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Praise for Kiss of Fire

“Cooke, aka bestseller Claire Delacroix, dips into the paranormal realm with her sizzling new Dragonfire series. . . . Efficient plotting moves the story at a brisk pace and paves the way for more exciting battles to come.”

—Romantic Times

“Paranormal fans with a soft spot for shape-shifting dragons will definitely enjoy Kiss of Fire, a story brimming with sexy heroes, evil villains threatening mayhem, death, and world domination, ancient prophesies, and an engaging love story. . . . An intriguing mythology and various unanswered plot threads set the stage for plenty more adventure to come in future Dragonfire stories.”—BookLoons




A Wizard’s Fury

Sophie only turned away, carrying the Dragon’s Egg back to Erik’s hoard. He waited for her to return, his thoughts swirling.

If Alex Madison was the Wizard, then she was the one who had taken the initiative that would save humans from the repercussions of their own deeds. And if the old legend was true, she would mate with the Warrior. They would lead the Pyr to victory.

Donovan. The best candidate to become the Warrior had to be Donovan, the Pyr’s greatest fighting machine—and the Pyr most reluctant to make a commitment of any kind. What if the Warrior and the Wizard didn’t consummate their firestorm? What if Donovan didn’t allow himself to be transformed into the Warrior? What if this Alex Madison didn’t want to be involved? Erik winced and shoved a hand through his hair.

He decided that he hated portents and prophecies.
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For all the readers who wrote to me about their love of dragons and their enjoyment of this series. Thank you for your enthusiasm! I hope you enjoy this dragon’s story just as well.




Prologue

August 28, 2007

Erik Sorensson was tired, but the ritual with the Dragon’s Egg always exhausted him. He and the other members of the high circle of Pyr had met in Samoa earlier in the day. Beneath the full lunar eclipse, they had received the portent that the next firestorm would occur in Minneapolis.

Would it be his? Erik thought not.

He hoped not.

He’d worry about the details later. For the moment, he just wanted to sleep in the solitude of his lair. He replaced the Dragon’s Egg in the most secure area of his hoard and yawned.

“It is more than the journey that fatigues you,” said a woman in close proximity.

Erik jumped and pivoted.

Sophie waved her fingertips at him. “Surprise.”

She lounged on one of his two black couches, looking as ethereal as ever. Her fair hair fell loose over her shoulders and she wore a dress made of sheer layers of silver and gray. She could have been a stray beam of moonlight.

Erik checked, but his protective smoke was still thick around the perimeter of his lair. It resonated with the clarity of an unbroken territory mark.

“How did you get in here?”

“I am the Wyvern,” she said without interest. “I know many tricks, both magical and mundane.” She glanced around his home, which was in a converted warehouse. The old hardwood floors gleamed and the furnishings were modern and few. “Nice lair. I like the smell of brimstone. It’s a fitting touch.”

Erik strode across the floor to check his locks. He knew his tone was sharp and he didn’t care. “It’s not brimstone. It’s sulfur. I store the pyrotechnics in the back room.” The locks were exactly as he had left them. He faced Sophie without troubling to hide his irritation.

She held his gaze. “Aren’t you going to ask why I’ve disturbed your solitude?”

“You’re the prophetess. You tell me.”

“I’m not the only one with the gift of foresight.”

Erik muttered something uncomplimentary under his breath and Sophie smiled as he perched on the couch opposite her. He might as well hear what she had to say, as enigmatic as it was likely to be. “All right. Tell me why you’ve come.”

“Surely you can guess.”

“Maybe I don’t want to. I’m tired, Sophie, and need some sleep.”

She shook her head, her gaze knowing. “Sleep isn’t going to fix what ails you.”

Erik ignored that. “Why did you come?”

“I had a portent to deliver, of course.”

“The next firestorm will be in Minneapolis,” Erik said, even though he expected that Sophie already knew as much.

The firestorm was the mating sign of the Pyr, the sign that a Pyr had met the mortal mate who could bear his child. A firestorm could happen at any time in any place, but those  of critical importance to the Pyr were signaled by total lunar eclipses.

“Do you know whose firestorm it will be?”

Sophie closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the couch. Her long hair spread across the dark fabric like a veil. Erik remembered the sight of snow on coal, felt a pang for the past; then her chanted words brought him back to the present.The Dragon’s Tail demands recompense 
Owed the land for man’s violence; 
Both human and Pyr must sacrifice, 
To earn the chance to make matters right. 
A portal has opened to the past 
Making possible what has been lost; 
Time to muster forces for the final battle, 
In which Pyr and Slayer learn their mettle.





“That sounds like a warning,” Erik said when she fell silent.

She opened her eyes and smiled sweetly at him. “It is.”

Erik felt a surge of frustration, one he often felt in Sophie’s presence. “I know there will be three total lunar eclipses, which follow the change of the moon’s node to the Dragon’s Tail. And we’ve known for centuries that a total lunar eclipse is the mark of a firestorm of particular import to the Pyr, like the firestorm the Smith indicated by the last eclipse.”

Sophie continued to smile.

“So, this one, this firestorm that will occur in Minneapolis, must also be important. But how? The Smith is already mated and Sara carries his child. What is significant about the next firestorm, or about the Pyr who will experience it?”

“Three total eclipses in rapid succession,” Sophie mused, staring at her three outstretched fingers. “Three Pyr of critical importance who will feel the firestorm.” She looked at  Erik. “Three firestorms that must succeed, if the Pyr are to survive for the pending battle.”

“We must ensure them all or lose the war before it begins?” Erik was incredulous, but Sophie was serene. “Can’t you tell me any more than that?”

“I brought you the prophecy.”

“But it tells me nothing!”

“On the contrary, it tells you everything you need to know.”

Before Erik could argue, Sophie unfolded herself from the couch and drifted across the room. She seemed to float, to not be bound by gravity. She disappeared into Erik’s hoard and he forced himself to stay put.

They were on the same team, after all. He should trust her.

She returned with the Dragon’s Egg. He was offended to see anyone else handling it. “I just put that away. . . .”

She halted before Erik with the obsidian orb cradled in her hands. “Look,” she said.

Erik knew better than to argue. He looked.

The Dragon’s Egg gleamed. Sophie’s tune began low and soft. Erik couldn’t hear the words, couldn’t anticipate the rhythm, but he knew he was hearing an ancient charm. The surface of the stone seemed to swirl, as if it were covered with clouds of gray.

Storm clouds.

He’d never seen the Dragon’s Egg respond to anything other than the light of a total eclipse. He stared and marveled.

Sophie’s song grew louder and the clouds became darker, ever darker. They churned and boiled on the surface; then abruptly they cleared.

Erik was looking into a dark mirror, one as clear as glass. It reminded him of deep water and he wanted to recoil, but he forced himself to keep looking. His own past wasn’t important, not now.

Sophie leaned over the stone, her brow almost touching his. “Tell me what you see,” she urged in a whisper.

“An office,” he said, watching with excitement as the shapes became clear. “At night. There’s somebody there, working on a computer. I see the screen but no other lights are on.”

He glanced up in confusion.

“Yes. Look deeper.”

Erik did more than look. He used all of his keen Pyr senses and felt the scene. He became a part of it. He was there, in the moment, experiencing the events. He saw shadows separate from the walls, heard the snick of an alarm wire being cut. He sensed a threat sliding into the quiet building and was aware that he looked through the eyes of another.

But who?

“There are others, breaking in,” he murmured. “They don’t know there’s anyone there.”

“Don’t they?” Sophie said quietly.

Erik felt a heart race and knew the person who watched events unfold was afraid. “When will this happen?”

Sophie’s tone was resolute. “Look.”

Erik knew the crime had to somehow be important to him and the Pyr. He looked. He saw chairs being flung and desks overturned. Files were dumped and computers were thrown at walls. “They’re destroying the place. Where is it?”

