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        One foretold love deserves a second chance…

      

        

      
        Haunted by dreams of a lover who takes the form of a mythical dragon, Eileen Grosvenor searches for the truth. She never expects to find a real dragon shape shifter, let alone one who awakens her passion and ignites memories of her own forgotten past.

      

        

      
        Erik Sorensson is focused on leading the Pyr to triumph over the Slayers, even if it costs him his life. When an ancient relic that can turn the tide of the battle reveals itself, Erik knows he has to retrieve it from Eileen’s possession. But when he tries to do so, he’s shocked by an incredible firestorm that compels him to confront the truth about Eileen’s identity. Her presence reminds him of mistakes he’s determined not to repeat, and Erik is forced to make a choice: duty or love.

      

        

      
        Only by unlocking the secrets of the past can Erik and Eileen fulfill the final prophecy of the Pyr. Can they face their deepest fears and claim their destined love in time to defeat the Slayers?

      

      

      “Second chances are a key theme in this latest Dragonfire adventure. Cooke keeps the pace intense and the emotions raging in this powerful new read. She’s top-notch, as always.”—Romantic Times
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        Chicago—February 21, 2008

      

      

      The Pyr gathered at Erik’s lair for the eclipse.

      Erik’s lair was in a warehouse that had been partly converted to lofts. It was large and industrial and in a lousy part of town. Rafferty wondered who would see the high circle of dragons on the roof of the building and what they would make of the scene. The idea made him smile.

      As usual, Rafferty was hopeful that, this time, the firestorm would be his. He was older and he had waited longer, though even his legendary patience was thinning. The Great Wyvern had a plan for each of them; Rafferty believed that with all his heart.

      So he would wait his turn as well as he could.

      The company stood on the roof, watching the moon slip into the earth’s shadow. It took on the hue of blood, casting the earth in surreal light.

      “Quickly,” Erik said with more than his usual impatience. “The full eclipse will last less than half an hour this time.”

      Rafferty understood Erik’s concern. This was the third of the full eclipses, three in a row before the final battle between Pyr and Slayer. After this eclipse, the die would be cast and the battle for ascendancy over the planet’s fate would begin in earnest.

      Rafferty wasn’t precisely sure how that would manifest, but he wasn’t looking forward to it. He knew enough about old prophecies to respect them, even when they were ominous and enigmatic.

      Especially when they were ominous and enigmatic.

      Once on the roof, the Pyr shifted shape in unison. At this eclipse they were joined by the two most recent human mates, both of whom were pregnant. Quinn, the Smith, was scaled in sapphire and steel in dragon form; his mate, Sara, the Seer, stood petite and fair at his side. Donovan, the Warrior, took his lapis lazuli and gold dragon form, while his tall and dark-haired mate, Alex, the Wizard, looked on with pride. There were two strong partnerships made at this vortex of change.

      This would be the third, if the Pyr could make it work.

      Rafferty intended to do what he could to help.

      Erik turned to an onyx and pewter dragon, while Rafferty became an opal and gold dragon. Sloane had brought Delaney and kept him between himself and Niall, although Rafferty suspected that it was Delaney who was most worried about what might happen.

      After all, the spark in Delaney’s eyes was much brighter. Rafferty believed that Sloane’s treatment was working, and that the darkness inflicted upon Delaney was steadily diminishing.

      Sloane changed form, his tourmaline scales shading from green to purple and back again over his length, each one edged in gold. Niall, meanwhile, became a dragon of amethyst and platinum, glittering in the light. Delaney changed to an emerald and copper dragon. Nikolas of Thebes, new to this ceremony, shifted to a dragon of anthracite and iron, then quietly observed. Unlike the other Pyr and Slayers, Nikolas had no scent by which he could be discerned, but his presence was formidable.

      Erik murmured the ancient blessing once they were all in dragon form. Rafferty watched Erik spin the Dragon’s Egg, saw the moon’s light touch the round dark stone. Gold lines appeared upon its surface almost immediately, prompting a startled gasp from both Alex and Nikolas, who had never seen its abilities before. Rafferty watched hungrily as the gold lines triangulated a location.

      Would this be his chance? The Dragon’s Egg glistened as Erik leaned closer to read its portent.

      “London,” a woman’s voice said from behind them all. Rafferty pivoted to find the Wyvern lounging against the fire escape, still in her human form.

