t. My house, still in its chaotic state of unpacking, remained still and silent. Perhaps she hasn’t stolen her next ride yet.

In the kitchen, Brody poured wine for us both. “I think we need this first.”

I heartily agreed. We sat at the table, drinking the cold, sweet wine, both of us lost in our thoughts. The alcohol soothed some of my depression, permitting me to finally relax. My legs ached from running, as I hadn’t pushed myself that hard in a long time.

“Pizza?” Brody suggested.

“No. I don’t want to open the door.”

“We can’t live our lives in a shell.”

“I know. I just, you know, worry she’s watching the house right now. Or they both are. And we won’t see them coming.”

He took my hand. “We’re dragons, babe.”

“So is Rivers,” I replied. “Maybe Bethany is, too. We just don’t know.”

‘True,” he admitted. “If she is, you’re more than a match for her.”

“How do you know?”

Brody smirked over the rim of his glass. “You’re tougher, meaner, and far smarter than she is. She ran, didn’t she?”

“Yeah.”

“You plotted a way to take her out and you did.” He saluted me with a grin. “I’ll never underestimate you, my love.”

I chuckled. “That was pretty cool, wasn’t it?”

“It sure was.”

Neither of us wanted to cook, so we concocted sandwiches and chips, recounted the events of the day as we ate.

“Why do you think she didn’t turn and shoot you?” he asked, his mouth full.

“I don’t know,” I answered. “She had opportunities but didn’t take them. It’s been bugging me since then.”

“Maybe she’s having second thoughts about trying to kill you?”

“Or me chasing her intimidated her enough that she thought that if she shot me, she’d only piss me off.”

He laughed. “Now that I do believe.”

“She’s nuts so who knows what’s going on in her head.”

“I think she didn’t want to risk slowing down, then missing if she fired at you. If she missed, you’d be on her like stink on shit.”

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“Like going out for a flight?”

I smiled. “Yeah.”

We didn’t just talk about it, we did it. Brody drove us to his favorite spot for shifting, his Ram smelling of leather and Armor-All. The spot turned out to be a long, lonely stretch of gravel road far enough from the city that only the stars brought any light. The moon, riding low over the eastern horizon, was little more than a sliver. All around were fields empty of crops or critters.

“There’s no one around for miles,” Brody said. “Though I’m sure some dragons come here. We can shift and fly without being seen.”

I shifted. As before, the change came with the merest flicker of a thought. Instantly, the night’s darkness fell away. I saw clearly. I saw the owl who flew on the hunt over the fields as easily as I might have had it been noon and under the sun.

Brody also shifted. He rubbed his muzzle against mine, his wings furled over his back. “You’re so beautiful.”

His hide matched his hair, giving him a soft glow. His honey eyes, filled with love, met mine before he entwined his long neck around my neck. My love for him, hardly noticed under the chaos that our lives had become, grew like the flames within us both.

“I love you,” I said, shutting my eyes, happy to just feel his strong body against mine, our chests together, our combined warmth.

“I love you,” he murmured. “We’re fated. You and me. This is our destiny.”

Deep inside me, I knew what he said was true. It wasn’t coincidence that had me move in next door just as Rivers attacked him and Bethany found me. We were driven together. Forging a bond only death could break. I loved him beyond all reasoning, all logic, all common sense. For there wasn’t any sense to any of it.

We simply belonged together.

“What say we fly?”

Brody spread his wings and leaped into the air. I followed a mere second behind him. Higher and higher we flew, the ground falling far away beneath our tails. I forgot Bethany. I forgot the massive chase, my anger, my depression. I but lived to fly. I knew that now.

Almost as one creature, we dove, we soared, wingtip to wingtip, laughing with joy, flaming great swaths through the sky. Hours we flew, dancing on our tails, our necks interwoven, our wings keeping us airborne as we confessed our love for one another.

On the ground, in our human shapes, we made love under the stars. Brody undressed me, his tongue in my mouth, his erection hard against my belly. My aroused pussy leaked my wetness down my thighs. Cupping my bare ass, Brody lifted me against the truck, spreading my legs. His cock nudged at my pussy, invading, spreading me wide, impaling me on his iron shaft.

I clung to his body, our sweat mingling where our skin touched, his tongue in my mouth bringing me ever closer to my orgasm. I barely felt the metal truck behind me as Brody’s thrusts sent all other feelings and sensations far away. Moaning, I dug my nails into his back, my pussy clamped down on his shaft like a vise.

His pumping grew harder, faster, setting my body on fire. I gasped, dragging in air as my climax seized me in its grip. Brody thrust harder, his cock striking my G-spot like a hammer. I threw my head back, crying out as my orgasm sent ripples through my body.

Brody’s grunts filled my ear as I dragged air into my starved lungs, his cock spasming, ripping through him on the heels of my climax. I felt his shaft shudder, quivering, his thrusts hard, deep. He nipped my throat with his teeth, the exquisite pleasure nearly triggering yet another orgasm.

“I put a baby in you,” he muttered against my flesh, his voice thick, raspy. “A baby.”

***

“I’ve got to get back to work,” I said the next morning over a hasty breakfast. “I’m behind.”

Brody gulped his coffee, then grimaced. “If I don’t get back to the site today, my job is toast.”

“Go. Get out of here. You bug me.”

He poured coffee into a thermos, then kissed me. “Will you be okay alone?”

“Don’t be dumb. I can take care of myself.”

“Call me if you think Byrd is around.”

“Only so you can help bury the body.”

“We’re dragons.” He grinned. “Body disposal is a single flame burst away.”

“Good point. Now go or you’ll be late. I’m not supporting your dumb ass.”

He kissed me again. “Love you.”

“Love you back.”

After he departed, and the roar of his Ram’s engine died away, I finished my coffee, then poured another. Leaving the dirty dishes for later, I strode to my office and opened my computer. I spent a few moments composing my thoughts, then started to work.

I’d delved deep into the project for several hours, absorbed and oblivious to my surroundings. The sound registered on my consciousness moments after my ears heard it. Lifting my head, I sought to make the connection. What was that?

A door hinge had creaked.

A tingle of alarm shivered through my nerve endings.

The soft, sneaky tread of a foot in the hallway got me onto my feet.

I crept silently behind the half-opened door, listening, guessing where the intruder was. Turning my head, I peered between the wood and the doorjamb. A shadow crossed my sight. A man. Not Bethany.

Austin Rivers.

He paused in the doorway, perhaps looking into the office. Surely he’d suspect I stood behind the door, as the house wasn’t big and had only one story. No doubt, he’d checked the bedroom, the kitchen, the TV room. I listened to him breathing, waiting for him to take a step inside.

Austin did.

I flung my entire body against the door. I didn’t just hit him with it, I slammed him flat to the floor in the hallway outside. Rivers went down with a strangled cry of pain. Dragon quick, I threw the door back and slammed my foot into his crotch. Then I stood back, out of his reach, with nothing between me and the front door except space.

Writhing on my carpet, Austin’s face turned purple. His mouth uttered strange grunts as he cradled his injured jewels with both hands. Austin’s pain-wracked eyes found mine while he wheezed for breath.

“Bitch,” he said thickly.

“I broke your balls,” I commented. “Now I guess I’ll shoot them off.”

Striding to my coffee table, I pulled my Glock from the drawer. Austin rolled onto his side to watch me, then slowly pulled his own gun from his waistband. I lifted my right brow.

“Think you can shoot me from that angle?” I inquired, aiming down the barrel of my gun. “How about I step this way?”

I paced to my right, forcing Austin to crane his neck in order to keep me in his view. He lifted the gun, then rolled onto his belly. Holding it in both hands, his mouth grinned madly, drool sliding from the corners, he aimed it. But his hands shook, and I circled him yet again.

His head drooped.

“Good God,” I snapped, pacing forward and kicked the pistol from his hands. “Prick.”

His acting might have earned him an Oscar.

Austin’s hand hot out, grabbed me by my ankle and he yanked hard. I stumbled backward, falling onto my ass and back, losing my grip on the gun. The impact with the floor stunned me, but only for a moment. As he half rose, still grinning, crawling toward me, I kicked him hard in his nose with my free foot.

He cried out as blood gushed from his busted nose. His hand, lax, fell from my ankle. I crabbed my way away from him, grabbed my gun and stood. Gasping for breath, I aimed down at him.

“I can shoot you right now, you son of a bitch,” I grated. “You entered my home with a gun, planning to kill me.”

“Then do it,” he yelled, his eyes narrowed in hate behind the blood. “Shoot me, bitch. Shoot me.”

The vision of Skinner arresting me shot across my mind. Shooting the intruder as he lay on my floor wasn’t exactly self-defense. At the moment, Austin was as helpless as a kitten. I might manage a self-defense case, given his history. Still, was that something I could truly do? Pull the trigger on a man who lay bleeding on my carpet?

His gun had fallen far from his hand. Austin posed no danger to me. Not as he was. Sure, I had the right. Perhaps even the duty to kill him. Save myself, save Brody, save the world from Austin’s depravity. Did that really give me the right to blow his brains into my office?

“Get the fuck out of my house,” I snapped. “Come back, and I’ll kill you.”


Chapter Twenty

Brody

“You let him go?”

I stared at the splotch of dried blood on the carpet, then at Lindsey as she sat on the couch with wine at her fingertips. Her Glock lay on the coffee table while a crime scene tech bagged Austin’s gun. Another dabbed at the blood with a cotton swab. Two uniformed cops stood on guard near the front door.

“She had no choice,” Skinner replied, seated in the recliner. “Had she shot him while he lay on the carpet, we can’t call that self-defense.”

Outraged, I snapped, “He came here to kill her. If she hadn’t gotten the drop on him like she did, she’d be dead now.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Lindsey said, listless. “I couldn’t shoot him like that. He got up off the floor and walked away. It’s done, Brody.”

Unable to keep still, I paced, my fears and my fury rushing rampant through me. I could have lost her. I almost lost her. Had she been less smart and Rivers quicker, she’d be lying there. Dead. Gone.

“This is bullshit,” I muttered. “Plain bullshit. He came here to kill her.”

“Probably,” Skinner agreed. “But me, I’m glad she didn’t kill him. I don’t want anyone’s blood on Lindsey’s hands. Or yours, for that matter. The DA would have grounds to charge Lindsey with murder. Taking a life isn’t what you see in the movies.”