Sophie didn’t answer.

Erik fell silent when he saw the dragonfire erupt, its orange flames devouring the carpet, cubicles, files, and walls. Its hue and power were unmistakable. He watched more closely, knowing what he would see. His heart sank all the same when he spied the silhouettes of his own kind in the flames.

He felt the viewer’s palms grow damp with terror. He heard the scream of another human being injured and felt the viewer catch his or her breath. He heard malicious laughter and knew what he was witnessing.

The old battle had moved to new ground.

“Slayers,” he said to Sophie, hearing the hatred in his  own voice. “Why this place? What are they trying to destroy? Whom are they hurting?”

Sophie blew on the Dragon’s Egg. The flames on its surface burned brighter, then disappeared, as if she had extinguished them. The Dragon’s Egg was so black that it might never have been otherwise.

“When will this happen? Where?” Erik demanded, his frustration rising when Sophie didn’t reply. “Can it be prevented? Can the victim be saved? Why are they injuring a human?”

Sophie bent and kissed the stone with reverence, and Erik sensed that she was thanking it for its aid.

Then she glanced up at him, her eyes clear and bright. Their remarkable turquoise shade always startled him. “We cannot save humans on our own. They must make reparation themselves for the injury they have done to Gaia—they must initiate change within their own society. Then and only then can we fight for their survival.”

“These humans were targeted by Slayers because they took that initiative,” Erik guessed. Sophie’s smile was fleeting, but he knew by the glimpse of it that he was right.

“You have seen through the eyes of the Wizard,” she said.

Erik caught his breath at her assertion. “The Wizard and the Warrior. It was once said that together they could build an army and lead it to victory.”

Sophie smiled again.

“But that’s just an old story, Sophie, a myth that has no root in truth—”

“A myth?” she interrupted him with a laugh. “And you are not a myth come to life?”

Erik was impatient. “There’s never been a Wizard, not that I know of. . . .”

Sophie spoke as if he hadn’t. “Alex Madison will survive this attack,” she said with force, then met his gaze. “You cannot stop the attack, but you can help her.” Her words silenced Erik’s protestations.

“Alex Madison is the one who was working there, the one  who was afraid,” Erik guessed, but he knew the answer already. He was shocked that he knew the name of the woman who would experience this firestorm—Sophie had never been so forthcoming. A cold shiver of dread slid down his spine. Were their prospects that grim? “And she’s the Wizard.”

Sophie’s smile left him hungry for more.

“When will this happen? Or has it happened already?”

Sophie only turned away, carrying the Dragon’s Egg back to his hoard. Erik waited for her to return, his thoughts swirling.

If Alex Madison was the Wizard, then she was the one who had taken the initiative that would save humans from the repercussions of their own deeds. And if the old legend was true, she would mate with the Warrior. They would lead the Pyr to victory.

Donovan. The best candidate to become the Warrior had to be Donovan, the Pyr’s greatest fighting machine—and the Pyr most reluctant to make a commitment of any kind. What if the Warrior and the Wizard didn’t consummate their firestorm? What if Donovan didn’t allow himself to be transformed into the Warrior? What if this Alex Madison didn’t want to be involved? Erik winced and shoved a hand through his hair.

He decided that he hated portents and prophecies.

He paced as he waited, his impatience rising with every moment.

Sophie didn’t come back.

Erik finally pursued her into the hidden warren of his hoard. The Dragon’s Egg was precisely where it belonged, nestled in its black velvet sack. The doors to his lair were still barred and locked. His smoke was still undisturbed.

But Sophie was gone.

Erik was alone once more. He swore, returned to the main room, and booted up his laptop.

Fortunately, the Wyvern wasn’t his only source of information.




Chapter 1

Minneapolis 
The following October

Hell had swallowed her world.

Worse, there was nothing Alex could do about it.

The flames raged from every side, their orange tongues greedily devouring files, walls, carpeting. It was impossible, improbable that the lab should erupt in fire now. Mark had run through the flames into the lab, but she feared for his life.

Alex was about to go after Mark when someone laughed.

More than one someone.

For once in her life, Alex was cautious. She held a damp cloth over her mouth and listened. Her heart pounded and her palms went damp. She heard the intruders fling open file drawers, heard the flames crackle as fuel was added to the fire. She heard computers crash and screens shatter. She heard the fire alarm ringing insistently as the smoke got thicker.

The laughter became louder, closer, meaner.

Then she heard them smashing the Green Machine in the  lab. The sound infuriated her. Alex had worked years on this project and was within an increment of loosing it on the world. She had forfeited everything; Mark had mortgaged everything; they had begged and borrowed, and it was within a single hair of paying off.

But someone was trying to destroy that dream.

Alex wasn’t going to let that happen. She ran out of her office and her first breath burned her lungs. The carpet in the corridor was in flames. The file room had become an inferno.

None of it stopped her. She ducked her head, darted into the fire, and headed for the lab.

Mark screamed. It was a wrenching cry of pain, a sound unlike anything she’d ever heard him make before.

Alex ran faster.

The laughter grew louder, more malicious. Alex rounded the last corner in the corridor, confronted a wall of flames, and braced herself for the worst.

But what she saw in the lab was beyond any vision of hell she could have imagined. . . .

Alex awakened abruptly. Her heart was galloping and there was a cold trickle of sweat running down her back.

She wasn’t at the lab.

She was in a cold and unfamiliar room. She was lying in an elevated bed and the lighting was low. Darkness pressed against the large window to her left. The walls of the room were a pale mint green and the furniture was stainless steel.

There were no flames.

She looked again, then exhaled shakily. Judging by the darkness outside the windows, it was the middle of the night.

But what day was it?

An IV hung at her side, the needle buried in the back of her left hand. There were bandages on her palms and she could feel her skin sticking to the gauze. She was sore, as if she had been bashed and bruised all over.

But she was safe. Alex forced herself to breathe slowly.

She was safe.

There was no fire.

Even better, there were none of them.

Alex surveyed the unfamiliar room. It looked like a hospital. There was a band on her right wrist with her name and the name of a doctor she didn’t know.

Mark was dead. Alex knew that with complete certainty, although she didn’t want to think about why or how she knew. And the hidden lab of Gilchrist Enterprises, the focus of her life for the past five years, had been destroyed by fire. The Green Machine had been trashed, right before its big moment.

The fire hadn’t been an accident.

That made her furious. Only someone evil could have destroyed something so good. Only a truly awful person could care more about money than the planet itself. An image of that evil rose in Alex’s thoughts, but she shoved it aside.

She might be down, but she wasn’t out yet.

Before she could look for a calendar or chart, Alex heard voices approaching. She did what she had always done when there was trouble brewing: she feigned innocence. She closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep.

“She’s had a quiet day today, at least,” an older woman said, compassion in her tone. “Although she usually has her nightmares around three in the morning.”

“Every night?” asked a man. There was no real interest in his tone.

“Every night,” the woman replied. Alex felt a stroke on the back of her hand. “It’s wearing her out, poor thing.”

“It says here that she talks about dragons,” the man said, and Alex’s breath caught at the word.

Dragons. Her breath hitched and she struggled to remain impassive. The hair was prickling on the back of her scalp.

Dragons.

“She does,” the woman said softly. “She screams and  thrashes, and she shouts out for Mark. Then she cries.” The nurse stroked the back of Alex’s hand. “It’s terrible to watch.”

“Well, she needs sleep to heal,” said the man crisply. “We’re going to kick up the dosage on the sedative. Put it in her drip tonight and see if we can avoid tonight’s nightmare.” Alex heard him scribbling. “And I’m going to move her over to Psych for observation.”