      He doubted that he was the only one surprised to find her there. Sophie was wearing a white skirt that floated around her ankles. Her long blond hair was loose and flowed down her back. She looked as much like a graceful swan—one made of glass or moonlight—as she did in dragon form.

      How did she keep herself from shifting shape under the eclipse’s light?

      She smiled as she regarded them, smiled so knowingly that Rafferty wondered whether she had heard his thoughts.

      She strode closer and crouched down beside the Dragon’s Egg. “Why don’t we ask it to tell us something we don’t know?” It wasn’t like her to be so direct, and Rafferty was concerned. If Sophie felt urgency, matters were worse than he had believed.

      “I do not have your skill, especially as you choose not to share it,” Erik said in old-speak. His irritation was clear.

      “Listen,” Sophie bade him in old-speak, the single word resonating in Rafferty’s chest. She murmured a chant. It was short and wordless, either a string of sounds or a language forgotten. It sounded old to Rafferty. Potent.

      She repeated it and Erik echoed the sound. She nodded approval and beckoned to him. Erik leaned over the Dragon’s Egg at her urging and the two of them chanted in unison, Erik’s voice gaining strength as he learned the chant.

      Then Sophie blew on the dark globe of stone. The golden lines disappeared immediately, like ripples blown from the sand, and a woman’s face came into view. She could have been swimming to the surface of a lake, her hair streaming back and her eyes closed.

      Then she opened her eyes and looked directly at Erik. Even from his position, Rafferty could see that her eyes were a glorious blue. The hair that flowed around her face was wavy and chestnut brown. It billowed, as if she were underwater and it moved with the current.

      Erik recoiled in shock. “Louisa!”

      “Yes,” the woman murmured as if remembering something she had half forgotten. “Yes, I was called that, once.”

      Erik stared at the Dragon’s Egg.

      “This time my name is Eileen Grosvenor,” the woman said, her words clearly enunciated. She raised a hand and, moving as if he couldn’t do otherwise, Erik extended a talon toward her. When there was only a handspan between them, a spark leapt from the water to Erik’s claw.

      Erik swore and took a step back. The woman smiled so brilliantly that the Dragon’s Egg was lit from within. Then she took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and sank out of sight. Her hair flowed around and over her, then the ends disappeared with a flick. She might have been a mermaid or a siren.

      Erik gave a cry and seized the Dragon’s Egg just as the eclipse ended. The stone turned black again, reverting to the smooth orb of obsidian stone it usually was, but a crackle of sparks lurked beneath Erik’s talons.

      “How can this be?” he demanded of the Wyvern.

      Sophie straightened and smiled as the Pyr around her shifted back to human form. She gave Delaney a hard look then nodded once at Sloane. “You are half-done,” she said. “Do not falter without banishing the shadow completely.”

      By the time Sloane had nodded agreement, Sophie had turned and walked to the lip of the roof. She lifted her arms over her head, laughed as the wind teased her skirts, and leapt.

      Rafferty was the first to reach the edge. Even having guessed what he would see, he was still surprised.

      Below them a white dragon soared, long white plumes streaming behind her. She glinted in the changing light, reflecting and refracting the hue cast by the moon, like a dragon carved of crystal. She ascended and turned in a tight curve over the roof, leaving the Pyr staring after her with awe.

      She flew straight up into the dark sky, heading directly for the moon, then abruptly disappeared. The sky was clear and there was nowhere for her to be hidden. She simply had vanished as suddenly as she had appeared.

      “I hate when she does that,” Donovan muttered. Rafferty didn’t agree, not this time. No matter how often he saw her, Rafferty found that Sophie’s appearance gladdened his heart. He realized what a gift it was to have her among them. He felt as if there was a greater force on their side, on the side of right, and he was touched by her beauty as well.

      There could be only a single Wyvern, but in his many centuries, he had never known a Wyvern to be as actively engaged with the Pyr as Sophie was.

      Rafferty found Nikolas beside him, the other Pyr’s dark eyes wide with astonishment. “She is real, then,” he whispered. “I thought that I dreamed her presence before.”

      “She didn’t stay long enough to be introduced. Her name is Sophie,” Rafferty said. “She is the Wyvern, a prophetess who has skills far beyond our own.”

      “I know who she is,” Nikolas murmured, avidly seeking some sign of her presence.

      “Her prophecies count only if you understand them,” Quinn noted, and Sara smiled.