It fucking well should be. Kill the bad guy, save the lady. Simple western justice. “The law sucks.”

“Sometimes it does,” Skinner agreed. “But that’s not your decision. Nor mine. Lindsey kept her head, and for that she has my respect.”

Lindsey only shook her head, her face lowered to her glass. “I did what Austin and circumstances called for me to do. Had he gotten up, charged at me, I’d have shot him. He didn’t. I defeated him and it was enough.”

“Not for me,” I snarled. “Now he’s out there, plotting to kill you. To kill me. Walking the streets, obtaining another gun, ready to come back for another go.”

“If that happens,” Skinner said quietly, “then you’ll do only what you must to stay alive. Be smart, Brody. I don’t want either of you hurt, nor do I want to slap the cuffs on you because you weren’t smart. Be cool, dammit. Stay cool no matter what happens.”

“Go blow it out your ass.”

Skinner sighed heavily. Standing, he said, “I’m done here. Lindsey, call if you need me.”

He stalked from the house, taking the uniformed cops with him. The techs soon wrapped up their work and departed without speaking. Lindsey continued to sit, occasionally sipping her wine, all without looking at me. I leaned my shoulder against the wall, staring out the window and into the street. The neighbors, unsurprisingly, stood on porches and driveways, watching the drama unfold.

“I’m sorry,” I said at last. “I shouldn’t have blown up. I’m just scared.”

“I know.”

“I almost lost you.”

“I know that, too.”

Sighing, I ran my hand through my hair. “Time for a long vacation?”

“Can’t afford it.”

“A Rottweiler?”

“We don’t have time to train one.”

“Then we leave our lives behind and start over.” I turned to face her. “Fly across the Atlantic, go to Italy or Spain, live like humble peasants and raise our kids.”

A tiny smile curved her cheeks. “Our parents will kill us.”

“Once Rivers is gone and Byrd gives up, we can come back for a visit. Come on, let’s fly away, just you and me.”

“I ran once,” Lindsey said slowly. “She still found me. I stayed because I’m done running. I chose this place as my home. Neither Austin nor Bethany will chase me from it.”

With a groan, I dropped to the sofa beside her. “I can’t speak either Spanish or Italian. Shit. It was a great thought while it lasted.”

Her hand crept into mine. “It was,” she murmured. “And it’s easy enough to do. Let them suffer the pain of not getting their revenge. But I won’t run, Brody. I’ll finish this.”

“And so will I.”

In loving harmony, hand in hand, we sat together as the late morning waned into afternoon. While I needed to get back to work, I couldn’t be bothered. If I lose my job, I’ll find another. Lindsey is more important. Nor did she seem to worry about her unfinished work. I yawned, scratched an itch on my chest, and rested my head on her shoulder.

“We should talk baby names.”

Lindsey snorted. “You don’t know that I’m pregnant.”

“I know you are.”

I caressed her flat belly. “Inside here is our little one. Our firstborn. A boy or a girl?”

“I’m not pregnant. It wasn’t my time of the month.”

“We’ll start a college savings account,” I mused. “Once we get stable jobs again. Set aside a little every week, make sure our kids get a good education. Like we did.”

“I’m not ready to have a kid, dude.”

I settled my head against her more comfortably and sighed. “If you work from home, you can look after the kid. Once I get off work, I’ll do my part. Right? We may have to get help from our folks, ask them to babysit once in a while. I know mine will want to be involved.”

“Did you hurt yourself?” Lindsey inquired. “Jumping to the conclusion that I’m with child?”

“No jumping involved, baby. You’re preggers. Just relax and let Papa take care of you.”

“You’re delusional.”

“I’m right. Big difference.”

Lindsey sucked in a deep breath. “It’s too soon.”

I craned my neck to meet her eyes. “Do you love me?”

“You know I do.”

“And I love you. So it’s not too soon.”

***

A couple of days later, the doorbell rang as Lindsey and I shared cooking and kitchen duties. Lindsey instantly seized a gun from a drawer, then slid the bolt back. We exchanged a long look before I commented, “I doubt it’s a bad guy. I don’t think they’d ring the bell.”

“Wouldn’t that be an easy way to pop a cap in our heads?” she inquired. “We innocently open the door, then bam?”

“And if it’s the Girl Scouts selling cookies I want some.”

With Lindsey and her gun at my back, I reached the door to peer through the lens just as the bell rang again. And gaped.

“There’s some itty bitty woman out there,” I said, unlocking the door, glancing at Lindsey over my shoulder.

“Oh, crap.” She hastily tucked the gun in her waist band and covered it with her shirt. “Shirley Gibbons. Does she have a cake?”

I swung open the door. “Hi.”

Shirley, every inch of five foot with a wizened face and sharp beady eyes, appraised me just as I appraised her. She took in my sutures I hadn’t yet gotten pulled, and no doubt reassessed the notion that I’m a drug dealer and murderer. “You must be Brody.”

“Uh, yeah. Want to come in?”

I barely got the words out when she marched under my arm and into the house. Lindsey pasted a welcoming smile on her face, yet her concern at the home invasion stood out clearly. I absently recalled her inflammatory words to Lindsey about me, half-thinking I should retract my invitation to enter. Too late.

“It’s nice to see you again, Shirley. We’re in the middle of dinner, however. This isn’t a good time.”

“I won’t trouble you for long.”

Shirley passed her by as though she owned the house, striding down the hall and into the kitchen. I shrugged as Lindsey rolled her eyes, then followed. The elderly neighbor inspected the yet unpacked boxes, perhaps judging within her mind that Lindsey should have had her house in order by now.

She stood in the kitchen, facing us, her arms crossed over her almost nonexistent bosom. Her gaze lingered on my partially healed scars, then roved to Lindsey’s still red wrists she didn’t bother to conceal. “There’s no way to say this except be direct. You two are nothing but trouble.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Who are you to march into my house and be rude?” Lindsey exclaimed. “There’s no call to say something like that.”

“Since you came here,” Shirley continued, undeterred, “we’ve had the police, ambulances, fires, and what all in the neighborhood. We live here, and we want peace. There won’t be as long as you two are around.”

I laughed. “You think we’re just going to up and move because you say so? Not gonna happen.”

Shirley glared. “If we must, we’ll file a lawsuit,” she declared. “The judge will force you to leave.”

“You think so?” Lindsey asked, her brow lifted. “Sorry to disappoint you, but you and these others haven’t been harmed by us living here.”

“Our peace has been disturbed.” Shirley lifted her chin. “We have the right to enjoy our homes.”

“As do we,” Lindsey snapped.

I rubbed my forehead, trying to not laugh at the image of a court case in which Shirley and the neighbors are informed they haven’t the right to evict us from our homes. The judge says, why am I bothered with this shit?

“I want to be polite here, Shirley,” I said, unable to stop grinning, “but you’re an idiot.”

“And you’re a drug dealer,” she screeched. “A murderer. We don’t want you here.”

“Get out.” Lindsey’s voice hardened into steel. “Leave my house. If you keep saying such shit about Brody, we’ll sue you for slander. Got it?”

“We can prove it.”

“Good luck with that,” I said, gesturing for Shirley to leave the kitchen. “I’d like to see you try.”

“We’ll hire lawyers.” Shirley’s chin went up.

Lindsey paced forward. Whatever Shirley saw in her expression must have alarmed her, for her defiance sagged from her face.

“You’re accusing him of terrible things,” Lindsey said, her voice deadly soft. “That’s not neighborly. Leave my house or not, Shirley. Stay, and we’ll ask the cops to drag you out. Your choice.”

“This man is evil,” Shirley hissed. “You’ll find out the hard way, Lindsey. You should listen to me.”

Her chin high again, the old lady stalked past us and out of the kitchen. Lindsey covered her face with her hands. I gripped her shoulder briefly before following Shirley to make sure she left, and to lock the door behind her. She marched briskly down the walk under the interested stares of several folks crowded on the driveway opposite Lindsey’s house.

I flipped them the bird, then shut the door.

“How about that,” I commented, returning to Lindsey. “Our neighbors don’t like us.”

“They can kiss my backside.”

I enfolded her in my arms, pressing her face into my shoulder. “It’s funny. Then suddenly, it isn’t funny anymore.”

***

Hours later, I drowsed on the sofa in front of some movie I barely had an interest in while Lindsey typed on her laptop in her office. We’d both blown off Shirley’s threats, yet the uneasiness her visit brought didn’t depart quite so easily. I’d lived here peacefully for years without knowing a soul, and suddenly we’re neighborhood pariahs.

I dropped more deeply into sleep, my head cradled on my arm, the movie’s soundtrack lulling me into strange dreams. I saw shadow figures like phantoms, heard a sound akin to a click. The shapes moved with a rustling sound, dry, like reptilian scales rubbing together. Behind the black figures, music played, voices spoke in garbled voices.

A shadow stepped between me and the light of the TV.

I woke, blinking, in time to see blonde hair, teeth bared in a grimace before Bethany Byrd clocked me with something hard and shut down my lights.


Chapter Twenty-One

Lindsey

“You bitch!”

I pushed away from my desk, dropped my shoulder and rolled out of my chair. Bethany’s swipe at my head with a metal object in her fist missed me by millimeters. On the floor, on my back, I looked up. “Stop it, Bethany.”

“No way,” she hissed between her teeth. “You murdered Frank.”

“He tried to kill me! He shot me, then himself, you stupid twat.”

I slowly rose to my feet as Bethany reversed the gun, pointing the business end at my face. The question of what she’d done to get past Brody flickered through my mind, then I pushed the worry away. She couldn’t have shot him. If I didn’t do something to stop this asinine idiot, we’re both dead.

“You pulled the trigger,” she screamed, her brown eyes narrowed with hate and madness. “You murdered him.”

Keep her talking. “How stupid is that?” I snarled. “You know he abused me, then shot me. Murder-suicide, even the cops knew what he’d done.”

“You lied to the cops,” she gritted, pacing slowly around me, circling. “You lied to me. Frank loved you.”

I stepped back, reaching behind me for the stack of boxes as though needing the support. Bethany’s eyes didn’t flicker toward my hands, only stared into mine. I gripped a coffee mug I’d set there earlier and forgot about, then bared my teeth in a fierce grimace of defiance.

“What did you say?”