“But you can’t transfer her to the psych ward! She’s just traumatized, and who wouldn’t be—”

“When I want your opinion, Nurse, I’ll ask for it,” the man interrupted. “It’s the twenty-eighth already. Her burns are healed and we need the bed.”

It had been October 14 when she and Mark had driven to the lab and found it burning. The fire had happened on a Sunday, the first Sunday they’d taken off in years.

Alex knew sabotage when she saw it.

She’d lost two precious weeks. If this was midnight on the twenty-eighth, there were only three full days left before the Green Machine’s big chance.

She could make it happen.

A piece of paper tore and Alex heard footsteps as the man walked away. “Who’s next?”

“Poor thing. I would have given you another couple of days.” The nurse gave Alex’s hand one last pat. Then she strode after the doctor, the soles of her shoes squeaking on the linoleum floor.

Alex had seen enough movies not to be thrilled about a move to the psychiatric ward. She wasn’t going to be able to get anything done when she was drugged up and tied down, and she sure wasn’t going to be able to make her presentation from a big padded room.

The best way to avoid the transfer was to leave, and to leave when her move was least expected.

The nurse was getting more sedative to put in her drip.

Now looked like a really good time.

Donovan strolled the quiet corridors of the hospital, striving to look as if he belonged there. He was wearing green scrubs and there was a fake identification card pinned to his pocket. He tried to mimic the resigned exhaustion of the other staff he encountered in the ward, tried to look purposeful but not agitated.

He was looking for room 767. Erik had gotten the room number and a status report from the hospital computers that very afternoon. The Pyr had been waiting for Alex to be healed enough to leave the hospital, watching vigilantly for intruders who might have plans similar to their own. There had been nothing suspicious, not a whiff of smoke.

Donovan didn’t trust the silence. He was on full alert.

After all, the Pyr had found the secret lab of Gilchrist Enterprises one day too late. The Slayers hadn’t killed Alex in their attack on the lab, even though she’d been there.

Which meant they had a two-phase plan.

The sooner she was in the Pyr’s protective custody, the better. Donovan sauntered down the corridor of the seventh floor and hoped Alex didn’t have a roommate. It would make his job simpler.

He also hoped she was sedated.

He snagged a gurney as if he’d been sent to fetch it and mumbled a few words in Spanish to the other orderly loitering by the elevators. He eased down the hall and began to whistle tunelessly.

Room 767 would be on the window side of the hall. He counted the doors and narrowed his eyes to check the number from a distance.

That one. Unfortunately, the room was near the nurses’ station and three nurses were doing their paperwork at the desk. The older one glanced up and Donovan hid his trepidation. She looked like a rule keeper.

“You’re new,” she said with suspicion, and he shrugged.

He mumbled something in colloquial Spanish.

“Figures,” she said under her breath to the younger nurse  beside her. “All the good-looking ones are illegal.” The cute nurse bit back her laughter, then winked at Donovan.

He winked back. Some things were universal.

A couple came out of room 767 just then and he halted to stay out of their way. The nurse followed the doctor in his lab coat, both of them taking notes.

“Have her transferred to Psych before the shift change,” the doctor said. “Call so they know she’s coming. They can watch her for the rest of the night.”

“It’s tough to get a gurney during the night.” The nurse spoke with a disdain that revealed her opinion of the doctor. “Lots of morgue traffic this month with that flu.”

The doctor gave her a look so poisonous that another woman would have flinched. This nurse, though, just looked right back at him. Donovan pretended to need to tie his shoelace so he could keep his head down.

“There’s one right there,” the doctor said, pointing to Donovan and his gurney.

“Where’s that going?” the nurse asked Donovan.

He decided he spoke only Spanish, and was inclined to be quiet. He shrugged, as if it wasn’t his problem.

“Solved,” the doctor said with satisfaction, and turned away.

The nurse sent the dark glance this time, aiming it for the doctor’s back, then called to the station. “Maria? Can you finish up for me? I’m just going to get this patient transferred.” The cute nurse left the desk, smiling at the doctor.

The one who had accompanied the doctor meanwhile beckoned to Donovan. She indicated that he should take the gurney into room 767, then gave him instructions in Spanish. He nodded his head, shuffled his feet, and hoped like hell that it was Alex they were planning to move.

If not, he would have to make a mistake.

Maybe he was illiterate, too.

Alex’s scheme was foiled before it began. Within moments of deciding to escape, she was strapped to a gurney, still pretending to be out cold, and gliding down the corridor.

This was so not a part of her plan.

Even worse, she didn’t feel well. There was a sizzle of heat beneath her skin, one that had started when the attendant had moved her to the gurney. She felt feverish and excited and agitated, as if she were burning up.

And aroused.

This was not good.

What was she going to do? Her situation was only going to get worse. She had to act now. But could she even walk? She didn’t remember being on her feet at all—she was probably weak and might be dizzy.

That eliminated the chance of running.

Or at least, of running and not getting caught.

The nurse remained behind, only the attendant with his strong arms escorting her. Alex felt as if her blood were humming. Was it the drugs? Or was it an effect of shock? She didn’t like it, either way. The gurney was guided into an elevator.

“Main floor?” asked someone else.

“Sí,” agreed the attendant. It was the first sound he had uttered and Alex was surprised at the deep resonance of his voice. It seemed to vibrate within her and awaken a desire she hadn’t felt in a long time.

She opened her eyes a slit and caught him studying her. Her heart skipped and she closed her eyes again.

He had auburn hair and green eyes.

He was tall, muscular, and handsome.

And he knew she was awake. She could tell by the glimmer of mischief that had danced in his eyes. She could have sworn that if she’d kept looking, he would have winked.

Alex tried not to panic. He’d tell them in Psych that she was conscious, and they’d give her a sedative immediately.  She’d never get out of here in time, and those who had destroyed the Green Machine would win. Alex couldn’t let that happen.

Even if she wasn’t sure what she could do about it. She wasn’t good at standing aside. Alex liked to solve problems, fix things, leap in and do her best to change the course of the world. Her hand clenched on the rail of the gurney in her frustration.

To her astonishment, the man steering the gurney stroked the back of her hand with a fingertip, as if to reassure her, although Alex didn’t know why he’d bother.

She also couldn’t understand why heat emanated from his touch, making her skin sizzle. She let her hand fall limp in her surprise. Her breath caught in her throat just as the elevator dinged for the main floor, covering the sound of her dismay.

The other passenger left the elevator first and strode to the right. The attendant pushed the gurney to the left.

How far was it to the psych ward?

Could she trust him to help her?

Could she ask?

She wished suddenly that she’d learned Spanish.

Alex peeked through her lashes to find that they were leaving the lobby. He turned into a quieter corridor and picked up speed. Alex couldn’t see anyone in this hallway and it didn’t look as if it went anywhere important.

Did they lock the psych patients in the basement? She gripped the railings again.

“Just stay cool and don’t move,” he said through his teeth. Alex was shocked by his vehemence and his words. He did speak English. “Leave everything to me. I’ll get you out of here.”

Before Alex could say anything, he tossed a sheet over her face, then turned another corner. Alex couldn’t believe what she had heard, but when they got into another, smaller elevator, she smelled formaldehyde.

Then she knew where they were going.

She caught her breath and her apparent savior tapped one fingertip on her shoulder in silent warning. She felt the sizzle of a spark, heard him swear under his breath, but knew what he meant.

She shut up. Corpses, after all, weren’t known to be chatty. Was he really going to help her?

The elevator doors opened and the air was cold. Alex refused to shiver. He moved faster then, pushing her down a narrow corridor. Alex had a vague impression of other gurneys parked on either side; then her driver was challenged by someone else.

He explained himself rapidly in colloquial Spanish.

She was sure there were some cuss words in his response.

He didn’t slow down while he talked, compelling the interrogator to run beside him to continue asking questions. Alex could hear the other man’s footsteps. His voice rose in protestation, her driver’s assurances seeming to fall on deaf ears.