      Nikolas’s wonder was undiminished. “If we do not understand, then we are not worthy of the prophecy,” he said stiffly. “Praise be to the Great Wyvern that such beauty exists.” He put his hand over his heart and bowed his head in an attitude of prayer.

      Erik was still staring into the Dragon’s Egg, his features pale. “Louisa,” he whispered, raising his gaze to meet Rafferty’s. “It can’t be true.”

      Rafferty knew that it was, no matter how Erik might wish for it to be otherwise. He didn’t remember all of Erik’s history, but suspected that his firestorm hadn’t been a success.

      How lucky Erik was to have a second chance!

      It was fitting, though, that the leader of the Pyr be proven before their greatest challenge. All the same, Rafferty knew that Erik might need his help.

      “Stay with me in my lair in London,” he invited. “We’ll find your firestorm together.”

      He was relieved when Erik, ever independent, nodded agreement.

      Erik’s firestorm had ended badly, then. Rafferty hoped with all his heart that Erik and his mate could conquer their past.

      Together.
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      The patient known as John Doe in the burn ward of a major hospital felt the tug of the eclipse as well.

      He awakened stiff and groggy, his body determined to heed the ancient call. He knew what would happen instants before it did, knew that the sedative would keep him from controlling his primal urges. He tore bandages from his hands and the IV needle from his arm, flinging himself from the bed in the nick of time. No sooner had his bare feet touched the cold linoleum than he shifted shape.

      Fortunately, he had arranged for a private room.

      There was no question of lingering longer in treatment.

      With a swing of his mighty tail, he shattered the tinted window. Before the nurses could arrive, he launched himself through the broken glass and took flight over the city. He had not recovered his full strength, but Boris Vassily had learned to make the most of whatever he had. The Elixir had saved him from death, although it had taken surgical intervention to rebuild his body.

      He whispered to the wind and the sky and listened to the tales they told. He asked one question of the moon and heeded its response. Anger boiled within him as he understood with perfect clarity who would feel the firestorm this time.

      There would be no happy ending if Boris had anything to say about it. Justice demanded that he ensure his father was avenged, that Boris himself got revenge.

      Erik Sorensson would be cheated of his firestorm.

      Just as Boris had been cheated of his beauty. The ruby red and brass dragon he became was less splendid than once he had been. His trailing red plumes were gone, his body as scarred in dragon form as in human. He could not bear to look at himself, for he had been the jewel of his kind.

      He knew where to lay the blame. Erik Sorensson was the Pyr who had come close to killing Boris, just as Erik’s father had killed Boris’s father. That was a crime that couldn’t be repeated. Only the Elixir had saved Boris, but now that he was healed, he would eliminate Erik forever.

      First Boris sought the address he knew so well, the address where the payments had gone. He wheeled out of the sky over the luxury condominium, and his nose told him that the plastic surgeon he had retained, the same one bribed to overlook any physiological oddities in his anonymous patient, was home.

      It was a perfect night for a house fire.

      Boris landed on the terrace that overlooked Lake Michigan and confronted the good doctor through the sliding glass door wall. The doctor put down his glass of champagne and turned at the sound of Boris’s arrival, alarm and disbelief mingling in his expression.

      Boris reared up, letting the doctor see his scars, willing him to make the connection. The surgeon’s eyes widened in horror; he dropped the glass and backed away with his hands held high.

      That was when Dr. Stanley Berenstein understood that he would never collect the bonus payment for the successful completion of the surgery.

      He would never taste the Dragon’s Blood Elixir himself.

      Boris laughed, kicked his way through the sliding glass door, and loosed his dragonfire.

      He took great pleasure in the way the plastic surgeon’s skin crackled, in the way it burned beyond the ability of any surgeon to repair. He let the doctor experience the fullness of the pain, let him see what he had become, then fried the life out of him.

      Humans were such a feeble species.

      Boris left the doctor dead and his apartment blazing like an inferno. The fire was his ally in destroying signs of his presence. Pesky details resolved, he then turned his attention to a matter of greater import.

      The time was ripe for vengeance.
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      In a London hotel, Eileen Grosvenor awakened with a start. She looked around the bedroom, shocked to find it exactly as it should be.

      Instead of filled with water.

      She’d dreamed of swimming underwater, swimming so far underwater that she might have been a fish. It had been wonderful; she’d felt strong and agile, the muscles in her body moving in perfect concert.

      That had been strange. She hated the water and had never learned to swim. In her dream, though, she had enjoyed it.