“Frank lo –”

Like a pitcher at Yankee Stadium, I threw the mug in a powerful overhand throw. It bounced off her left cheek. Her finger pulled the trigger. The bullet plowed into the wall behind me inches to my right. Bethany staggered backward, falling to her ass. The gun went off again.

Now or never.

I leaped past her, out of the room and to Brody. Frantic, my heart thudding in my chest, I felt for a pulse at his throat even as Bethany shrieked in rage and pain from within the office. I found it, saw the lump on his brow, the bruising and fresh swelling. Out cold but alive. She didn’t kill him.

“Catch me if you can, bitch,” I screamed, laughing, then bolted for the front door.

I heard her yells as I fumbled for the lock, twisted it, turned the knob. Terrified she’d shoot me in the head, I lunged through the door. Ducking my shoulders, I ran down the walk and to the street. She fired, but the bullet pinged off the asphalt several feet to my right. Cool, get the cops here. Annoy the neighbors.

At this hour, few lights were on. Still, as Bethany shot at me again, lights appeared in windows all over the street. I ran fast, shielded by the night, the darkness, listening to her screech in rage, the pounding of her sneakers behind me. The hardest target to hit was one that moved, and I made damn sure to never let her catch a firm sight of me.

“I’ll kill you!”

For answer, I laughed and shouted over my shoulder, “C’mon, bitch, move your fat ass.”

The park lay straight ahead. A few lights cast some illumination over the grass, the swing sets, the walking/running trail. I saw no one out for late night exercise, helping me to believe no one else would get hurt this evening. Only Bethany.

I’ll have my revenge.

Reaching a pool of light under a tall lamp, I halted, spinning to face her. I curled my lip in a snarl as she, too, slowed, aiming her gun at my face.

“You’ll wish you’d have left me alone, bitch,” I said.

“You’ll be too dead to see it.”

Her eyes narrowed. Her finger flexed on the trigger. I heard the creak of her joint in the utter stillness.

I shifted.

The bullet pinged off my scales, ricocheting with a sharp whine into the night.

From three stories up, I stared down at Bethany. I flared my wings and cast her into blackness. Lifting my right talons, I flexed them into a fist. “Go ahead, bitch. Make my day.”

Bethany screamed, a high-pitched shriek that surely my neighbors heard. She fired off several rounds in a blind effort to kill me. Of course, each bullet pinged off my scales, and I wasn’t harmed in the least. In the distance, sirens announced the arrival of the cops. I didn’t have much time. She spun around, perhaps thinking she could outrun me.

I seized her around her shoulders and waist. Lifting her as easily as I lifted a glass, I brought her up to my muzzle, making her stare deep into my eyes. Tears of terror, or horror, ran down her ghostly cheeks to drip into her opened mouth.

“Are you believing now, Beth?” I inquired. “Maybe wishing you’d stayed home?”

For answer she screamed again.

“I guess you’re not a dragon.”

I leaped for the sky, beating my wings, leaving the park, the neighborhood far behind. Effortlessly, I climbed high, gained altitude with every wing stroke, Bethany’s hair streaming in the wind of my creation. Her lungs worked well, however, as she screamed, cried, babbled words I couldn’t understand.

“Like to fly, honey?” I asked. “Take a look around. Do. The ground is very far away, isn’t it?”

She shrieked in answer.

“You know how much I like to dive, Beth? I really, really like diving. Straight to the ground. Let’s go for it, what do you say?”

Folding my wings, I dove. Faster and faster, the wind whipping her breathless screams away, I held her straight out in front on me, letting her see the ground rushing up to meet us. Low over the approaching homes, I snapped my wings out, soaring mere yards over the rooftops.

“That was fun,” I cried, banking upward, my wings stroking hard. “Wanna do it again?”

I beat my wings to gain altitude, climbing toward the stars, the city lights mere twinkles in the distance. In my grip, Bethany choked, her body heaving. Lifting her toward my muzzle, I eyed her with worry.

“You okay?”

A second later, Bethany vomited. The nasty, wet mess coated my talons, dripped down to fall through the empty space. She heaved over and over until she spit only bile.

“Okay, now that’s just wrong,” I snapped, putting her in my left hand in order to shake the puke from my talons. “Would I hurl on you?”

Gasping for breath, Bethany collapsed, her head drooping on her neck.

“Don’t faint on me, girl,” I said. “You gotta see what other talents I have.”

Her hair in her face, her skin so pale I wondered if I’d done her serious harm, she looked up. “What?”

“This.”

Turning my head, I blew a sharp gust of flame. Bethany screamed, tearing at her head and face with her nails. “No, no, no, no, no,” she cried, sobbing, pounding her fist against my claw. “No, oh my God, stop, please, please, Lindsey.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear,” I commented. “You begging.”

“I’ll beg, I’ll do anything you want, I swear to God. I’ll go away, I’ll never bother you again, please don’t kill me, please, please.”

“What are we?” I asked, my tone conversational. “Ten thousand feet up? Were I to open my fist, you’d fall all that long way. Terminal velocity, kiddo. Folks would scrape you up with a spoon.”

“No, please!” Bethany flung her head back and screamed.

“Will you quit that,” I snapped. “You can’t hear me talk if you’re screaming.”

She gasped for breath, weeping, sobbing, her voice low as she pleaded for her life.

“Hear this, Beth,” I growled. “If I were to flame you right now, no one would find anything at all. Not even your ashes. I’ll let you live. I won’t kill you. Now. But if you ever come back, your life is mine. You’ll disappear from the face of this earth. Do you hear me?”

“Yes.” Bethany sobbed. “I’m so sorry, please forgive me, don’t kill me, please.”

“Oh, shut up. I said I wouldn’t. Just remember this whenever you’re tempted to get revenge for your asshole brother. I’m a dragon. So is Brody. Get froggy again and the last thing you’ll see is my flames.”

Bethany shut up. She closed her eyes as I descended toward the park far below. Her breath hitched in sobs, and I almost felt sorry for her. Almost. If she’d had her way, I’d be dead now. Or running. Still, had she not stalked me, I’d never have met Brody. My fate. My love.

I landed on the grass where I’d taken off just a short time ago. I set Bethany down, and watched her collapse, crying, her face buried in the turf. Shifting back to two legs, I nudged her with my toe.

“Look at me.”

Her skin deathly pale, yet bright crimson where she’d been weeping, she turned her face upward to stare up with wet eyes.

“Remember what I am. And no one would believe you if you said you met a dragon.”

With that, I turned and left her.

***

I pressed an ice pack against Body’s lump, now turning a violent purple shade, and sat next to him. He offered me a wan smile, then held the cold pack as he leaned both elbows on the kitchen table. In my absence, Skinner helped himself to my coffee. He drank it while leaning against the counter.

“Did you kill her?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No.”

“So where is she?”

Probably still lying in the park, too scared to move. “Look, dude, she chased me. I stopped, hit her a couple of times. Then she took off.”

“So where’s her gun?” He sipped, his keen gaze sharp on my face, no doubt sensing my lie.

“I didn’t see it.”

“Officers say they heard gunshots coming from down that way.” He gestured toward the park. “Did she shoot at you?”

“No. I popped her in the nose, smacked her, she got to crying.” That much is true. “I left her and came here.”

“So where is she?”

“Probably on her way back to California.” I glowered. “You might alert the state patrols to watch for her. She stole a car, didn’t she?”

“So we suspect.”

Brody’s free hand stroked my thigh in support. “Did you send cops to search the park?” he asked.

“They’re there now.” Skinner’s gaze didn’t leave my face. “Tell me the truth, Lindsey.”

“I did.” I wish I was a better liar. And didn’t have to lie to him. He’s a good guy.

“You told me some of the truth,” he replied. “Not all.”

“That’s all I can say, Skinner,” I said. “I scared the crap out of Bethany, then left her. I didn’t want to kill her, not if there was another way.”

“Why didn’t you hold her for us?”

“It’s between Bethany and me.”

“Ah.”

He sipped his coffee, watching my face over the rim. He only took that fierce stare from me when a pair of cops entered my kitchen. One had a gun, carried it by its trigger guard with a pen.

“We found this, Detective,” the officer said. “In the park down the street. No one else.”

“Shell casings?”

“Kent is bringing all we could find.”

Skinner took the pen, examining the gun. “Get a search going. Look in every nook and cranny for Bethany Byrd. She may be driving a stolen blue Honda Civic.”

“Yes, sir.”

The officers left. Skinner continued to stare at me. “And when we find Ms. Byrd,” he said, “what condition will we find her in?”

I frowned. “What do you mean? I didn’t kill her.”

“Somehow I think you did more than scare her, Lindsey. I think you did something to her that would ensure she’d never bother you again.”

I shrugged. “If a bop on the nose did that, I should have punched her a long time ago.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Brody

Skinner and his crew finally packed up and left. My head ached with such a savage ferocity I craved to find oblivion until the pain went away. Maybe to sleep for a week or three. I lay on the sofa, holding Lindsey’s hand as she sat on the coffee table, with her head bowed.

“Okay, so what did you do?”

Lindsey shrugged. “I overdid it, I think. I traumatized her. Maybe I didn’t need to go so far.”

“Nightmares for a lifetime are a small price to pay for keeping that life.”

“Is it? Maybe killing her was more merciful.”

“Nope. As Skinner once said, we don’t need deaths on our hands. Bethany deserved every fright you gave her. She’d have killed you, remember? There was no mercy in her. None.”

“But where does revenge end, Brody? All I had to do was show her what I was, right? That’s frightening enough, isn’t it? I had to throw in every possible terror and probably messed her up for life.”

“And make her fully realize what we are. Fire breathing dragons.”

She covered her face with her hands. “I hate myself. I hated lying to Skinner.”

“I know. You had no choice. And I don’t hate you. I love you.”

“I’m a monster.”

“You’re a dragon with a conscience.”

“That’s even worse.”

I snorted laughter and stopped when my pain flared. “Look. You’re a wonderful human and a terrific dragon. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. So you scared the bejesus out of Bethany. You also guaranteed she’ll never bother you again.”

“What if she talks?” Lindsey asked. “What if she claims a dragon grabbed her and flew so high she couldn’t see the ground?”

“No one will listen,” I replied. “Stop worrying. Let it go. What’s done can’t be undone.”

She nodded behind her hair, still miserable.