Alex held her breath.

There was a squeak of hinges and a waft of cold air that smelled of freedom. Her attendant kept talking, his tone low and persuasive. Alex heard a car door open—no, it was bigger than a regular door. A gate on a truck maybe.

Another man joined her attendant, the two of them unlocking the stretcher from the gurney. She slid horizontally and guessed that she’d heard the back gate of a hearse.

The interrogator began to shout.

“Madre de Dios,” muttered Alex’s attendant.

“Beguile him,” commanded the other man, his voice even deeper.

Alex felt her gurney driver turn away, felt the absence of his attention as if she’d turned her back on a fire. His tone was low and urgent, yet strangely melodic.

The other man argued with him persistently.

The deep-voiced companion meanwhile pushed the  stretcher all the way into the hearse. Alex heard him walking around the vehicle. She eased back the edge of the sheet as he got into the driver’s seat of the hearse and started the engine.

She could see through the back of the hearse that the hospital employee was more agitated.

Alex’s auburn-haired attendant shook his head curtly. “That’s it,” he muttered, and the other man fell silent in surprise at his English.

“But . . .”

Her attendant decked the smaller hospital employee, who disappeared from Alex’s view. Her ally bent over the fallen man, before giving his companion a thumbs-up.

“He’ll have a shiner, that’s all. And we’re out of here.” His confidence did dangerous things to Alex’s equilibrium. He reached for the gate to the hearse.

“What’s going on?” she asked, her words coming slowly.

He grinned and winked at her, the gold stud in his earlobe glinted wickedly. Her heart skipped a beat at the sight.

“We’re saving you, Alex Madison,” he said, his eyes filled with dangerous lights. “Saving you and the Green Machine. Hang on.” He slammed the back gate with a decisive gesture as his companion put the hearse into gear.

He knew who she was.

He knew about the Green Machine.

Alex knew she’d gone from the frying pan into the fire. She was being kidnapped, probably by two men working with the ones who had torched the lab.

Dragons. Her mind shied away from that last image of Mark.

Alex worked her hands free beneath the sheet and pulled out the IV drip. She willed herself to wake up.

She wasn’t kidnapped yet.

Erik had set him up.

Donovan seethed with the realization. Erik had chosen  Donovan to capture Alex because Erik knew that she would be Donovan’s destined mate. He didn’t know how Erik knew, but he was convinced he did.

Well, Donovan wasn’t going to fall for the manipulation of the leader of the Pyr as easily as that.

It was a dangerous and daring choice—exactly the kind of thing Donovan might have done—but a plan that could have gone badly awry. He’d been startled by the firestorm. He could have made a mistake. He could have been unlucky—instead of glancing up to find the nurse too absorbed in her charts to notice the spark dancing between himself and her patient.

And he needed to work on his beguiling talents. He was jangled at the abrupt arrival of his firestorm, infuriated that Erik had set him up, and had only just barely gotten them out of there without serious trouble.

He and Erik would have to have a talk.

It wouldn’t be a friendly one.

Rafferty ignored Donovan’s sour mood, which could mean only one thing. Donovan’s mentor was complicit. Donovan folded his arms across his chest and glared out the windshield.

It didn’t help matters that he was strongly attracted to Alex. She was precisely the kind of woman he most admired: tall and athletically built. Dark hair was his particular favorite and he had a weakness for clever women. The inventor of the world’s first eco-friendly car couldn’t be anything less than brilliant.

The hearse had mushy suspension and lousy acceleration. Donovan was impatient with its stately progress. The windows were tinted, so no one would be able to recognize them, and Donovan had smeared mud on the license plates. There was a barrier between the front seats and what Donovan thought of as a cargo bay, but Alex would be safe enough there until they got to Rafferty’s car.

She seemed to still be sedated, anyway.

She was his mate.

Donovan tried to avoid the truth, but the truth wasn’t having any of it. He could still feel the spark that had leapt between his fingertip and her shoulder in the elevator, could still feel the heated shimmer of his body awakening to her presence as he moved her to the gurney in her room. He was still simmering, just because she was mere feet away from him, and his protective urges were redoubled.

His firestorm.

Defiance boiled within him, and his mind churned to create an alternative plan. He wasn’t designed for settling down with one mate for the duration, for commitment and parenthood. He wasn’t like Quinn and he wasn’t like Rafferty.

Donovan liked running solo just fine.

“It went well,” Rafferty murmured in old-speak, his words the barest rumble in Donovan’s thoughts.

“You knew, too,” he accused, replying in kind.

Rafferty shrugged. Donovan appreciated that his mentor didn’t lie to him, but he didn’t like that Rafferty thought it had been necessary to deceive him.

“No excuses?” he demanded, his tone harsh even for old-speak.

“You won’t believe anything I tell you about serving the greater good,” Rafferty replied. He stopped at a traffic light and looked directly at Donovan, a yearning in his gaze. “Is it true?”

Donovan nodded. Rafferty exhaled with obvious disappointment. He put his hand on Rafferty’s shoulder. “It should have been yours. You’re the one who wants a firestorm, not me.”

“The Great Wyvern has wisdom beyond ours,” Rafferty said with a conviction that Donovan didn’t share.

“The Great Wyvern likes to jerk us all around,” he retorted, just before the back door of the hearse flew open. He heard the click, saw the warning light on the dash, felt the draft.

Donovan pivoted. In the light that poured into the rear of the hearse, he saw a woman in a backless hospital gown.

Running away.

“Shit!” he shouted, and flung himself out of the hearse. Rafferty stopped, but Donovan was already running in pursuit of his mate.

“Stop!” he shouted.

Alex didn’t.

She made directly for the ER entrance, her steps wobbly but determined. She was faster than he would have believed. A pair of people turned to watch as she hobbled up to the lit entryway barefoot, her gown fluttering around her hips.

Donovan halted with reluctance. He couldn’t exactly follow her there and snatch her up. Donovan reminded himself of his failure to beguile the other orderly. There would be even more witnesses by the time he caught Alex and carried her off.

“Let her go,” Rafferty counseled, pulling the hearse to a halt beside Donovan. “We’ll follow her and wait for a better moment.”

Donovan flung himself into the passenger seat, watching Alex intently. A taupe Buick was parked in the curve of the entryway, its engine running, and she headed straight for it.

Alex opened the driver’s door and slid into the car as if it had been her destination all along. She must have said something to the people there or smiled, because they shrugged and turned away.

The Buick roared as she rocketed out of the Emergency drop-off.

“Follow her!” Donovan cried, wishing that he was driving, that he had his Ducati instead of this limping excuse for a vehicle.

“I thought she was sedated.”

“So did I. She’s taking a right there.”

“I’m on it,” Rafferty acknowledged. “Relax.” The silence  between the two Pyr crackled, Donovan aware only of his own irritation.

It was Erik’s fault. He should have told Donovan about the firestorm, should have warned him. Surprise was ruining his game.

But then if he’d known he’d be stepping into his own firestorm, he’d never have accepted the assignment.

“Usually you’re the one who bolts,” Rafferty observed. “Around for a good time, not a long time, as you like to say.”

“She took another right,” Donovan said tightly. He’d been angry before, but it was beyond unthinkable that his destined mate should flee from him and his protection.

Women did not run away from Donovan Shea.

Ever.

It was rude of Rafferty to remind him.

“You still think the Great Wyvern doesn’t know how to plan a lesson?” the older Pyr mused.

Donovan barely kept himself from doing injury to his old friend. “I don’t want to think about lessons and plans,” he snapped.

“Maybe you should. Maybe this won’t go well until you do.”

“Just drive.” Donovan sat back and forced himself to think calmly. “Where do you think she’s going?”