      What had changed? She lay back and recalled the details of her dream, struck again by the sense that she had forgotten something important. That sense had been growing, driving her choices, as if a forgotten experience demanded her attention.

      It had brought her to England. It had taken her to Ironbridge. And now it was infiltrating her dreams, pushing her to recall a memory that lurked just out of reach.

      Eileen was going to unravel it, if it was the last thing she did.

      She thought of her dream, savoring the details even as they fled her thoughts. The water had been warm, turquoise, welcoming. There had been light. A warm light like that cast by a candle. She’d moved directly to it unable to resist its allure. She’d moved with confidence and ease.

      And he had been there.

      Her heart skipped.

      Eileen closed her eyes and saw again the face of the man who had been bent over the surface of the water, looking down at her. She remembered raising a finger and seeing him reach out with one hand. She saw again the spark that had leapt between their fingers, illuminating the surface of the water.

      There was something in his eyes that melted her heart. It could have been a memory of pain or of some old injury. He looked haunted and wounded. Eileen had been sure that she could heal him, even though he was beyond the water and she was beneath it. She had had a conviction that he was the elusive memory she sought.

      Maybe it was a portent. Maybe she was finally going to meet a man who was worth the trouble. She’d certainly know him again if she saw him. She focused on his image, sharpening it in her thoughts. Oh, yes, she’d recognize him anywhere.

      Then she felt silly for giving a dream so much credence.

      Maybe the dream was just a result of the stress of being away from home, apparently for no good reason.

      Maybe it meant she should take swimming lessons.

      The dream made Eileen happy, though, made her feel strong and sexy and optimistic. She had a strange, irrational conviction that she was going to meet the man of her dreams.

      So to speak.

      That didn’t sound like Eileen, ultimate pragmatist and skeptical romantic. It sounded more like her sister. She scoffed and got out of bed for a drink of water. Eileen was standing in the bathroom, drinking, when she saw in the mirror that her hair was wet.

      And there was a leaf from a water plant tangled in the ends.

      But Eileen didn’t swim; she never had. She had a fear of the water, one she’d struggled to overcome because it was without any basis in her history.

      If her hair was wet, then it couldn’t have been a dream.

      She met her own gaze in the mirror, recalled the man’s face, and knew she wouldn’t sleep any more that night.
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        London, England—February 29, 2008

      

      

      Erik and Rafferty avoided each other in Rafferty’s London home, meeting only for dinner each night. Tension was high between the two Pyr, a situation that Erik could have done without. They waited, restlessly, for Erik’s firestorm to declare itself. After one week, the air between them could have been cut with a knife. Erik missed the easy alliance he had shared with Rafferty.

      It didn’t help that they both wished they were waiting for Rafferty’s firestorm.

      Erik was in the kitchen, dicing onions, when Rafferty returned home. The older Pyr was smiling and looked inclined to chat. It could have been a return to old times.

      “You won’t believe what happened today,” Rafferty said as he shrugged out of his coat.

      “You felt the firestorm?” Erik teased.

      “I wish!” Rafferty laughed as he got a pair of wineglasses from the cupboard. “But this is worth celebrating. I had an appointment today to assess some artifacts being auctioned off. Routine stuff. The government claims all historical finds as treasure, then often sells the less interesting pieces.”

      Erik returned to his chopping, thinking that Rafferty had made a find for his antiquities shop. “And you found hidden treasure?” he teased, trying to restore their former camaraderie.

      “Ha!” Rafferty chortled. “These people, this Fonthill-Fergusson Foundation, actually have the Dragon’s Teeth.”

      Erik dropped the knife and stared at the older Pyr.

      “Yes! All ninety-nine of them, just as Nikolas said there would be.” Rafferty opened a bottle of wine with a flourish and splashed the red wine into the glasses. He was unusually animated. “I saw them. I touched them. I can’t believe it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Rafferty gave Erik a hard look. “They could hardly be anything else.”

      “They could be fake.”

      Rafferty shook his head. “No. They have the same deep vibration as the tooth that became Nikolas. No scent, just as before, but they resonate deeply of the earth. It’s them.”

      Excited as he was, Erik doubted it would be easy to claim the Dragon’s Teeth. There had to be a catch. “Where were they found? And how?”

      “A hoard was unearthed during the excavation for the extension of the Jubilee tube line.” Rafferty touched his glass to Erik’s and took a sip. “The new stations are in Greenwich and Deptford.”