“C’mere. Lie down with me.”

I lay on my side to make room for her as Lindsey stretched out on the couch beside me. Dawn wasn’t very far away. Nor could I see myself going to work. My job is toast. Sammy will get promoted and good for him. “We should try to sleep.”

“I don’t think I can.”

I tightened my arm around her waist. “Then just relax, baby. Just know that I love you, and I’m proud of you.”

***

I rubbed my brow bump as I re-read the text I’d received from the head honcho. “I’ve been canned,” I said. “Fired for cause. That means no severance.”

Lindsey stepped behind me and rubbed my shoulders. “You’ll get another job. It’s a big town and memories are short.”

“Yeah.” I deleted the text and tossed my cell onto the kitchen table. “It just sucks, though. I just bought that truck, I have payments, a mortgage –”

Lindsey kissed my neck. “Stop worrying. It’ll work out.”

“Yeah. If that fucking Rivers hadn’t busted into my life, fucking it over, things would be great.”

“Then we might not have met. Fated to be together, remember? I have some money put away. It’ll keep us for a few months.”

“I remember you saying you won’t support me.”

“I changed my mind.”

She left me, crossing the kitchen to tidy up. I watched her stunning body in her tight jeans, her firm waist and belly under her fitted t-shirt. “How did I get so lucky to find you?”

Lindsey smiled, her sky-blue eyes glinting with mischief. “I don’t know. Fate, maybe?”

“Oh, yeah. Throw that in my face.”

At her insistence, I rested on the sofa while she worked in her office, typing away on her laptop. She’d given me ibuprofen, which took the edge off my thumping head. In between watching TV and staring at her shapely back as she worked, I pondered what Austin would do next.

“Too bad we can’t scare Rivers off like you did Bethany.”

Lindsey turned her chair around. “Since I let him live, maybe he’ll let it go,” she said. “A good turn deserves a good turn.”

“Except he won’t think like that,” I said. “He believes I owe him millions. Even if I had millions, I wouldn’t give them to a low life like him.”

“He has his life. He can make more money selling his dope. And leave us in peace.”

“Like that’ll happen.”

***

I healed over the next few days, surfing the Internet for jobs while Lindsey worked. I sent in several applications, most offering more money than what I’d earned before. We both dealt with our respective insurance companies, and I asked for bids on repairs to my house. Lindsey’s sent her a check and demanded she return the red rental.

She folded the check into her purse. “It’s enough for a big down payment or enough to buy a cheaper car. What do you think?”

“Put it in the bank for now,” I answered, kissing her cheek. “We’ll decide down the road. We have my truck to get us around.”

Lindsey led the way to the rental agency, who made her sign forms regarding the bullet holes. “It’s fully insured,” the agent told her with a half-smile. “What happened?”

“An old friend tried to kill me.” Lindsey scribbled her signature on the papers.

His smile faded.

“Sorry about the holes.”

I drove her to her bank where she deposited the check and tucked the receipt away. She climbed into the cab beside me.

“What now?”

“Home.” I put the truck into drive and drove from the bank’s parking lot. “I have a contractor coming to install the carpet. Think of this: move into my house when the work is done. Then you won’t have to pay rent. Right? Our – your – money will last longer.”

Lindsey nodded. “I’ll e-mail the Pattersons. They’ll be disappointed, but we have to do what’s best for us.”

I gripped her hand over the console. “Things will work out. I promise.”

“I know they will.”

***

Our lives returned to some semblance of normalcy. Lindsey worked long hours for those paychecks while I job hunted. When I didn’t hunt, I packed her belongings and carried them next door to my house. I knew the neighbors watched from behind blinds and partially closed doors, but I didn’t care. The carpet and drapes were replaced, the walls repainted, and no stink of smoke remained in my house.

I even had the driveway painted gray to cover the black stain where Rivers had burned my prized classic truck.

I gazed around at the lack of possessions in Lindsey’s house, the nearly empty rooms. “Is the realtor putting this place on the market?”

“Yeah,” Lindsey replied from her desk. “I got an e-mail from Mr. Patterson. Once we’re out and the place cleaned, it’ll be listed. I think they’ll ask more than what they wanted me to pay.”

“Good for them.” I bent over her and kissed her neck. “They seem like very kind people.”

“Yep. They are.”

In time, we dismantled Lindsey’s bed and reassembled it in my spare bedroom. When she commented on needing her home work place, I showed her the spacious finished basement.

“Cool in the summer, and I’ll make sure it’s warm in the winter,” I said, hugging her. “If we have guests, we now have a guest room.”

Lindsey gazed around the gray cement walls. “It needs some serious artwork down here. Carpet, a sound system, maybe a TV.”

“Your wish is my command, m’lady.”

Skinner dropped by without calling first, staring at the lack of boxes and furnishings in Lindsey’s house. “Are you running away, girl?”

“Yep. To my man’s place next door.”

He grinned and kissed her cheek. “I’m happy for you.”

“So what do you want?” I asked. “Have you caught Rivers?”

Skinner helped himself to a bottled water from the fridge and leaned against the counter. After a long pull, he shook his head.

“I came to tell you Bethany Byrd’s been arrested. At the Nevada-California state line.”

I exchanged a long look with Lindsey. Her expression carefully neutral, she commented, “That’s been weeks to get from here to there. What took her so long?”

Skinner shrugged. “Maybe she took a sight-seeing trip. Who knows? Anyway, she was pulled over in the stolen Honda, was booked, and will be remanded into California’s custody within days. She’ll face charges of stealing the Ford pickup and her aggravated assault. Only then might we get her on stealing the Honda, but she'll be in prison for quite a while before that happens.”

Lindsey sighed. “Well, at least I don’t have to worry about her coming after me again. In case my scare I threw into her wore off.”

“I’m sure that won’t happen.” Skinner studied her. “The detective in charge of her case told me something interesting.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Bethany won’t say a word.” Skinner smiled slightly, still watching Lindsey. “Not a damn thing. Wouldn’t even offer her name, ask for an attorney, nothing. Now why is that?”

“She knows she guilty,” Lindsey snapped. “Can we get her on stalking me, threatening my life? Attacking me, Brody? Chasing us across town?”

Lazily, Skinner drank his water. “Maybe. Have to have a chat with the DA on the possibility. Still, it’ll be years before we get that chance. California gets her first.”

“Too bad,” I muttered. “She should pay for what she did here.”

“She might. In time.”

***

Lindsey finally moved in with me, her rental professionally cleaned and a realtor’s sign in the front yard, and I settled into living in sin bliss. She worked in her new office while I went on job interviews, and the neighbors fumed at our contented happiness. I often caught several, including Shirley Gibbons, giving me the stink eye as I drove down the street.

“Piss off,” I muttered, grinning as I flashed them my middle finger. “Nothing’s happened for a month. And nothing will. So get a life already.”

I grew complacent. Austin hadn’t shown his face, caused any damage, threatened us, nor had he indicated in any way that he still craved vengeance. And his money. I began to believe he’d left town, set up shop somewhere else, and that Lindsey was right – he’d left with his life and was grateful for it.

Frowning as she climbed the stairs from the basement, Lindsey asked, “Can you call my cell? I can’t find it.”

“Sure.”

Taking my phone from my pocket, I called it. From the master bedroom came Lindsey’s distinctive ringtone. Swearing under her breath, she fetched it, then returned to the front room where I sat.

“Shit,” she muttered, looking at it. “I missed two client calls.”

“Hey, let’s put that Find My Friend app on our phones,” I suggested. “That way, we can find our phones if we lose them.”

Lindsey shrugged. “Okay. Though I’ll only lose mine in this house.”

“So say you now.”

***

Elated, I all but bounced from my truck and into the house, whistling under my breath. “Lindsey?” I called. “Guess what?”

Silence greeted me.

Unconcerned, as the basement shielded a great deal of noise, I thumped my way down the stairs. “Baby, I got a job. And it pays better than what –”

Lindsey didn’t turn to smile at me, rise to hug and kiss me in congratulations. Her chair sat empty. Her desk also sat empty. Her laptop was open, the screen blank. Asleep. Her notes, her papers, all sat in organized piles. The way she always kept them.

I woke her computer. It opened to her writing project, the cursor blinking, ready for the next words. She wouldn’t have just walked away. I gulped, my gut sinking. Sweat, despite the cool interior, popped from my pores.

“Lindsey.”

Rivers.

I ran back upstairs, frantic, in a panic, searching for anything that would tell me what had happened to Lindsey. She’s a dragon. He can’t hold a dragon, even he isn’t that stupid. She’ll rip him a new asshole.

In the kitchen, I found all quiet, serene, scrupulously clean.

And a note on the fridge that hadn’t been there before. I plucked it from under its magnet and read.

Brody. I have your girl. Bring me my two point five million in cash to a place and time I’ll designate. You do this, you both go free.

You try to cheat me again, Lindsey’s dead.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Lindsey

My body burned as though I’d been set ablaze. My head pounded like a snare drum. I tasted blood in my mouth. Woozy, I lifted my chin from my chest and tried to look around. Shrubbery and tree trunks met my gaze. A squirrel, its tail flicking, stared at me from a limb just above me. A Taser. I’d been Tasered again. Fuck.

I tried to make some sense out of the fog drifting through my hazy brain. I remembered turning my cell off. Too many texts and calls from clients kept me from working. I vaguely remembered shoving it into my back pocket, but I wasn’t sure if I truly had or if I had tossed it onto my desk.

I went upstairs for a glass of tea. I stepped into the kitchen, my mind on the project. Stepping toward the fridge, I was hit. Terrible pain, then nothing until now.

“I’ve wrapped you up in about ten pounds of C-4.”

Blinking, unsure where the voice came from, I looked around, bleary, dizzy.

Austin Rivers emerged from the bushes to my left, calm, his expression neutral. He wore a tight t-shirt and jeans with a light windbreaker, his hair brushed neatly. Had he not been the most evil son of a bitch on the planet, he might actually be attractive.

“You shift, you die.” He leaned against a tree, his hands in his pockets. He nodded toward me.

I looked down.

I wore what appeared to be a fisherman’s vest, but instead of lures, small packages of plastic squares filled the pockets. Wires ran from one package to another. Horror shivered through me. I sat on the ground and only then realized my hands were tied firmly behind me, locked behind a slender tree trunk.

