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For my soul sister, Sheena.
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Chapter 1
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DEEP INSIDE THE MARINE base a pair of eyes snapped open in the dark. Eyes that had once been chocolate brown now shone an eerie green, elongated pupils turning darkness into virtual daylight. 

A familiar scent teased his nose. Fragments of memory sifted through his mind like shards of glass, quickly swept away. 

Where was he?

Who was he?

The pain was nearly intolerable. His stomach rolled with nausea.

The surface beneath his bare back was hard, cold. The tang of metal teased his flaring nostrils. He struggled to lift an arm, but he couldn’t move. His arms and legs were strapped down.

Pain, anger, frustration. He opened his mouth to scream, but what came out was not the scream of a man. It was the cry of a dragon.

The man he had once been felt fear. The dragon inside him knew only hunger.

A face appeared, bug-like eyes peering at him through thick lenses. Yellowed teeth flashed in a pale face, a semblance of a smile. “Oh, good. You’re awake. Phase One of testing can begin. Don’t worry. It won’t hurt. Much.” 

––––––––
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RAIN MAURI PUSHED A sweat-soaked lock of hair out of her face and eyed the two lines of recruits. The temperature inside Fossil’s old school gym was unbearably hot. Still, they’d face worse than this in battle. 

“Again! This time like you mean it.” 

The recruits paired off into sparring partners. They circled around each other as she had taught them, fists and feet flying as they sparred. Rain glanced over to the other side of the gym where Micah was teaching his group the fine art of knife fighting.

“Our enemy relies on guns,” he was telling them. “Guns and superior firepower. They don’t understand intelligence, cunning, and close combat fighting. Forget what you may have heard about the military of the past. These men aren’t military. They are bullies.” Micah paced back and forth like a regular general. “And you know what we do to bullies?”

“We pound their asses, sir!” the group chimed back with cheeky grins and a couple of muffled giggles.

Hiding her own smile, Rain turned back to her group. They were coming along surprisingly well. 

Even Albie had insisted on learning a few moves. “They’ll never see me coming,” she’d cackled. “Innocent little old lady.”

The “little old lady” had a hell of an arm with a Molotov cocktail. Rain would have loved to see her with a grenade launcher. Scary.

“Okay, folks, gather ‘round. Micah and I are going to show you a few techniques that might come in handy if you have to get up close and personal with a Marine.” Rain waved the recruits around her into a circle while Micah’s group joined them. “Remember, these guys will show you no mercy. They won’t care who you are or what you’ve done. They don’t give a shit that you’ve got a family to take care of, or that you’re the best lookout in town. They will take what they want and if you’re lucky, they might leave you alive. If not,” she let her voice trail off, eying the recruits closely. She could tell by their grim expressions they knew exactly what she was talking about. Rain gave Micah a nod. “You’re up.”

“All right boys and girls. Watch and learn.” 

Micah lunged at her so fast Rain barely had time to dodge out of the way. Still, he managed to snag the back of her shirt. With one hard yank he had her against his chest, his right arm around her throat cutting off her airway.

On instinct, Rain let her body go limp, sagging in his arms like dead weight. The minute his arm loosened, she rammed her elbow back and caught him in the stomach. If she’d been in any real danger, she would have rammed something else entirely. As it was, she had no intention of damaging that particular part of Micah’s anatomy.

As he staggered a little from the blow, Rain slipped out of his hold. She didn’t get far before he swept out one leg and knocked her feet out from under her. She landed on her back with a thud that almost drove the wind out of her as he scrambled on top her.

Wrapping her legs around Micah’s waist Rain used her body weight and his momentum to flip them over so she was on top. But like any Marine, he was much bigger than her. Rain knew she didn’t stand a change on the ground, so she leaped up and away only to find herself once again being grabbed from behind.

With a quick twist of her body she was facing Micah. A kick between the legs followed by a quick slam of knee to the face and it was all over. 

Granted she hadn’t put any real force behind it. It was all for show, but the recruits clapped and whistled like it was the real thing.