      “Greenwich? Where the observatory is?”

      “Where the O2 is.” Rafferty held Erik’s gaze. “The route passes very close to the Palace of Placentia, where Elizabeth I kept her court.”

      “Magnus’s hoard,” Erik guessed, seeing the link.

      “Right. The ceiling fell in on the cavern when Donovan and I fought Magnus all those years ago. I guess he had collected all of the Dragon’s Teeth, but lost most of them in the collapse.”

      “No wonder he hates you and Donovan.”

      Rafferty nodded and leaned on the counter, grinning as he seldom did. “Imagine—they plan to sell them. Sell them! We can buy the Dragon’s Teeth and build an army of Pyr!” Rafferty took a swig of wine. “Things are finally going our way.”

      Erik felt the need to be realistic. “I doubt it’ll be that easy. That’s not the Great Wyvern’s style.”

      Rafferty took a step back and surveyed Erik. “You sound bitter, even for you.”

      “I’m not sleeping well.” That was the least of his issues. Erik’s gift of foresight was gone, utterly gone, and he felt lost without its constant input. It was startling to realize how much he had come to rely upon it and troubling to realize that once it was gone.

      Gone. As surely as if he had never had it. His hand shook as he diced more onions. How could he lead the Pyr without his foresight?

      Was that the only thing the firestorm would demand of him?

      Or just the first thing?

      “I noticed.” Rafferty’s tone was wry and Erik glanced up to find his old friend watching him closely. “You’re going to pace a trough in my hardwood floors.”

      “Sorry to have disturbed you.”

      “Just stay off the Persian carpets, please. The old ones are more fragile.” Rafferty refilled his wineglass, looking thoughtful, then frowned. “I could liquidate some assets,” he mused.

      Erik knew that wasn’t what he had intended to say. He was a bit tired of not having the argument that threatened to erupt between them and was prepared to call Rafferty on it.

      But the firestorm struck then, jolting Erik as surely as if he had shoved his finger into a light socket. He caught his breath and straightened, then felt the telltale heat of it slide over his skin and kindle his desire. His heart was leaping and he was sure his hair stood on end.

      He chopped onions so savagely that he nearly lost a finger.

      “What’s wrong?” Rafferty asked.

      Erik felt his lips tighten. “Guess.”

      There was a beat of silence between them, a tense silence. Then Rafferty braced both hands on the counter, his gaze incisive. “And you’re going to cook dinner as if nothing special is happening at all?” For once Rafferty couldn’t hide his resentment. “It’s wrong to not pursue a firestorm!”

      Erik understood that Rafferty’s patience had finally expired. “I don’t have to jump like a lapdog to the summons.”

      “So speaks one who doesn’t appreciate the gift he’s been given,” Rafferty retorted. “Two firestorms in one lifetime!”

      “You would have been welcome to one of them.”

      “You’re lucky but you just take it for granted,” Rafferty scoffed. “You don’t take the most of the opportunity.”

      Erik heard his voice rise. “I don’t want this opportunity....”

      “And maybe that’s the problem.” Rafferty’s eyes were flashing. He slammed his glass down on the counter, nearly breaking the stem. “Maybe that’s why we’re in such a predicament. Maybe you did lead the Pyr astray.”

      “No one knew this challenge from the Slayers would come—”

      Rafferty interrupted Erik decisively. “Everyone who heeded the old tales knew.” His gaze was cold. “But you never had time for old tales, prophecies, and myths, did you? What kind of leadership is that? And now you don’t want a firestorm.” He almost snarled. “Are you Pyr or not?”

      “I would much rather this firestorm were yours,” Erik retorted.

      “But it isn’t,” Rafferty snapped, “Which leaves the question of what you’re going to do about it.”

      “Mate and be done with it.”

      Rafferty scowled. “You did that before, didn’t you? And it worked out so very well, didn’t it?”

      The Pyr eyed each other across the kitchen, a new and unwelcome tinge of animosity between them.

      “I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      “Maybe you do.” Rafferty’s eyes narrowed and he began to chant in a low voice.

      
        
        “Third match of three demands sacrifice,

        A blood cost of enormous price.

        Then King and Consort in union complete

        Choose trust over ancient deceit;

        Shed blood alone can give the power

        To aid the Pyr in their darkest hour.”

      

      

      “I’ve never heard that before,” Erik admitted quietly. The hair was prickling on the back of his scalp, and he understood intuitively what his role in all of this would be.