“I rigged that especially for a dragon,” he went on, conversational. “The instant you break those connections by shifting, they blow. You haven’t the time to fully change before you’re killed.”

I curled my upper lip. “You fucker.”

Austin shrugged. “Look, if Brody gives me my money, we’re good. I’ll let you go. Since I’m leaving town to start over, I don’t care if you live to talk to the cops. I’ll let you live in peace, no hard feelings.”

Defiance overruled my good sense. “Maybe I should shift and take you with me. Are you ready to die, Austin?”

He chuckled. “You won’t. First, you want to live, Lindsey. Second, I even think you’re going to, I’ll shift. My dragon can sustain an explosion. Yours, not so much.”

I shut my eyes and groaned. “Why are you doing this? For God’s sake, Brody never took your dope. He didn’t sell it. He can’t bring you what he doesn’t have.” Opening them, I glared. “You’re so stupid.”

“He deceived you, Lindsey.” Austin squatted to be on eye level with me. “He’s lied to you. You don’t know him. I do.”

“You don’t know jack shit,” I yelled, fighting the ropes that bound my wrists. “His jacket was stolen. It ended up in a thrift store. Anyone could have it. Brody couldn’t have taken your dope. You’re fucking wrong about everything.”

Austin clicked his tongue. “I’d really hate to kill you, girl. You’re tough, you’re smart, you got some cojones. But if Brody doesn’t show up with my money, I’ll shoot into the C-4. There won’t be enough left of you to find.”

I sagged wearily against the tree. “I’m pregnant, Austin.”

“So?”

“You’d murder me and an innocent child?”

He shrugged. “You should have kept your legs closed. Not my fault your fetus will die with you.”

“That’s cold, man.”

“It’s a cold world. You know that.”

“I didn’t kill you when I could have.” I narrowed my eyes, staring into his. “You’re alive because I let you live.”

Austin grinned. “And I do thank you for that, Lindsey, I really do. Had you killed me, you wouldn’t be where you are right now, would you?”

“Prick.”

“Yeah, one has to be a prick to get by.” He stood. “I don’t want to kill you. I will let you go when I get what’s mine. Brody, too. I hold no grudges.” His lips thinned. “Though you killed Greg.”

“And I’ll kill you without a shred of guilty feelings. Brody will find me, asshole. And we’ll both hunt your ass down, rip you to itty bitty dragon shreds.”

“I’d like to see you try, honey, I really would.” He offered a sardonic salute. “I really hope I can come back here to untie you.”

Turning, Austin vanished into the undergrowth and was gone.

“Fuck,” I screamed. “Fuck.”

Screaming won’t help. No more than screaming did when I lay tied to the bed. It never helped Bethany. Think, dammit, think. Untie the ropes, get this damn vest off of me. Calming myself, taking deep breaths to slow my racing heart, I worked the ropes that tied me to the tree. They were thick, with a hard knot that defied my fingers. My nails slipped over it without digging in. I failed to get a grip that might untie it.

Should I risk shifting? Risk that my split-second shift was faster than the explosives? Was Austin right about his bomb? I dared not try it. He’s right. I want to live.

Frustration, and fear threatened to overwhelm me. In the west, over the treetops, the sun began to set. I didn’t let myself worry about wild critters thinking I’d make a nice meal. Whatever roamed these woods would most likely shy away from the scent of a human.

Do I smell like a dragon, too?

Not caring if I ripped my freshly healed wrists open again, I struggled, fought to get free of the rope. Pain accompanied my efforts, but I continued, working to slide my hands free. Once I managed that, I could get this bomb off my body and fly away.

Full dark descended. The stars glowed overhead, making me crave to be up there, flying free, flying with my love. What was Brody doing at this very moment? Surely he knew by now that I’d been taken. Austin would inform him I was his hostage to get Brody’s cooperation.

“Brody,” I sobbed, giving in to tears. “You have to find me. I know you’re looking for me. How can you know where I am? I don’t even know where I am.”

The trees were too thick for me to see the glow from the city. So I had no idea where it was. I thought I heard the hum of traffic on the highway, making me wonder if I was in the area where Greg had taken me. Unfortunately, farms and homes were scarce in some places once out of the city.

“Brody.”

I shut my eyes, my wrists on fire, my body aching. There’s no way he can find me. Austin will kill him, then me. A bullet to the bomb and I’m gone.

“Brody. I love you.”

I let my mind fill with the memory of his face, his smile, his warm honey eyes. The sound of his laughter, his voice, how much he loved me. To have found my soul mate, my fated mate, only for us to be separated by death.

Aren’t you giving up rather easily?

I didn’t know where the voice or the thought came from, but I opened my eyes. Yes. Yes, I was giving up far too easily. There has to be a way Brody or the cops can find me. Search dogs? Not likely. Austin surely put me in a car to bring me here. A helicopter? Where’d they search?

My cell?

I jerked upright. “My cell? Shit, did I put it in my pocket? Fuck, why’d I shut it off in the first place? I can be tracked by my phone.”

Wriggling my ass on the hard forest floor determined that my cell was indeed in my hip pocket. Austin hadn’t searched me and taken it. Maybe he didn’t think finding my cell was important.

So just how do I get my phone from my pocket when my hands are tied behind the tree? That’s the question of the century.

Working slowly, concerned about setting off the bomb, I altered my position from sitting to kneeling. Okay. My butt and pockets are exposed. Now what? Stretching the rope as far as I could, I tried to reach around the trunk. There just wasn’t enough give. Frustration tried again to claim my mind, but I forced it back. I needed clarity of mind, the ability to focus.

I relaxed, flexing my hands. Blood rushed back into them, making them tingle. My phone was in my right hip pocket. I’m right handed. Instead of fighting the rope, I twisted my upper body around the slender trunk. I stretched my hand toward my jeans and my pocket. Rewarded by the seam under my fingers, I groped for the phone inside it.

My shoulders screaming, sweat dripping down my face, I stuck my index finger inside and touched my cell.

I couldn’t get two fingers inside when I needed two to grip it.

“Fuck!”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Brody

“Did you pick it up?”

Skinner held Austin’s note between the ends of a tweezers, his crime scene guys going through my house for any clues as to what Rivers did with Lindsey. Where he took her. Evidence to use against him in court for kidnapping. Unfortunately, all he left behind was the note and hopefully his fingerprints on the paper.

I nodded. “The bottom right corner.”

Skinner slid the note into a plastic bag, then handed it to a tech. “Do you have any ideas where he might have taken her?”

“If I did I’d be there right now,” I snapped, pacing, restless, frantic, furious. “I’d be choking the life from him. And bringing Lindsey home.”

“I’ve already contacted the phone folks,” Skinner said. “Her cell last pinged off the tower in the area. We can try to track it if it’s turned on.”

Her phone!

I raced to the basement and flung myself down the steps. I heard Skinner following me but paid him no heed. I searched Lindsey’s desk for her phone but didn’t find it. Spinning, I almost knocked Skinner off his feet.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

“Her cell,” I replied, my voice ragged. “If it’s not here, she has it on her.”

“And? It hasn’t pinged anywhere in the last several hours.”

“We put Find My Friend apps on our phones,” I told him, dashing past him and up the stairs. “Maybe that will track her.”

“Only if the cell’s on, man,” he said, chasing me up and into the kitchen. “If it’s off, it’s no good.”

I searched our bedroom and didn’t find it. Nor was it in the TV room, nor the guest room. Grabbing my own, I hit the app, and – nothing.

“Damn it.”

Inwardly cursing, I paced, trying to not imagine what Lindsey was going through at that moment. Was Austin a rapist like his pal? Did he torture her? Has he killed her already? My mind shied away from all those scenarios, reminding myself that Lindsey was a dragon. And it’s mighty hard to kill a dragon, even by another dragon.

I tried the app again. Nothing. “Come on, Lindsey,” I begged. “Turn your phone on. Turn it on.”

Outside, full night had fallen. Every two minutes I tried to raise Lindsey’s phone even as Skinner directed his police in their search. “Try every place he’s ever lived in,” Skinner snapped into his phone. “Check every associate. He drives a black Lincoln sedan, pull over every one you see. Turn every bit of this city upside down. I want that man caught.”

Skinner hung up and eyed me. “Rivers hasn’t called with a place or time to drop his money. Has he?”

I shook my head. “No. Can you trace where he’s calling from if and when he does?”

“I’ll do my best.”

While Skinner got back on his cell to instruct the phone folks to keep tabs on Austin’s cell, I tried the app again. Nada. Zilch. Zero.

“Lindsey,” I whispered, near tears. “Come home, baby. You escaped once. You can do it again. I know you can.”

Her cell stayed off. Skinner shut down his call and gazed at me with sympathy. “If Rivers uses his phone, we’ll know right where he is.”

“And where did his cell last ping from?”

“Unfortunately, right here. I guess he was sharp enough to turn it off after abducting Lindsey.”

“He’ll have to turn it on again,” I said, my hands running through my hair, “to call me. Right?”

“Unless he’s sharp enough to use someone else’s phone.”

“Shit.”

“Or a burner phone.”

“Fuck.”

“You wouldn’t make a very good criminal, I’m guessing.”

“Gee, what makes you say that?”

I sat at the table and tried the app again. “Dammit, Lindsey, turn your cell on.”

“She will.” Skinner also sat. “We’ll get her back, Brody. Believe in that.”

“I wish I could.” I stared at him. “Austin has been three steps ahead all the way.”

“Crooks make mistakes. And one mistake Austin made is to underestimate Lindsey.”

I managed a tight smile. “You’re right. He did. And he may not survive this encounter with her.”

Shaking his head, Skinner commented, “I’d rather she didn’t kill him. You know that. If she does, I sure hope it’s an iron clad case of self-defense.”

“That asshole kidnapped her,” I growled. “How much more iron clad can it get?”

He stared me in the eye. “You know what I mean, Brody. She might decide to kill him even if he can’t defend himself.”

“I think you know Lindsey better than that.”

“I hope I do.”

My cell rang, startling me. My hands shook so hard I barely picked it up to look at the screen. Please, Lindsey, please be calling me. The call was from a number I didn’t recognize. “Yeah?”

“Hiya, bro,” Austin said cheerfully. “How’s it hanging?”

My anger surged. “Where’s Lindsey, you fucker? What have you done with her?”