Rafferty mused as they took another turn. “I’ll put my nickel on that lab of Gilchrist Enterprises.”

“Me, too. Exactly where the Slayers will look for her.” Donovan snarled in his frustration. He might not want a firestorm, but having one meant that Alex Madison was his responsibility—never mind that he was to take her into the protective custody of the Pyr. “I thought she was supposed to be a genius.”

Rafferty was unruffled. “Then she must have a good reason for going back there.”

“Maybe she’s one of those brilliant people who don’t do real life that well.”

“Maybe. In which case, she’s a perfect match for you.”

“She’s not going to be my match. . . .”

“Is that so?” Rafferty murmured.

Donovan gritted his teeth as Alex took another turn in the direction of the industrial park where the lab was located. “Miss the turn,” he said impulsively. “Let her think she lost us.”

“And?” Rafferty asked as he did what Donovan suggested.

“Ditch the hearse and wait for me at Erik’s hotel suite.”

“But what about Alex?”

Donovan spoke with grim determination. “I’m not that easy to ditch. Stop along here and let me out.” He slanted a glance to Rafferty. “You can tell Erik that I’ll bring her there safely.”

Rafferty pulled to a halt at the side of the road and Donovan reached for the door handle. When the door opened, they both caught their breath at the scent.

“Slayer,” Rafferty said softly, his nostrils flaring. Donovan stepped out of the car and Rafferty leaned across the seat. “And no one I know. You sure you want to do this alone?”

“Yes.” Donovan was using all of his keen senses to identify the threat to his mate. The Slayer was old, but younger than he was. He was alone and unfamiliar. He wasn’t that close.

“He might not be alone. Boris can disguise his presence.”

Donovan was dismissive. It would take a herd of Slayers to bring him down. “She’s my mate and my responsibility.”

Donovan ignored the quirk of Rafferty’s lips at that. Doing his job was not the same as committing himself to one woman for the duration, but he suspected that Rafferty wouldn’t see things that way.

“You’ll need help,” Rafferty said in old-speak.

Donovan glared at him. “My firestorm. My problem.”

Rafferty frowned. “But—”

“You and Erik lied to me. I’ll do this alone.” Donovan  could tell that Rafferty was offended, but he didn’t care. He was offended that he’d been tricked.

“Suit yourself.”

Donovan nodded once at his mentor. “Go. I’ll be fine.” He strode down a quiet side street without looking back. He heard the hearse move away.

His only regret was that he didn’t have the gloves Quinn had made for him. He’d left them at Erik’s hotel, afraid their metal talons would trigger an alarm in the hospital. Now he felt vulnerable without them.

Especially as there was a Slayer around.

Donovan found a dark alley, stepped into its shadows, and shifted shape immediately. He leapt into the sky and flew toward the lab.

And Alex.

If he got to her first, the Slayer would have a bigger fight on his talons than he expected.

Gilchrist Enterprises smelled of smoke and destruction. Given a choice, Alex would have gone anywhere else in the world, but the first thing she needed was here.

She just had to get it fast.

If she could have disappeared without coming here, she would have. The only good thing was that her brother, Peter, had given her that dare.

And she’d followed through.

Alex punched in her access code and held her breath until the light flashed green. She hauled open the steel door and ducked inside. The lab was dark. Alex could smell ash and melted plastic; broken glass crunched underfoot.

She would not go into the lab itself.

Alex didn’t believe for a minute that the guys in the hearse really had lost track of her. Did they know where she was going?

Alex didn’t intend to linger and find out.

She found her office by feel and by memory, and tapped  the code into the security panel of the fire safe. The drawer rumbled open, making far too much noise in the silent building.

Alex held her breath, but there was no sound of pursuit. All she could hear was the pounding of her own heart, which was loud enough to hide a lot. She reached into the dark drawer, relieved when her fingers landed on a big Ziploc.

Her stashed package was there and still sealed.

Alex snatched the package and ran. She bolted back down the corridor and out of the building, without glancing to either side.

She was in the stolen car, hitting the gas even before she had the door fully closed, the Ziploc on the seat beside her. She squealed the tires, caring only that she got out of there ASAP.

She heard the sirens in the distance and told herself it was just a coincidence. The police couldn’t be after her for leaving the hospital without her doctor’s authorization, although someone might have an issue with her having stolen the Buick.

On the other hand, anyone who had left a car idling at the entrance to the ER probably had bigger problems in the short term. Her gaze fell again to the key tag, which pronounced the vehicle to be the possession of Archibald Forrester, WWII vet.

She really hoped Archibald was okay.

She’d stolen a car. Alex couldn’t even believe it herself, but what else could she have done? Too bad she hadn’t thought to grab a pair of latex gloves at the hospital. Her fingerprints would be all over Archibald’s car by now.

A lifetime of being honest hadn’t prepared her for recent events—or for what she was going to do about it. Alex was going to have to lift her game if she was going to be a successful survivor.

Like Harrison Ford in The Fugitive.

Alex gripped the wheel. She could do that. Alex glanced in the rearview mirror and nearly had heart failure.

The hunky gurney driver was in the backseat.

He waved at her and cast her a smile that made her heart go thump. “Hi, gorgeous. Going my way?”




Chapter 2

Alex swerved and came close to putting the car into the ditch. When she was back in her lane on the empty road, she looked in the mirror again.

He was still there, still smiling at her with confidence.

Even worse, he was better looking than she’d thought.

Maybe that said something sad about her recent social life. Admiring the looks of a kidnapper didn’t count as the smartest thing she’d ever done.

He was broad shouldered and tanned. His hair was wavy and auburn, his jaw square. His eyes were very green—or maybe the hospital scrubs made them look more green—and Alex felt a familiar heat start low in her belly.

Maybe she was experiencing side effects from whatever had been in her IV drip. She wasn’t dead, but she wasn’t stupid, either. Alex decided to take command of the situation.

It wouldn’t solve anything if he knew she was terrified.

“Get out of the car,” she said with authority. “Right now.”

“Tell me what you took from Gilchrist Enterprises first. Was it this?” He reached for the Ziploc on the front seat and Alex swerved the car hard. He fell back in the opposite  corner of the backseat while the car fishtailed down the road.

“Where’d you get your license?” he asked with indignation as he sat up and straightened his jacket. “Out of a cereal box?”

Alex glared at him in the mirror. “Get out of the car.”

A glint of challenge danced in his eyes and she knew he wasn’t going to be so easily daunted as her brother, Peter. He reached for the Ziploc again and Alex hit the brakes hard. The car almost stopped on its hood.

She’d hoped he’d go right through the windshield, but her move had precisely the wrong effect. He catapulted over the bench seat, taking advantage of his own momentum, braced his hand on the dash, and landed elegantly right beside her.

He was an athlete, then, or a gymnast. Just her luck.

He bumped shoulders with her and a spark danced between them. Alex stared at it in shock, then hit the gas.

A spark? There couldn’t have been a spark.

But she’d felt that heat before.

They’d put hallucinogens in her IV drip. That had to be it. Side effects were the only possible explanation for the way she was tingling. He was close beside her, close enough to bump thighs, close enough for her to see how well the scrubs emphasized his muscled legs. He must be tall, taller even than she was.

Alex told herself that she didn’t want to know.

She probably shouldn’t be driving.

She accelerated and wrenched the wheel hard to the left. He was flung against the passenger door. “Maybe you got that license mail order,” he said, rubbing his shoulder and wincing. “Take it easy, would you?”

“I told you to get out of the car.” Alex snatched the Ziploc and dropped it down the neck of her gown.

He straightened and pushed a hand through his hair, watching her all the while. His smile should have been classed as a lethal weapon. “Now things are getting interesting.”

“Don’t even think it.” Alex kept the Buick spinning in a tight donut of a turn. The wheels squealed against the pavement, but the g-force kept him at the other end of the bench seat.