      He would be the sacrifice; his would be the blood shed to aid the Pyr. His foresight was only the first loss.

      It made perfect sense. The firestorm beckoned him to his destruction. And Erik would go, for he cared more about the triumph of the Pyr than anything else.

      Even his own life.

      “Would you have listened if you had?” Rafferty challenged, his eyes bright.

      “Probably not.” Erik began to clean up the kitchen, grimly putting away the onions that he had just chopped.

      Rafferty watched, his expression forbidding. Erik sensed that his friend was going to drink a lot of wine on this night.

      Erik realized belatedly that his gift of foresight might have nothing to show him because he had no future. That shook him to his core, but he’d never been one to flinch from his responsibilities. He might not have always succeeded, but at least he had tried.

      And he would try to consummate his firestorm before he died.

      “What are you going to do?’ Rafferty asked with quiet force.

      “Answer the summons.” Erik pulled on his leather jacket and paused on the threshold to look back at his old friend. “Whatever the price.” He reached for the door handle, uncertain whether he’d ever be back or see Rafferty again. He sensed that he should make amends, but didn’t know where to start. The rift between them seemed too wide.

      Rafferty’s hard expression didn’t help. “Most Pyr get only one firestorm, Erik. Remember how lucky you are.”

      Lucky. Erik declined to comment on that.

      Instead, he strode into the night to meet whatever fate awaited him.
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      Erik let his instincts guide him. The firestorm summoned him like a beacon, the light of a distant bonfire drawing him to warmth and heat and the object of his desire.

      Downtown. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Erik chose to walk, knowing it would take more time, knowing that he couldn’t truly thwart the Great Wyvern’s intention.

      But Erik was fed up with destiny. He didn’t want to have a firestorm. He didn’t want to have another son, not after his first son had chosen to turn Slayer.

      He knew, though, that the Great Wyvern wouldn’t give him a choice. He’d seen how the odds could be stacked against any given Pyr, using his character and values to compel him to partake of the firestorm.

      She’d already found his Achilles’ heel in his determination to lead the Pyr to triumph regardless of the cost to himself. This firestorm—his firestorm—would be the critical third step in the Pyr’s preparation for the pending war with the Slayers. He had to follow the firestorm’s call, regardless of where it led him.

      He had to focus on the greater good and put his own aside.

      The firestorm drew Erik steadily deeper into the city, toward the part he had known the best. The heat drew him to Fleet Street, increasing with every step he took. Erik could see the Temple Bar Memorial farther down the street, that large griffin marking the boundary between London and Westminster. It didn’t take much imagination to see it as a dragon.

      Erik felt the firestorm’s glow become brighter, felt his body begin to respond more keenly to the proximity of his mate. She was close. He looked for her, curious despite himself.

      Beyond the memorial was St. Clement Danes, a church Erik had known all too well in its earlier form. He could feel the vibration of silver in the vaults on Chancery Lane, and hear the song of old stone from the Temple.

      But most important, the firestorm heated to a sizzle.

      She was very close.

      Erik slipped into the shadow of an alleyway and checked his watch. It was almost midnight. The street was quiet, and he wondered whether his mate was working somewhere late, wondering how he would find her, how he would introduce himself to her.

      Eileen Grosvenor had been the name Louisa had given.

      But what did she look like in this life? Curiosity caught and snared him.

      Erik’s heart changed rhythm, matching its beat to that of another heart in a way he had almost forgotten. The sensation left him dizzy, yet excited, just as it had once before. He found himself scanning the street with anticipation. A yearning he had never expected to feel again filled him with a warm glow.

      It was both sensuous and bittersweet, the promise of the firestorm tainted by his own past experience, colored by the threat in Rafferty’s rhyme. He felt that old rage of lust, that quickening in his body, and wanted with an ardor he’d forgotten.

      The bells rang at St. Clement Danes and Erik frowned. Midnight. They shouldn’t have rung at this hour. He knew it, but the tune of “Oranges and Lemons” echoed through the quiet street all the same. He turned to look at the church and then he saw her.

      Walking alone toward him.

      His heart stopped cold, then raced.

      She was just passing the memorial, a feminine sway to her steps. She was tall and walked with purpose—as she should, given the hour and the location. She was slim, but athletically built. Erik was greedy for details, but it was hard to see more, given that she wore a heavy sheepskin coat.

      A purple one.