Skinner stood, pacing around the table to listen as best he could. I didn’t cover the speaker and held my phone slightly away from my ear so he might hear better.

“She’s safe, man, just chill. You got my cash?”

“Yeah. Where do I meet you? When?”

He chuckled. “I told Lindsey you lied to her. Poor thing still believes in you.”

“Where, dammit? And if you hurt her, I swear to God you’ll die a very painful death.”

“Chill, baby. Bring the cash to the intersection of the interstate and Highway Twelve. There’s a little store there. One hour. And no cops. I see or smell a cop, Lindsey’s dead.”

He hung up.

Instantly, Skinner got on his cell and called up the phone people. I paced, restless, hoping, daring to think Austin used his cell and we knew exactly where he was. Skinner’s face fell.

“Okay, thanks.”

He looked at me. “Rivers didn’t use his own phone. Probably used a burner.”

I grabbed my truck’s smart key off the counter. “I know where he’ll be in an hour.”

“Brody, you can’t go. Leave it to us, the police.”

“You heard him. He suspects you’re around, Lindsey’s dead.”

“At least let us put a wire on you.”

“Nope. And don’t follow me, Skinner.” I gave him look for look. “You get Lindsey killed, I won’t sue you. I’ll kill you.”

“Brody –”

Ignoring him, I charged from the house and into my truck, roaring down the street before he got to his vehicle. Of course, he could follow me. Of course, he knew where the drop was. All I could do was hope he and his cops stayed out of it.

Austin Rivers would die this night.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Lindsey

Straining, my shoulders burning with agony, my wrists bleeding, I slowly edged two fingers into my pocket. My cell, uncooperative, slid to one side, evading my fingers. Not willing to take a break and rest, gather new resolve, I chased it, seeking to catch it between my index and second fingers. I forced it against the seam where it stayed, stuck.

“Come on,” I groaned. “Come to Mama. Be good now, that’s it.”

My fingers caught the cell’s edge, and I pulled it a fraction of an inch before I lost my grip. Panting, sweat stinging my eyes, I rested without taking my fingers away. I shut my eyes, focused on my breathing, regaining my focus, ignoring the pain of protest my knees offered up. The burning in my shoulders and wrists.

Something rustled in the underbrush. My eyes shot open, searching for the source of the noise. Austin? Had he come back to kill me? I nearly shifted in my panic, risked going dragon, despite the chance I’d be blown to smithereens if I did.

A medium sized shape emerged from the thicket. My eyes had long adjusted to the darkness, but the creature was indistinct. A shadow. It paused, perhaps studying me as I stared at it. A coyote. Coyotes sometimes attack people. I sat still, neither offering a threat while controlling my fear.

Maybe it can sense the dragon in me. Perhaps it can smell what I am. If it attacks me, we’re both dead.

The coyote, if that’s what it was, moved back into the bushes and was gone.

I breathed heavily. “Shit.”

After a long, few moments, I felt ready to try again. “Come to Mama.”

I tightened my fingers’ grip on my cell’s edge. Cautioning myself to not hurry, to take it slow, I gently pulled on the phone. It came with me. Holding my breath, not daring to let go, I slid my two fingers further down for a better grip.

“Glory halleluiah.”

I breathed deeply as my phone left my pocket and filled my palm. I relaxed my shoulders, rolling them to relieve some of the stress while flexing my hands. I turned the phone around, seeking the on button. I pushed it.

A moment later, I was rewarded with the light from the screen and the reassuring ding said it powered on.

“Come on, Brody,” I whispered. “Come find me.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Brody

I rolled the Ram onto an unmarked, dirt side road just short of the store, and shut the lights and engine off. The place stood quiet as far as I could see, the lights from the store’s interior shining out into the parking lot. The only vehicle parked there was a battered red Volvo, most likely owned by the clerk inside.

No other customers seemed to be around.

I stepped from the cab and walked up the exit ramp to the store’s parking lot. If Rivers had arrived early, I wanted to know before he saw me. Walking around to the back, I saw no cars, no Austin. And no cops, either. Stay away, Skinner, and don’t call the state patrol.

In hiding, I leaned against the building, concealed in the shadows, watching the highway and the ramps. From here, I’d see anyone approaching from the highway. And should Austin drive up from behind, I’d hear his tires on the gravel.

Belatedly, I thought of Lindsey’s guns, and whether I should have grabbed one. I shook my head. I couldn’t shoot Austin down, not until he told me where Lindsey was. I had talons, teeth, fire, and a very bad attitude. That should be enough to deal with chicken shit Rivers.

A car’s headlights splashed across the store parking lot. I backed further into the shadows and watched as it exited the freeway, and turned toward the store. At that moment, my cell pinged.

Risking the time to look at it, I yanked it from my pocket. “Thank, God,” I breathed, studying the app. “Good job, Lindsey. I’ll be with you soon.”

Austin’s black Lincoln stopped near the store entrance, then the lights and engine quit. He opened the door, got out, and looked around. Obviously for me. He’d passed my truck, but perhaps didn’t see it, or didn’t recognize it as mine.

I sucked in a deep breath and paced into view.

Rivers saw me instantly. He nodded. “Brody. You brought my cash?”

“Nope.” I walked toward him, readying myself for battle. “I lied.”

His face tightened into a savage anger. “Then you condemned Lindsey to death.”

“Wrong.” I drew closer, watching his every move, waiting for him to shift. “I know where she is. As soon as I kill you, I’ll have her free and in my arms.”

“Stupid fool,” he spat. “She’s wired with C-4. You try to get her out, you’re both dead. She shifts, she’s dead. You should’ve brought my money.”

My lips numb, my blood frozen, I said, “I never stole your dope, dumb ass. You killed her for no reason.”

In that instant, I think he finally believed me. His eyes flickered, his grim tension flagged for a brief second. He suddenly knew I’d been telling him the truth all along. That he’d put his best friend in harm’s way, and Greg died. That he’d murdered my mate, my beloved, and our unborn child for nothing. Nothing.

And that he’d never escape me.

No matter how far he flew.

Austin shifted.

As did I.

His strong wings beat the night air, his tail mere inches from my snapping teeth. I shot a heavy burst of flames at his backside, heard him scream in pain. Only a dragon can kill a dragon. Only a dragon’s fires were hot enough, deadly enough, to burn through a dragon’s thick hide and armored scales.

If I died in the process, Austin would also die.

I only hoped Lindsey, and our child, would live.
 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Lindsey

“Holy shit.”

I stared up and into the sky, seeing the distinctive flames of dragons. Brody! They circled around one another, diving, evading, flaming, each trying to outmaneuver the other. I had no doubt, no doubt at all, that was Brody up there, fighting Rivers. Fighting to kill, fighting to live.

Fighting for me.

I screamed, straining against my rope. I felt my flesh rip, tear, fresh agony and blood from my wrists as I fought to escape them. If I tore my hands from my arms, then I might escape. Fly. Help Brody kill Austin.

I glanced down at the bomb vest around my torso. I don’t know who’s winning up there. Maybe Brody, maybe Austin. Maybe they’ll kill each other. I can’t sit here and watch my love perish.

“I’m sorry, little one,” I murmured, tears burning my eyes. “If this doesn’t work, we’re both gone. If there’s an afterlife, perhaps we’ll see each other one day. Right now, your daddy needs me. I have to take the chance that I’m faster than an explosion.”

I shut my eyes. I controlled my breathing. I focused only on one thing – shifting into my dragon. To change my fragile, human body into an armor-plated creature that can withstand C-4. I sent a brief prayer up to any higher power that might look after dragons.

I shifted.

The world exploded into flame.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Brody

The explosion far below, the flames lighting the night, caught my attention. Lindsey! No! Oh my God, no!

“She’s dead,” Rivers shrieked, laughing, banking below me with his wings wide. “She shifted and got blown to bits. You fucker, you shouldn’t have messed with me.”

My heart died in my chest. Without Lindsey, I became a mindless beast without a heart, without a soul. I no longer cared if I lived or died. I had nothing at all to live for. Not now. Not without her. Our child. Darkness seized me within its grip. Evil crept into the hollow where my soul once resided.

I soared, watching Austin bank and roll under me, his shadow highlighted by the flames that spread thousands of feet below. I saw his throat. His vulnerable belly. His balls that I’d soon bite off and spit into the wind. I listened to his vile laughter, his taunts.

No more.

Time to die, sucker.

I slashed my wings against the night air, rising hard and fast, my jaws wide. He turned fast, diving, evading me at the last second. My jaws snapped shut on air, not his throat. His spade tail lashed me across my eyes, half-blinding me for crucial seconds.

“You can’t win, Brody,” Rivers called, dancing past me, his wings enslaving the night. “I’m better than you.”

I growled low in my throat. Lunging upward, I fought for height, for altitude, to gain on him with greater speed, greater strength, and greater fury. I’ll kill him for what he did to Lindsey. I’ll kill him even if he killed me. Austin Rivers destroyed my life.

High time I destroyed his.

I flamed as I flew, nearly catching his ass end, his tail, in my heavy swath of fire. He rolled sideways, his wings close to his body, evading the worst of my burst. He responded with his own, his jaws wide as he banked toward me, his red-hot fire singeing my muzzle before I dove for the ground far below.

“I’m on your ass,” Austin screamed, diving right behind me. “I got you, shithole.”

I banked a hard left to avoid his flames.

Something big, something fast, whizzed past me to slam hard into Austin.

Twisting in mid-air, I gaped at the sight before my very eyes.

Lindsey’s black scales gleamed under the starlight. Her jaws clamped hard on Rivers’s throat, she shook him as easily as a cat might shake a mouse, breaking its neck. Strangling, Austin fought to free himself, his talons slashing her chest, her shoulders, her neck. Still, she held on, his blood gushing from under his broken and shattered hide.

I screamed my battle cry, flying hard, flying fast. I hit Austin broadside, my talons raking gaping wounds in his belly, his groin. I bit down hard on his spine just above his tail, my wings keeping me airborne as I chewed down through his scales to his spinal cord.

His blood flooded my mouth. His spine snapped in my jaws.

I slashed his wings into tatters, shattering the delicate bones within them.

His full weight in her jaws yanked Lindsey’s head down.

“Let him go,” I shouted, spitting his blood from my mouth.

Lindsey obeyed me. His corpse, or body, if he still lived, dropped instantly.