“Remind me never to sneak up on you in a dark alley,” Micah grumbled, but with a note of amusement. 

“Oh, you can sneak up on me in a dark alley any time, pretty boy,” she said with a waggle of her eyebrows. 

He just snorted at that as he clambered to his feet. “Okay, gang, who wants to try the techniques Rain just showed you?”

Several hands raised and waved in the air. “You. Marni, is it?” Rain asked one of the girls in the front of the group.

The girl rolled her eyes. “Melia.” The kid didn’t look a day over thirteen. A profusion of freckles sprinkled across her nose and her big hazel eyes looked far too innocent for a girl who was learning how to kill. Still, this was the world they lived in, much as it sucked.

Rain was about to pick another one of the girls to spar with Melia when a piercing shriek set her teeth on edge. Everyone else froze, looks of abject horror on their faces.

“Shit. Proximity alarm. Everyone to your assigned places, now. Move it!” She grabbed Melia’s arm before the girl could move. Rain wasn’t entirely familiar with the differences in the alarms yet, though she had a bad feeling she knew what this one meant. “Marines?” Shit, that was all they needed.

The girl gulped and shook her head. “No, ma’am. Dragons.”

Dragons? In broad daylight? 

As the girl scurried after the rest of the townspeople, Rain’s eyes sought Micah. He looked just as baffled as she felt. Dragons didn’t go out in daylight. Granted, there was the young dragon that had attacked her and Father Pedro at sunset several months ago, but that was an aberration. 

The gym emptied out, each one of residents of Fossil hurrying to their assigned posts leaving Micah and Rain alone. Rain grabbed her bow and arrows while Micah strapped on his diamond-edged sword, the mark of a Dragon Warrior.   

“Albie told me Fossil hasn’t had a dragon attack in years,” Rain told Micah as they strode across the worn floor of the gym. “Not since the early days of the Dragon Wars. Why now? And in broad daylight, too. Drags never hunt in daylight.”

They were night creatures. It would be like a bat deciding to fly out for a snack of mosquitoes at high noon. It was against nature. 

Micah’s expression was grim. “That’s what I want to know. Fossil has stayed hidden from both the drags and the Marines for decades. And now, just as we’re preparing to make our stand ...”

“The drags aren’t intelligent, are they? We weren’t wrong about that. Were we?” Rain thumbed her bow as they crossed the floor. The possibility was horrifying.

“No.” He shook his head emphatically. “I’ve gone up against too many of them. They’re animals. Big, scary, dangerous animals, but animals none the less.”

“Animals still think. Still hunt.”

“Yeah, but they don’t strategize. Not like people do,” Micah pointed out.

“Then how did they find us after all this time, and how are they attacking in the middle of the day?” The very thought was almost beyond comprehension. Dragons were day blind. What on earth would drive one to hunt in the middle of the day?

“That’s what I mean to find out. Let’s go.”

With a nod, Rain stepped out of the building into the heat of the afternoon. It was high summer, and the sun hung bright and merciless overhead. She could see heat waves shimmering off what remained of the pockmarked, asphalt street. Not a single breath of wind stirred. It had to be well over one hundred degrees in the shade. Any reptile worth its salt would be sunning itself on a rock somewhere, not attacking a town full of people. It just didn’t make sense.

She snagged her dark glasses out of her pocket and popped them on, but they slid down her sweat slicked nose. Annoyed, she shoved them back up silently vowing to have one of the town mechanics take a stab at tightening the hinges up later. “We need to get to the tower.”

Micah nodded and headed through the deserted streets toward the old church. There hadn’t been a service there in well over two decades, but the bell tower had the best vantage point in town. Not only that, but it was the headquarters of Fossil’s new resistance movement. Such as it was.

Micah took the stairs of the tower two at a time, unfazed by the exertion or the heat. Rain followed close on his heels. She’d rather be headed down to the cool of the basement. The tower just got hotter the higher they went, the dry air sucking the moisture from her lungs. One of the downsides of living in the high desert. 