      If she was worried about her personal safety, she hid it well. She moved with confidence, her dark skirt swinging with her steps. She had a large knit scarf wrapped around her neck and carried a leather satchel on one shoulder. She spared an upward glance at the griffin as she strode past it. The streetlight illuminated her fleeting smile and danced in the copper curl of her hair.

      Erik’s chest tightened. He knew that mysterious smile. It was strange to see it on different lips, on a mouth that curved in another way, on a face of such different coloring from Louisa’s.

      But it was Louisa’s smile, the smile that had made him forget himself. It was a smile both mischievous and secretive, a smile that hinted of mystery and promised pleasure. On this woman’s lips, it seemed to be a more daring smile. Confident. Erik caught his breath and clenched his hands as he watched her.

      She surveyed addresses, unsure of her destination, and Erik wondered why she was here. She couldn’t be seeking him—he was following her.

      To his dismay, she paused suddenly. She scanned the street, sensing something. He had a moment to realize that she could feel the firestorm; then she pivoted abruptly to face him.

      Their gazes locked and Erik couldn’t move.

      He was in the shadows, motionless and dressed in black. She shouldn’t have seen him, but she did. She didn’t run. She didn’t scream. She just stared back at him, as astonished as he was.

      Had she had the same dream?

      Did she remember it?

      The heat surged through his veins as their gazes held. This firestorm wasn’t content with half measures—it raged through him, setting his desire burning so hot that he couldn’t think of anything other than possessing her. Erik was on fire and she was still twenty steps away. Her lips tightened and she took a purposeful step toward him, as if she’d speak to him.

      She was bolder than Louisa and she moved with a determination that Erik liked more than he should have. He was aroused beyond belief, his desire raging as vehemently as his need to protect her.

      All of that got worse when he caught a whiff of Slayer.

      Two of them.

      Closing fast.

      It wasn’t a coincidence.

      Erik cursed the Great Wyvern under his breath. He spun and marched away, uncertain what his body would do and not wanting the sight of his change to be their first encounter.

      Once had been enough for that scenario.
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      It was him.

      Eileen had sensed someone watching her, even as she realized it was oddly warm on Fleet Street. She was not in the mood to be harassed or victimized, given how this trip had gone so far. She’d turned to challenge the looker.

      But she’d seen the man from her dream.

      Live and in person.

      Eileen’s heart leapt when their gazes met. He was taller than she’d realized, long and lean. He exuded power, even standing in the shadows of an alley across the street. His hair was as dark as ebony, touched with silver at the temples. He wore a black leather jacket and black jeans, black Blundstone boots and a dark sweater. He might have been one with the shadows, if not for the vibrant green of his eyes.

      Or maybe it was the intensity of his expression. Either way, he seemed to be crackling, shooting sparks in the shadows, drawing her closer.

      Like a moth to the flame.

      He looked steadily back at her and waited. He might have been daring her to make the first move, testing whether she had the nerve to do anything about the crackle of attraction between them. Eileen’s mouth went dry and her skin felt flushed. She was aware that her hair had worked its way loose of its braid again, that she was irritated and probably looked it.

      His presence stole her annoyance away.

      Maybe that was because he looked a bit irritated himself, as if he’d thump anyone who gave him any attitude. Eileen liked that they had that mood in common. His gaze softened and he surveyed her as if she were gorgeous, as if he couldn’t get enough of looking at her, as if he wanted her right there and right then.

      It was a tempting possibility.

      Eileen basked in the heat of his gaze, tingles awakening across her skin. She felt as if a cord were pulled taut between them, knotting them together and drawing her ever closer.

      She felt sexy.

      She felt aroused.

      And the man from her dream hadn’t yet said a word.

      Maybe he wasn’t real, after all.

      Eileen would find out. She took a step toward him and he held his ground. If anything, his eyes got brighter, his expression more intense. She reminded herself that she was sensible, that the smart choice would be to run, but she couldn’t resist him.

      She took another step closer.

      She saw him straighten and catch a breath. Her mouth went dry and she shivered. She wanted to know how he got into her dream. She wanted to know why he was here, how he’d known where she was going, how he kissed, what his name was, where he lived. She wanted to hear his voice, his laughter, his whisper.

      But he pivoted suddenly and walked away.

      He moved so quickly that there was no doubt he intended to leave her behind. Eileen stared after him as he disappeared into the shadows.

      Then he was gone, and she was alone again.