Austin fell, gravity yanking him toward the earth and the forest below. I dove, Lindsey at my side, flaming with everything I had. My wings folded, I fell faster than his corpse. As mine did, Lindsey’s intense flames consumed Austin’s body, turning it to ash, his remains flying across the night breeze. Still, we chased his bones, his skeleton, burning them until nothing of them remained, save tiny bits that dropped amid the trees.

Wingtip to wingtip, we soared low over the forest, stiff branches tickling out bellies. I laughed as we climbed high, flaming in my – our – triumph, winging toward the stars with my love, my fated mate. The bearer of my child, my soul’s gift, the one I loved more than my own life.

“Lindsey,” I screamed, laughing wildly. “I thought that explosion killed you. Gawd, I’ve never been happier to be so wrong.”

She buzzed past my muzzle, faster than a falcon stooping upon a rabbit. “I took a chance. That I’d shift before the explosion hit. Dammit, Brody, I couldn’t let you fight alone.”

I dropped fast, seized her shoulders in my talons, and wrapped my neck around hers. Only my wings kept us from plummeting to the ground, slowing our fall. “I’m glad you did. I’d have killed myself in killing him.”

Lindsey’s forked tongue caressed my muzzle. “I love you, dude. I’m bearing your child. No kid of mine will be part orphan.”

My laughter echoed across the hills, my flames lighting the night. “Our baby. The first of many. My love, you’ve made me the happiest of dragons.”

Lindsey broke from me, banking to the right before winging upwards toward the stars. “You know how much I hate to admit you’re right,” she called, flaming, laughing. “But you are. I feel our child within me. Our firstborn son.”

My wings halted. I dropped several hundred yards before catching myself and working my wings to catch up. “Our son? You know it’s a boy?”

Lindsey, in a move I could never replicate, flew upside down, her muzzle, her eyes, fixed on me. “Yep. Our son. Time to argue over names, I guess.”

I lowered myself until I flew atop her, the missionary position if we were having sex. “Past time. I think we should move, buy a bigger house.”

“In a better city, a more tolerant neighborhood. I’m so done with those assholes.”

“You’re letting them drive us out, babe.”

“Who cares? We’re pregnant, Brody. Our kid needs other kids whose parents won’t judge us. I want my children to grow up accepted and cared for.”

“I love you, Lindsey.”

“I love you back.”


Epilogue

Lindsey

Detective Skinner drank our coffee while sending us the hairy eyeball over our kitchen table. “Did you kill him?”

Brody and I shared a confused glance. Feigned, of course, but still confused.

“Uh, no,” Brody replied, his voice slow, reluctant. “I showed up at the designated place, and Austin took off. Since Lindsey powered up her phone, I was able to find her. Get her free.”

I displayed my torn and bloody, and painful, wrists for Skinner to see. “He had me tied up in the woods. I got my phone out, turned it on. Brody found me and cut me loose.”

Skinner nodded, accepting that much. “So. You killed him. Yes?”

Brody rolled his eyes. “No, dammit. Haven’t you been listening? Rivers saw I didn’t have his cash, then took off. Drove away. Gone. Hit the road. Vamoosed.”

“So why did we find his Lincoln at the drop site?” Skinner’s brows rose as he looked at us over his cup.

My jaw dropped. Brody sent me a look that I couldn’t interpret.

“Uh,” Brody stammered. “I don’t know. Maybe he had a second car, one nobody could trace.”

“Uh, huh.” Skinner sipped his coffee.

“Look at my hands,” I snapped. “Rivers had me tied up. Brody found me. If he hadn’t, I’d still be out there, dying from exposure.”

“In summer? The temps at night are like sixty degrees. Sorry, Lindsey, that dog won’t hunt.”

“What makes you think I killed him?” Brody demanded.

“Because he’s gone, his car’s impounded, Lindsey’s free, and almost unharmed.” Skinner smirked over his cup. “C’mon, fess up. Tell your uncle detective what really happened.”

“He ran off,” Brody yelled. “I found Lindsey and got her loose. That’s it. End of story.”

“What about the explosion?”

I blinked. “What explosion?”

“Oh, come off it,” Skinner roared, leaning over the table, his eyes hot. “The one in the woods. The one everyone in the area saw, including the helicopter I had tailing Brody. The chopper that reported strange fires in the sky, fires that shouldn’t have been there. Tell me about those.”

I shut my jaw. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Skinner smiled, then sipped from his mug. “You two are dragons. Aren’t you?”

If he’d pulled a gun and shot me in the chest, I couldn’t have been more stunned. I glanced at Brody, quickly observed his shock, then turned back to Skinner. “What?” I whispered.

“Give me a break,” Skinner snapped, glowering. “I know about dragon shifters. And you two have the hallmark traits of dragons. Tell me I’m wrong.”

I shared a long look with Brody, not knowing what to say.

“If you know about us,” Brody demanded, “then why ask?”

“So I know the truth. No, I won’t put that part into my report. Dragons, are, er, not talked about very much. Rivers took off, escaped as you said he did. Stole a vehicle, who knows. Just tell me if you killed him. That’s all I ask.”

Brody gripped my hand. “Yeah. We did. He’ll never deal in fentanyl, or any other substance, again. Is that what you want?”

“Yeah.” Skinner smiled, a kind, gentle sort of smile. “It is. He’s off the streets, folks are safer, and I don’t have to look for him. Thanks for the public service, kids.”

I chuckled. “You’re welcome.”

Skinner stood to shake our hands. “I like a happy ending. Am I invited to your wedding?”

“You know you are.”

I leaned over the table to hug him. “And to our baby’s birth celebration. Don’t leave us, man.”

Skinner kissed my cheek. “Never.”


Avery

The front doorbell rang.

Max, as was his wont, barked and dashed toward the foyer. It didn’t matter if a friend stood there or an enemy ready to slash throats, he’d greet them all the same. Equal in his mind. All humans were friends to be licked and jumped upon.

“Get back,” I ordered, an order my dog ignored.

His paws raked my door’s paint, and I sighed. Damn dog. Seizing his collar so he wouldn’t intimidate my visitor into a hasty departure, I opened the door. I smiled in a neutral greeting.

“Hi.”

My smile faded.

On my doorstep, the most incredible green eyes raised to mine. Reddish blonde hair curled around her oval face and slender shoulders. Her quirky but gorgeous lips smiled, hesitant and cautious, yet genuine all the same.

“Mr. Armstrong?”

“Uh.”

I shut my jaw. “Um, yes, sorry, Max is friendly. Don’t worry about him. Come inside.”

The most recent applicant for the nanny position I’d advertised for stepped past my door to look around in curiosity. I shut the door so Max wouldn’t escape, and gestured. “Let’s go into the kitchen. Do you like coffee?”

The applicant, Jacy Maxwell, smiled. “Sure. That’ll be nice.”

I could fall in love with her eyes alone.

“The kitchen’s this way,” I explained, lame. “My son, Declan, he’s in his room. Er, playing.”

Jacy sat at my table and looked around, her hands between her slender thighs. “You have a nice place, Mr. Armstrong.”

“Avery, please.”

I poured coffee into mugs and turned. “Max, dammit, quit bugging her. Get down.”

Max dropped to all four paws, his tail wagging even as he grinned in shame.

“Sorry,” I said, setting her cup on the table. “He’s got no brains, but he’s friendly.”

Miss Maxwell rubbed his ear to Max’s delight. “I love dogs. He’s so cute.”

I sat across from her with my own coffee. “Thanks. May I ask you a few questions?”

“Of course. That’s what I’m here for.”

Quizzing her on childcare, tutoring, her values, how she’d react in an emergency, I came to realize that Miss Maxwell was exactly the nanny I’d hoped to find for my son. Still, I had to know what my son thought, and felt, about her.

“Declan,” I called. “Come here, please.”

Declan, my pride, my son who bore his mother’s blonde hair and bright blue eyes, dashed into the kitchen. He threw himself into my arms, laughing. Max, barking and dancing, bounced around the table and jumped into Miss Maxwell’s arms in imitation.

She laughed, enduring his tongue washing her face. “Aren’t you a cutie pie?”

Max certainly agreed, his tail lashing the air.

“This is Miss Maxell,” I said to Declan. “I want her to be your nanny. What do you think?”

The two stared at one another. Even from across the table, I felt the instant and permanent connection they shared. Good god, what just happened? Miss Maxwell smiled even as Declan returned it. He reached his arms toward her, fought to escape my grip. In a dull sort of fashion, I let Declan wriggle from my lap and charge around the table.

My son and his nanny hugged as I wondered what magical bond just occurred at my kitchen table.

THE END
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Description

BOOK 1: GRUMPY DRAGON NEXT DOOR
Beth
I knew that life in York Town was going to be different, especially when the second morning my hot but rude neighbor banged on the wall because I didn’t catch the alarm in time.
It went downhill from there. I was constantly throwing barbs his way, but a few stung when they were thrown back. I saw him differently when he saved my son, and the rough façade fell away. What was left, a man I fell in love with.
But he was something else, something dangerous. I’d fallen for a monster, but I still wanted him.
A human and a fire dragon, how could that work?


BOOK 2: ALPHA WOLF’S SURROAGATE
After years of trying, the Alpha King must have an heir—no matter what it took. He didn’t have emotions. All he knew was to fight battles and to expand his boundaries. So kidnaping Moonlit was no big deal for him…


Moonlit
As an outsider in the Royal clan, all I wanted to do was belong. I was willing to do anything to prove myself and my worth.
A tournament with a tempting prize reeled me in. This was my chance and I won.
Before I could celebrate my happiness, I learned I was stabbed in the back. I didn’t win but put my life in jeopardy. He wanted me for something else, to be the Royal surrogate! He wouldn’t take no for an answer, like I could say it anyway.
But when he was close, the Alpha King made my body scream with desire. I tried not to fall for my enemy, but I didn’t know how to stop...
Will Moonlit be able to kill the Royal King when he has her heart?