“Or what? You’ll drive even more recklessly?”

“This is defensive driving.”

“Don’t tell me you’re defending yourself against me.”

“You see any other would-be kidnappers in the vicinity?” Alex straightened out the wheel and accelerated, going over a curb so hard that he smacked the back of his head on the headrest.

He winced, rubbed his neck, then turned his glittering gaze upon her. Alex’s mouth went dry. He eased along the bench seat toward her, his voice dropping to a purr.

“Let’s just understand each other,” he murmured, and Alex shivered. She made the mistake of glancing his way and couldn’t tear her gaze away from his. “I don’t snatch what I want from women. I don’t have to steal. They give it to me, willingly.”

“Before or after you hurt them?”

His eyes flashed with anger. “I’ve never hurt a woman. Ever.” He spared a glance out the windshield. “Although you might hurt both of us.” He made a grab for the wheel.

“What?” Alex looked to find a truck closing fast. She turned right, rocking the car on its shocks, and passed within inches of the truck. The truck driver honked as Alex took a shaking breath.

“Just drive,” her companion suggested. “I’ll stay over here. Promise. I won’t even go after the Ziploc.”

Alex couldn’t keep her tone from turning scornful. “Because you think I’m going to just give you whatever you want?”

“Because of this.” His words were low enough to make her shiver again. He reached out a hand and before Alex could flinch, a spark leapt between his fingertip and her shoulder.

It was harder to deny it the second time.

She certainly couldn’t deny the heat of arousal slipping over her skin. Her mouth went dry, her breath caught, and she was achingly aware of how long and tanned his fingers were. His hands looked strong and sexy; the auburn hair on his arm contrasted with the stainless steel of his watch. It was too expensive a watch for an orderly. Who was he? What did he really want?

Why was she even wondering about it?

Alex was very aware of how masculine he was, how close his hand was to her shoulder. Or to her breast. It was easy, too easy, to imagine how he would persuade a woman to do whatever he wanted.

He’d move slowly, purposefully. Alex forced herself to watch the road. He moved his hand away and looked grim.

She needed to find out what kind of stuff had been in her drip, in case she ever wanted to feel this hot and uninhibited again.

Assuming that she lived long enough to have the choice.

“Get out of the car.”

“First tell me what you stole.”

“Nothing.” It was true: the Ziploc was her own possession, therefore not stolen.

“That’s a big bag of nothing in your gown.”

Alex had to ditch him and the car. There was something wrong with Archibald’s car. It was a crisp October night; she was barefoot in a backless cotton hospital gown; the heater was off and she was melting.

Maybe it would have been more accurate to say that she was sizzling. She was far too aware of her lack of underwear, as well as the allure of her attacker.

This was why she never took drugs.

“Why don’t you slow down a bit?” he suggested.

Alex ignored him and pushed the gas harder. She made a two-wheel turn onto the main road that led into the industrial park. She felt his gaze upon her and could have named the moment he saw that she wasn’t wearing a bra.

Alex couldn’t keep herself from blushing. To her mortification, her nipples were tightening and she hoped he couldn’t see them. No luck. She looked down and their peaks were unmistakable.

He turned to stare out the window, his throat working before he spoke. “You seem tense,” he noted. “Your first stolen car?”

“First time someone tried to kidnap me,” she snapped, and he laughed.

He had a good laugh, one that tempted her to laugh with him.

As if.

“If it’s any consolation, this is my first attempted kidnapping. How am I doing?” He turned that wicked smile on her and Alex was drowning in desire again.

Did Stockholm Syndrome happen this fast? Why did she want to trust this man? It was irrational and Alex was not irrational.

“Lousy. Get out of the car right now.” Alex poked at the temperature control to turn down the heater, but it was already off. Obviously Archibald’s car needed service.

“No, we’re in this together now.”

“No, we’re not. Just tell me what you want.”

“Sparkling conversation; good champagne; peace on earth.” He shrugged and settled back against the seat with a sigh. Alex wasn’t fooled. She knew he’d move fast if she did anything unpredictable. “What everyone else wants, pretty much, which must be why there’s never enough of any of the above.”

His smile must have been intended to weaken her resistance.

It worked beautifully. Alex liked how his eyes sparkled. She liked that the scrubs stretched across his chest, and she even liked the single gold stud he wore in his left ear. Alex could believe that he didn’t have to take whatever he wanted from women.

She was in big trouble.

At least, things couldn’t get worse.

Something heavy landed on the roof right then, landed so hard that the car bounced. Alex lost her grip on the wheel for a moment.

“What the hell was that?” Her companion leaned forward to peer out the windshield.

A large tail hit the glass with a resounding thwack at the very same moment.

“Shit!” Alex’s companion put one arm over his own face and one over Alex’s as the windshield cracked into a thousand shards. Alex couldn’t see a thing—because she had her own eyes squeezed shut, too—but she didn’t lift her foot from the gas.

She knew what kind of tail it was.

“Dragons!” she shouted, and swerved hard to one side. The Buick went over the curb, nearly giving both of them whiplash, then bounced across rough terrain.

The hunk swore again. “You’re going to kill us!”

Even though he’d moved his arm and she’d opened her eyes, Alex still couldn’t see. The safety glass had done its job, breaking but staying in place. There was no light other than the meager bit cast by the Buick’s headlights. She must have broken one of them. Alex was going too fast, but she wasn’t going to stop the car and become dragon chow.

She would not think about Mark.

“What’s wrong with dragons?”

“What’s right with dragons?” Alex winced as the dragon tail hit the windshield again, hard enough this time to take out the safety glass completely. Cold air rushed in.

It was an amber-colored dragon tail.

One of Mark’s tormentors had come after her.

Alex didn’t need to ask why. Gleaming silver dragon talons appeared on the edge of the roof. Alex screamed.

Her companion reached for the wheel. “I think we’re going fast enough.”

“No, we’re not.” Alex pushed him aside. “We’re not going nearly fast enough.” She put her accelerator down to the floor, not caring that the car was completely out of control.

The amber dragon leaned over the edge of the roof just then, the sight of his many teeth making Alex’s heart stop cold. He opened his mouth, exuded a puff of smoke, and Alex knew she was toast.

Maybe the psych ward would have been the better choice.

Donovan blamed the firestorm.

He didn’t want a firestorm. He had tried to reassure Alex and had missed the scent of the approaching Slayer.

Alex screamed and held up her bandaged hands in front of her face as the Slayer inhaled to breathe dragonfire. The car raced toward a stand of trees and Donovan had nothing left to lose.

“Hey, do you know Boris?” he asked the dragon on the roof. “Because I haven’t seen him for a while. Is he doing okay?”

The Slayer blinked, shocked into not loosing his dragonfire. “How do you know Boris?”

That moment was the only advantage Donovan needed.

He leapt through the windshield, changing shape en route. It was a smooth move. He reared back, flying above the car in dragon form, and felt the awe of his opponent. The car bounced across the field, losing speed. Alex must have taken her foot off the gas.

“You’d better believe it,” Donovan said. “I was hoping to kill him, but the sneaky bastard got away.”

“You’re Pyr,” the Slayer hissed with hatred.

“The real thing,” Donovan said. “In living Technicolor.” He breathed dragonfire on the infuriated Slayer.

The Slayer was the golden hue of amber, his scales patterned as if they held bubbles and leaves of prehistoric plants. His talons were silver and ornate.

Donovan had never seen him before.

The Slayer ducked and twisted under Donovan’s assault, taking off quickly. Donovan ascended behind him and seized his wings. They locked claws and wrestled, tumbling end over end through the air.

Donovan wished again for his steel claws as he tried to rip open the Slayer’s chest. The Slayer exhaled smoke and Donovan ducked it, slashing at his attacker with his tail. The Slayer took the hit and fell bonelessly toward the earth.