“Report,” Micah bellowed the minute they hit the top floor of the tower.

Rain kept her expression stoic, but inside she was grinning like an idiot. He was damn sexy when he went all commandeering. 

“Over here.” Jeb Thornton waved from the east side of the tower. 

Micah strode across the floor toward the man while Rain carefully kept to the edges of the room. The bell had long since vanished and the hole in the floor had been boarded up, but Rain still felt nervous about walking across the middle of the tower. She could just imagine the boards giving way, plunging someone to a hideous death on the floor below. She wasn’t about to be that someone.

The three of them crouched by the east window. At first Rain saw nothing out of the ordinary. The town lay silent under a layer of dust and a shimmer of heat, a few scraggly trees offering dubious escape from the unrelenting sun. Nothing moved. Nothing breathed.

Then she saw it out beyond the edge of town, wings outstretched against the summer sky: Dragon. It wheeled in lazy loops, plunging toward the ground before swooping back up into the sky. Almost like it was ... playing.

“What the hell?” Her voice came out a whisper even though she knew the drag couldn’t hear her at that distance.

“It’s been doing that since we spotted it,” Jeb said with a nod toward the creature. “Just swooping around like a freaking ballerina.” 

Rain had never seen a ballerina, not in real life. Though when she was growing up back at Sanctuary, Padre Pedro had broken out an old disc of The Nutcracker every year for Yule and insisted they all watch it. She’d loved it when she was little, but the older she got the more frustrated she grew with the promise of a fairy tale that never happened. Rain supposed the dragon’s flight did bear a strange resemblance to that elegant dance.

“Has it noticed the town at all?” Micah’s eyes never left the wheeling dragon.

“Nope.” Jeb shook his graying head, a frown deepening the lines bracketing his mouth and eyes. “Hasn’t paid it any attention. Not even when the alarms went off. Of course, we changed the pitch like you said, so I guess it worked.”

That was something Micah had taught them. While the drags had incredibly keen hearing, there was a deaf spot, a small window within human hearing that the dragons couldn’t sense. He’d been working with some of the townspeople, including Jeb, to apply that to Fossil’s proximity alarms. Smart. 

Rain glanced over at Micah, his sapphire-blue eyes completely focused on the dragon flying out over the desert. “So, what do we do? We need more carcasses for the perimeter.”

That was their plan: Line the perimeter of Fossil with drag bodies. Dragons wouldn’t go near their own dead, not even decades later. It had been her plan, actually. For while the town hadn’t been attacked in years, things could always change. Today was proof of that. 

She could see Micah working it over in that brilliant mind of his. She wondered if he’d been so intelligent before, or if it had been the DNA splicing that had made him scary smart. Not that it mattered. He was Micah Caine and she was crazy in love with him. No matter what kind of wonky DNA he had.

“I think we should leave it for now.” Micah’s eyes were still locked on the beast. “No sense alerting it to our presence if we don’t have to.” He glanced over at Jeb. “Anything changes, I want to know immediately.”

“Got it.” Jeb went back to his surveillance while Rain and Micah headed down the tower steps.

“You sure?” She kept her voice low. While she had no problem questioning Micah when she thought it was warranted, she never did it in front of the troops. It was called solidarity. She’d learned that while Tracking with Sutter. Her heart gave a throb of pain and she quickly shoved aside thoughts of her dead friend. “We really could use more carcasses. And for all we know, that thing already has our scent. Besides, right now we’ve got the advantage.”

“Hunting it would only use manpower and resources we can’t afford right now. We’ve got a decent perimeter without it. If it gets any closer, we’ll make it wish it hadn’t.”

They hit the bottom of the stairs and headed through the dim sanctuary of the church. Old tattered curtains hung like ghosts from long boarded up windows.

“Okay.”

“Okay? That’s it? You’re not going to argue with me?” His tone was bemused.

Rain stopped, surprised by his response. Her eyes scanned his face. “Of course
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