BOOK 3: PROTECTING THE DRAGONS
Charmaine, have fallen for the most dangerous, ruthless beast. She had to stay away, denying the punishing masculinity he possessed, because her friend wanted him.
It all started with a vacation. He was the new guy her friend was obsessed with.
Being a psychic reader Charmaine could sense he was different.
She kept constantly convince herself that he wasn’t the guy for her. But for how long?
His mesmerizing eyes kept hypnotizing her every time she looked into them. Her desire kept on growing until she read his fortune and she saw who really he was. A silver dragon shifter! She couldn’t tell this anyone and what if she was wrong? This was the first time she was doubting her gifts. But then he kissed her and her dirty desires surfaced. All she wanted to be in his bed.
She had no idea finding out his secret would cause her life. She tried to get away but his hands were crushing her throat…


BOOK 4: HER SECRET SAVIOR WOLF
One Fiercest Soldier Wolf-Shifter, One Sweet Innocent Healer and One Womanizer King.
When Jasper helped Iris saving her mother, he was instantly smitten.
He was trained to brutally kill and she had the magic to heal.


When Jasper first saw Iris, the rude beast inside him died. Innocence on her face was enough to melt him away and make him feel some emotions.
Jasper didn’t just protect Iris’s mother but also protected her from ruthless king.
But not for too long..
King, Jacob, was a self-obsessed tyrant, who was born on this earth just to have fun and make other’s life miserable. His soldiers had a job to do every day and that was hunting for new mates and new drugs. Rewards were huge and the greed in the soldiers were increasing and this greed became the reason king got to know Iris and her eternal beauty. And as expected he wanted her for his pleasure and nobody could stop him doing that. Jasper, being one of the main soldiers, were forced to do things he never liked. He was bound to obey the king’s orders.
Will Jasper protect Iris and break the laws of the Wolf-Kingdom, especially when both are unaware of each other’s feelings? And even if Jasper considers breaking the laws, will he be able to save themselves? 

***


Book 1: Grumpy Dragon Next Door


Chapter 1

Beth

Beth heard a loud banging sound next to her head and she jerked awake.

“Stop hitting the damn snooze button already! Get up!”

Beth shook her head and sighed. She hit the wall hard with her hand, telling her neighbor to leave her alone. Beth had lived in the apartment building for over two months now. She’d signed a one-year lease and wished that she hadn’t. Her neighbor was a nightmare who had no problem yelling at her through the walls. She was warned her first week there by her new friend Maddie, but it wasn’t enough. She should have known about Cole Castille before she signed the lease. Beth imagined that she never would have signed it at all.

She was stuck now though and had learned to just yell back at him. Beth had started out so differently, sending a plate of cookies to her other seven neighbors in the building when she first arrived. She’d wanted to make a good impression. When she had gotten to the single man that lived next to her, the one she occasionally fantasized couldn’t speak, he had taken a bite of one at the door, told her that they sucked, put it down, and shut the door.

Beth should have known then…

Cursing underneath her breath because she was late, Beth went to her son’s room, calling to him as she tried to find her bra. It was going to be one of those days, and it was all because of the damn neighbor who couldn’t keep his nose out of her business. She had to race back into the room and turn her alarm off, which was going off again.

“Don’t you dare bang on the wall. I shut it off!”

Beth wouldn’t have imagined herself in the position she was in now, yelling through a wall at some guy she couldn’t stand. She missed her old apartment, old life, everything that was familiar. The life she was in now, didn’t even feel like her own. It felt like she was living it for someone else, and she wasn’t too happy about it.

Jesep was up and smiling when she got back into the room. She’d found her bra on the sink in the bathroom. She needed a shower, a proper twenty minutes with hair and makeup, but that wasn’t to be. Sighing and picking up Jesep for some love, she asked him how he was feeling and how he’d slept.

His answer was always good. Jesep was the easiest person alive, and Beth knew that she was lucky for it. She was barely hanging on doing it all by herself, and Jesep was the light at the end of her tunnel. His smile was enough to make it worth her while.

She fried an over-easy egg, while she made him some toast and cottage cheese. He ate it every morning with half a banana, the other half going toward her breakfast, with a cup of coffee quick brewed in her machine. While he was eating breakfast, Beth got ready for work. She was going to be late and needed to get Jesep to the daycare center.

“Mom, you have no shoes!”

Beth looked down and sighed. She checked Jesep’s feet to make sure he did and raced to get hers.

“What would I do without you?”

“Have no shoes?”

Beth agreed and then took his hand to walk him out to the car. It was already warmed up and ready to go, at least something was. She gave her neighbor’s door a hard look, willing him to open it so she could give him a piece of her mind, or at least the same dirty look that the door got. He was unbelievably insufferable, and she wanted him to know it, if he didn’t already. Beth figured he didn’t. People like that were so unaware of themselves.

He didn’t come out though and it was just as well because she was late. Her son loved his daycare, was happy to go, and told her all about the big face-painting activity that was planned for the day. A local artist was going to come in and paint their faces. He was excited, so Beth couldn’t help but feel the same way. There were some bright spots in her sudden move to York Town, but she wasn’t sure if it was enough. Sometimes she questioned moving there at all, leaving her life behind. Then, she remembered how ‘great’ it was and knew that it was not just the right decision, but the only one she had.

Beth dropped her son off at daycare, something that pulled at her heartstrings every day, because she went to a job that she could have done without. It was a decent paying job, considering the small town that York Town was, but it wasn’t the sort of work that she wanted to do. Beth was a creative, but those gigs didn’t pay the bills. She wanted to create works of art in many mediums, but she found herself sketching out ad campaigns for big companies instead. It was heartless work, though Beth was good at it.

Her boss was Leroy Mallard. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and way past his prime. He must have been something in his prime, those blue eyes more boyish than lecherous, because he was constantly hitting on everyone in the office, like he had a chance. Beth got creeped out by Leroy, kept her distance, and tried to make sure that she stayed away from him as much as possible. She didn’t want a misunderstanding to ruin her new job. It was paramount to the new life she was building for herself.

“You’re late.”

“I know, but I have sketches for the Goodling Company that they are going to love. You can send them over, save yourself a meeting, and we all win.”

Leroy wanted to be mad at Beth, but once the sketches were in his hand and he took a look, he smiled. A rare occasion, but he agreed that it was worth the ten minutes she was tardy. Beth held her tongue to the tone and way he said it. She couldn’t yell at him like she could her neighbor. It would have been easier. Beth found her relationship with Cole was strained naturally, but at least it was honest.


Chapter 2

Beth

“Maddie, I need to ask you a favor.”

“Does it involve some coffee from Darrisha’s?”

Beth chuckled and agreed that it did.

“Yes, I will go swing by and get him after work. What are you wasting your talent on nowadays?”

Beth sighed, looking out the window that was tiny and let in only so much light. It felt proper to how she felt about her job. It was holding her back, barely giving her any light, and Beth didn’t need the reminder that it all felt like a waste.

“I will have you know that razors are needed in society, or we would all be hairy.”

“Well, I guess you can save the world one smooth leg at a time.”

Beth scoffed. “I paint and sculpt, Maddie. I’m not a doctor. I’m not saving anyone.”

“I don’t know, Beth. Some of your paintings haunt me. I felt changed.”

Secretly, Beth was trying to move people and when she did, her whole being smiled. It was the whole point, to feel and to make others feel. Art was funny in that way, subjective and so necessary, but hardly ever valued. Beth wished it was different, but it wasn’t. She wished she didn’t have to stay later, but with a coffee, Maddie would watch Jesep, and she knew he was in good hands.

“Well, I owe you big time.”

“Hell, you pay better than my job, so I don’t mind. Besides, you know I fell in love with Jesep at first sight.”

“He has that effect on people.”

“You would have that effect on people too, if you gave them a shot.”

Beth didn’t want to talk about her lack of a dating life. Maddie and many others thought that she needed to get back out there and date, but it wasn’t in the cards for Beth. She’d had enough of men.

“Yeah? I would beg to differ.”

“You’re talking about Cole I take it.”

“He’s a troll, banging on my wall this morning.”

“He’s a hot troll.”

Beth had to agree, anyone that saw him would. He had the dark and mysterious thing down pat. She liked the way he looked. Dark, smoldering eyes, strong jawline, insanely well built. The problem was that his eyes were usually looking down on her, and everything that he had said to her was basically incredibly rude. It was hard for Beth to see past those qualities to the hot guy underneath.

Maddie sighed. “I have to go. I will see you in a bit, okay?”

Beth agreed and realized that she was late for a meeting. She felt like she was running in place and getting nowhere, certainly not getting on top of it all.

***

Maddie was excited for her coffee, it was just that good. Beth got one as well and brought dinner with her. Jesep and Maddie were building a fort with blocks, and he didn’t want to stop long enough to wash up for dinner. The living room was the start of a small city and it only reiterated how long Beth had been away. It was another late night, and it was almost time for her son to go to bed. She’d missed it all.

Maddie stayed well into the night, the two women switching to wine after Jesep went to bed. Maddie was in the midst of a love crisis and Beth was happy to help. She knew that Maddie loved too hard and fast. She had done the same thing not too long ago, but Beth was learning fast. She’d learned too fast that relationships could sometimes be the worst.

“You know what I’m going to say.”

“Single life rocks?”

Beth agreed and really meant it most of the time. There were long nights where sleep wouldn’t come, but she would get up and paint, create something until she was tired from the work.

“Something like that.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“Most of the time.”

“I don’t know why you haven’t tried to talk to Cole in that way. He is gorgeous and how convenient, right next door.”

Beth blew out a breath.

“Yeah, and he’s an asshole. Could you imagine being with someone like that? I can, and no thank you. Those broody, tortured types are good in theory, but they will wreak havoc on your life. Cole does mine and he’s just the neighbor.”

Maddie left a little after midnight. They both had to get up early, but Beth was restless. She was thinking about the past, the present, the eternal rat wheel she was on. She walked upstairs to the loft, a small room with the best window and her own little sanctuary. Jesep was asleep downstairs, and Beth spent another hour or two, working into the night on her latest painting.

It was a painting of a man, who for the longest time, didn’t have a face. She knew who she envisioned there, knew who was to be there, but she didn’t understand why. Beth could see the finished piece in her mind, which was how she knew what to paint, but it still stumped her as to why it was Cole that she was sketching. Why was he constantly on her mind?

Beth decided that it was just proximity and his looks. He was attractive, she wouldn’t deny it, and it was clear that he had gotten into her head. She hoped that once the painting was complete, he would leave her mind, like all her other creative endeavors did. Beth would make it and then be done with it, just like she was done with the man himself.

END OF THE SAMPLE!
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