The Buick, meanwhile, was leaping across the field. Alex couldn’t be intending to crash the car, could she?

Donovan flew in pursuit and landed on the roof of the car. He reached through the windshield to grab her.

Alex recoiled from him in terror, releasing the wheel as she lifted her hands in front of her face again. “No! Don’t touch me. You’re a dragon—”

“And in five seconds, you’ll be dead. Choose your poison, gorgeous.”

Alex gaped at him, obviously recognizing his voice.

“Yes, I’m the dragon,” he said impatiently, not needing a replay of that scene from his past. “Come on!”

She looked at the trees, closing fast, then looked at him and fainted.

“Good choice.” Donovan snatched her arm and hauled her right through the broken windshield. He snatched her precious Ziploc from the seat, then ascended as quickly as he could.

A heartbeat later, the car hit the first of the trees. It rolled and exploded, sending a tongue of flame into the night sky.

So much for Archibald Forrester’s Buick.

Donovan turned and watched the amber Slayer fly away. Boris had to be in the vicinity, if not others as well. Once again, the Slayers had let Alex live. It wasn’t a coincidence, although Donovan didn’t know their plan.

He flew for Erik’s hotel suite. He looked down at Alex and his heart tightened. She was gorgeous, as well as tough and smart. Spunky even when terrified, she could have been  specially ordered just for him, the precise kind of woman he liked best.

But Donovan wasn’t going to have a firestorm.

All he had to do was tell Erik as much, and that wasn’t likely to go well. On the upside, his mate was probably going to be good with his decision, given her fear of dragons.

Funny, but that didn’t make Donovan feel any better.

Alex awakened in a strange room.

Again.

She kept her eyes closed. It smelled more like a hotel room than a hospital room. She didn’t hear anyone else in the room, didn’t feel the presence of anyone else, either.

She felt less woozy and cooler. The drugs were wearing off.

Alex opened her eyes cautiously. She was lying on a regular bed in a darkened hotel room. Actually, it was a pretty nice bed, a king-sized bed with high-thread-count linens.

Not a dumpy hotel, then. The door to an adjoining room was ajar. As far as she could tell, she was untouched. She still had bandages on her hands, still felt bruised, but was pretty sure there was no new damage.

She was not going to think about dragons.

There were men arguing in the adjacent room. Alex could hear the rumble of their voices. She heard the cadence of a familiar voice and knew that the hunk who had tried to kidnap her was close by.

So, he had succeeded and, as a bonus, he was irritated.

Another rumble sounded like his laconic older partner, the one who had driven the hearse. The third man had a faint British accent and Alex was sure she didn’t recognize his voice.

She wasn’t going to speculate on their plans for her.

It was time to go.

The door with the dead bolt must lead to an outside corridor. Her Ziploc was on the desk by the phone. There was  a small backpack on the chair and a leather jacket hanging over its back.

Alex eased from the bed and grabbed her Ziploc. She was relieved that it seemed to be exactly as she’d left it. She peeked into the backpack and saw a T-shirt and sweatpants. She decided they could be her spoils of battle. She dressed quickly, feeling warmer and less like a flasher. The sweats were too long and the T-shirt was too wide, but she’d live.

Alex ran a hand over the shoulder of the black leather jacket and knew it was his. She tingled when she remembered how he had looked at her, as if she were the sexiest woman alive.

He’d tried to kidnap her. He’d hidden in the back of her stolen car. He’d challenged her and charmed her, and Alex was more attracted to him than was healthy. Sparks had shot between them.

She realized she was caressing his leather jacket.

He had changed shape, too. He’d become a dragon. She hadn’t imagined that.

The men’s voices rose slightly and someone was pacing in the next room. Alex’s heart leapt at the deep sound of his voice—she knew that she’d be in deep trouble if she saw him again, if he smiled at her, if he winked at her, if he laughed.

The green scrubs were discarded on the carpet. There was a helmet on the desk, a set of keys tossed beside it.

Alex stared. She couldn’t possibly be so lucky, could she?

The key tag had a Ducati Monster logo. Alex knew that was a kind of motorcycle, an expensive Italian kind: she remembered Peter wanting one desperately and arguing with their father as only a teenager can argue for his heart’s desire. Peter—no surprise—had lost both the battle and the war.

He’d never been good at getting what he wanted.

Alex remembered her brother’s astonishment when she’d shown him her own motorcycle license shortly afterward.

She picked up the keys, ensuring they didn’t rattle. There couldn’t be two Ducati Monsters in the parking garage, and if there were, she’d steal the one that the key started.

There was a pair of black leather boots beside the desk: she took them, pulled on the jacket, and carried the helmet. Alex crept to the door and eased the dead bolt open.

The men continued their dispute in the other room. Alex turned the knob and was very appreciative of the maintenance people in this particular hotel.

The hinges didn’t make a sound. Alex slipped out the door. She pushed her feet into the boots. They were too big, but would be better than riding barefoot. She put the Ziploc into the inside pocket of his jacket. The elevator was in the direction opposite to the room where the men argued.

Alex didn’t linger long enough for her luck to change.

Donovan paced the main room of Erik’s suite. It wasn’t enough that his mate was safe in the next room. It didn’t appease him that the smoke the Pyr had breathed together was deep and thick, protecting them from Slayers as surely as if they had been in a permanent lair.

He had been deceived, and his mate could have easily paid for it.

Rafferty tented his fingers together as he watched Donovan, waiting for trouble to erupt. Erik was at the desk, using his laptop, trying to ignore Donovan.

Donovan wasn’t ready to be ignored. “You sent me to my own firestorm!” he charged. “Without one single word of warning. You lied to me, Erik!”

“Not exactly,” Erik said mildly, typing without glancing up. His British accent was more pronounced, as it always was when he was annoyed and pretending not to be. “Unless you count a lie of omission.”

“I do!”

“Lead with anger and follow with remorse,” Rafferty murmured.

“What are you talking about?” Donovan demanded.

“It’s an old saying,” his mentor explained mildly. “One that I’ve endeavored to teach you for several hundred years without success. You need to harness your anger.”

“I need friends who don’t lie to me.”

At that, Erik glanced up. “And if I had told you the truth, would you have gone to collect her?”

“Of course not. I don’t want a firestorm. You know that.”

Erik returned his attention to his laptop. “Precisely my point.”

“You won’t compel me to act upon the firestorm.”

“I don’t think you have a choice.”

Donovan strode to the desk and leaned his weight on it, compelling Erik to look at him. “I’m not going to consummate a firestorm. I ride alone, always have.”

“You don’t have to commit yourself to her forever,” Erik said. “Quinn’s solution is not necessarily that of every Pyr.”

“What then?” Donovan challenged. “I should have sex with her, get her pregnant, and walk away? No kid needs to live my story again. Keir didn’t do me any favors.”

“Your father’s choices don’t have to shape yours.” Erik frowned at the display.

“I decided years ago that history wouldn’t be repeated,” Donovan informed Erik. “No child of mine ever will repeat my history, because there will never be a child of mine. Understand?”

“Not even for the firestorm?” Rafferty asked, and there was yearning in his voice. Donovan understood then that his mentor disapproved of his failure to embrace his good fortune. Rafferty had waited centuries for his own firestorm and it must seem unfair to him that Donovan didn’t want his.

Not that Rafferty’s feelings would change Donovan’s choices.

Only Alex could do that. Donovan thought of her, the way she moved with athletic ease. He liked her determination and he liked how she’d fought to get rid of him. Her  short haircut and lack of makeup should have made her look boyish, but instead only made her look more feminine. It was her long lashes, he was sure of it, and the way her eyes tipped up at the outer corners.

Or maybe it was their brown hue. They seemed to be full of shadows and secrets. Mysteries left for him to solve.

Even the hospital nightgown hadn’t disguised that she had curves in all the right places—or that she hadn’t been wearing a bra. He’d seen the silhouette of her nipple tightening right after the spark had lit between them.

It had distracted him, and put them squarely into danger.

And there was another problem with this plan.

Erik was impatient with Donovan’s logic. “You’re being emotional about a practical matter. We Pyr can ensure that your child is not abandoned, even if you choose not to be involved. . . .”

“Be serious. You can’t be advocating for me to breed and forget about it.”

The leader of the Pyr pushed to his feet, his gaze steely. He changed to old-speak, so his insistence would echo in Donovan’s own thoughts, perhaps even meld with Donovan’s own thoughts. “We must breed. You must breed. We must consummate each firestorm.”

“I won’t do it,” Donovan retorted, speaking aloud. “You can’t make me do it.”

Erik glared at him for a moment, then pivoted to pace the room himself. The silence in the room was charged with restless energy, but Donovan wouldn’t back down. Erik took a deep breath, then spoke quietly. “Think about what you just said to me.”

“What about it?”

“You accused me of deliberately sending you to your firestorm.”

“And you didn’t deny it.”

Erik turned to face Donovan, a challenge in his eyes. “How did I know the name of your mate?”

Donovan and Rafferty exchanged a glance in the silence that followed. “The Dragon’s Egg ritual?” Donovan guessed, but he knew that wasn’t right.

Erik shook his head. “That tells us the location of the firestorm.”

“The Wyvern has been to see you,” Rafferty suggested.

Erik stared down at the carpet, his hands on his hips. “The Wyvern is forbidden to reveal the name of the human who will experience the firestorm. Sophie learns the name of the woman during the eclipse ritual, but she is charged to keep it secret.”

“She knew Sara’s name,” Donovan reminded his leader.

“And she only confessed it to the Slayers under torture.”

Rafferty caught his breath. “You didn’t . . .”

“I did not injure the Wyvern!” Erik snapped. “That, too, is forbidden among our kind.”

Rafferty mumbled an apology, his neck turning red. “But then, how did you know?”

“How do you think? Sophie offered the name to me,” Erik said tersely. “She came to me and she told me Alex’s name, of her own volition.” He paused, looking between the two Pyr. “Do you understand what that means?”

“It means we’re in deep shit,” Donovan guessed.

“It means that something is happening, that a threat that we have not yet discerned conspires against us.” Erik shoved a hand through his hair. “Sophie is not inclined to be of assistance if she knows we can surmount a challenge ourselves. I fear that she knows we are about to have a set-back. A major one.”

“But that makes no sense,” Donovan protested. “It was the Slayers who had heavy losses in the fight for Quinn’s mate.”

“We lost only one,” Rafferty agreed, and Donovan refused to think of that one loss, so horrific had it been for him. “One too many but far fewer than the four Slayers we killed.”

Erik stared out the window, his hands shoved into his pockets. He was reflected in the glass, superimposed on the city lights. He looked even more grim than usual. “I have dreamed of a dark academy, a place so foul that it has no name.” His low words sent shivers down Donovan’s spine.

“What kind of academy?” Donovan demanded. “What do they teach?”

“I don’t know,” Erik said, turning and looking weary. “I sense only that crimes are committed in the shadows. There is evil, I know as much, but I can’t see into its murk. The dream fills me with such loathing that I can’t look deeply.” He sighed. “Not yet, but I continue to try.”

“Can you do it without injury to yourself?” Rafferty asked, concern in his tone.

“I am not sure.” Erik shuddered. “It is a wicked place, more wicked than ever I believed could exist.”

The hair prickled on the back of Donovan’s neck.

“While I have dreamed of teeth,” Rafferty said with a smile, clearly trying to lighten the mood in the room. “Dragon’s Teeth, in fact.” He cast a glance at Donovan. “Do you still have it, or did Olivia have that treasure from you in the end, as well?”

It was Erik’s turn to look perplexed.

Donovan felt his lips tighten. What had happened with Olivia was done. “She had no more and no less from me than she deserved,” he said, hearing dismissiveness in his tone.

Rafferty didn’t let the matter go. “Yet still you can’t say her name. Did you give her the Dragon’s Tooth?”

“Of course not. I still have it.” Donovan tapped his chest. “Quinn used it to repair my armor after the eclipse.”

Rafferty arched a brow. “There is an irony in that.”

Donovan glared at his mentor. “What do you mean?”

“In using the Dragon’s Tooth to repair the wound that Olivia inflicted upon you.” Rafferty had that bemused confidence that was so annoying. He liked to think he knew Donovan’s secrets.

“It has nothing to do with Olivia. The Tooth was just the best piece of treasure in my hoard.”

Erik glanced between two of them, following the conversation but clearly not understanding all of it.

“Uh huh.” Rafferty’s skepticism was clear.

His mentor’s response irritated Donovan even more. “We don’t need to review the past in order to live the future.”

“Don’t we?” Rafferty mused, his gaze steady. “I thought we would have to address the fears of the past to embrace the future.”

“We are not going to talk about this,” Donovan said.

Rafferty watched him knowingly. “Seems to me that Olivia’s shadow is sufficiently long that we do need to talk about her.”

“All right. Who was or is Olivia?” Erik asked.

“A dead woman.” Donovan changed the subject before Rafferty could answer. “I don’t need to be manipulated by the two of you,” he said with impatience. “I am not going to consummate this firestorm, no matter what you say, so just leave it alone.”

Erik arched a brow. “No matter what I say?”

“No matter.” Donovan folded his arms across his chest.

“Not even that we are doomed as a race if we do not successfully negotiate the three firestorms immediately following the change of the moon’s node?”

“This is the second of the three that begin the journey of the Dragon’s Tail,” Rafferty said.

“That’s not true,” Donovan protested. “How can three firestorms be so important?”

“They can be if they are foretold firestorms,” Rafferty mused.

Erik’s gaze was fixed upon Donovan. “Sophie said it was true.”

Donovan looked between the two older Pyr, seeing the determination of one and the yearning of the other. “I don’t believe it. Sophie says a lot of things that aren’t true,  or that mean something other than what they appear to mean. I think you’re trying to persuade me to do what you want.”

“I don’t care whether you believe it,” Erik retorted. “You must act upon your firestorm—”

“I won’t do it,” Donovan said, interrupting his leader. “Alex is in our custody and safe now: you can defend and protect her. I don’t even need to see her again.”

To Donovan’s surprise, Erik smiled. “I don’t think you have a choice,” he said softly, then held up a finger when Donovan might have argued with him.

Donovan heard the distinctive rumble of a familiar motorcycle engine.

Fading.

“Sounds like she knows how to get your attention.” Rafferty settled back into his chair with a satisfied smile. “Only your destined mate would have the nerve to steal your bike.”

It couldn’t be true. Donovan ran for the room where he’d left Alex sleeping.

She was gone.

So were his keys, his boots, his helmet, and his jacket. There was a terrible sound of a bike engine losing its rhythm as gears were changed badly, and the three Pyr winced in unison.

“Second to fourth, I think,” Erik said with a grimace.

Donovan swore. It didn’t make him feel any better. He flung himself out of the suite after Alex and his bike, unsure what he would do when he found her.

Strangling her was probably not the right choice.

Donovan took the stairs to the roof three at a time. He raced across the roof of the hotel, then leapt into the night, shifting shape in midair. The only good thing was that he had the gloves Quinn had made for him and he had time to pull them on before he shifted shape.

This time, he was ready for anything.

Donovan spun in the air, caught his mate’s scent, and  flew in pursuit. She missed a gear again, the sound making him cringe to the tips of his scales.

If she messed up the Ducati, he’d definitely have to kill her.

Firestorm be damned.
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