      In dream dude’s absence, Eileen felt cold again and her irritation returned. She shivered and tugged her scarf tighter. She should have been glad that he was saving her from her own foolish impulse, but instead she felt bereft.

      As if she’d missed an opportunity.

      Great. Now she was losing her mind on top of everything else. What better culmination to the worst trip of her life? Things had gone from bad to worse from the moment she’d set foot in Heathrow.

      First there’d been the Nigel disaster.

      Then her sister had battled a household epidemic of chicken pox and forbidden Eileen to visit at the start of her trip as planned.

      Then she’d had zero luck finding more about the enigmatic story that was the official reason for her sabbatical. It didn’t help that she’d felt jangled by the discovery about Nigel and less prepared than usual, the chicken pox ensuring that she hadn’t been able to do more research in London before traveling north.

      Meanwhile, it had rained and rained and rained. Eileen’s characteristic optimism had taken a hit confronted by the relentless gray of an English winter. She had followed her instincts and struggled to track down that elusive memory that was driving her crazy and had come up with zilch.

      Through all of this, Eileen’s old roommate, Teresa MacCrae, had been almost rude in her insistence that she didn’t have time for a coffee together to catch up.

      Not in eight weeks. Eileen didn’t believe it.

      This afternoon, Teresa had abruptly changed her mind and invited Eileen to meet at her place of work in the dead of the night. It had felt more like a summons.

      As if Eileen might be useful.

      Eileen’s expectations were low and her bullshit tolerance had eroded to nothing. Curiosity had brought her this far, but Teresa might get more than she expected.

      If there was one thing that drove Eileen bananas, it was being considered to be useful. Eileen’s irritation grew as she checked the address Teresa had given her. The office in question was just across the street. She spared one last glance after the man in black, but he was gone.

      It figured. Eileen jammed the specially delivered security pass into the slot beside the door. She was halfway surprised when the door unlocked. She felt watchful eyes again and glanced over her shoulder.

      The street was empty. She was losing it. Eileen frowned and focused on the business at hand.

      What was the business at hand? The more she thought about Teresa’s call, the more convinced she was that this had to be an act of desperation. Archaeologists and antiquities dealers didn’t ask comparative mythologists for their input very often—when they did, it was because there were no other options remaining.

      A consultation to be done in the middle of a Friday night and a special security pass delivered by courier combined to tell Eileen that her instincts were right on the money.

      What did he have to do with it?

      It didn’t matter. He was gone.

      Eileen used her card again to enter the second set of locked doors at the Fonthill-Fergusson Foundation. A security guard wearing sunglasses watched her impassively from the big desk in the center of the foyer. Eileen had a feeling he would shoot to kill, just from his hard expression.

      She wondered whether he knew she was coming. Before she could decide on a persuasive explanation—“I have an appointment” seemed ridiculous, given the hour—there was a staccato tapping of heels on stone.

      Teresa.

      Eileen would have recognized her college roommate anywhere. It wasn’t just the shoes, even though Teresa had always loved her stilettos. Teresa was so petite that Eileen felt she could pick her up in one hand—she apparently hadn’t gained an ounce in fifteen years. She was as tiny and elegant as ever.

      Teresa had kept her dark hair long, and it was still coiled up in a knot that looked casual. Eileen remembered, though, that Teresa would fuss over her hair for hours.

      Teresa had always been big on appearances. Eileen had been more interested in content. If nothing else, they’d never competed over dates—neither had had a clue what the other saw in any given man. Teresa dressed with sleek style, too, making Eileen feel sturdy and sensible. Eileen had curves, height, smarts, and acres of curly red hair.

      She was good with that—most of the time.

      The guy in the street had looked as if he were good with that, too. Too bad he was gone.

      As Teresa came closer, Eileen saw some evidence of time’s passage—there were little lines around Teresa’s lips. If she hadn’t held her mouth so tightly, even they would have disappeared.

      “This doesn’t go in the log,” Teresa told the guard, her tone sharp. He nodded once, and continued to stare straight ahead.

      The fact that this wasn’t officially happening only fed Eileen’s suspicions. Teresa claimed Eileen’s security pass with a quick grab and pushed it through a shredder on the desk.

      How often did they do stuff like this? Eileen was intrigued.

      She was also curious about Teresa’s altitude. It was true that they hadn’t really kept in touch, but they hadn’t parted badly. Why did Teresa resent meeting with her so much?

      Or was she just irritated in general?

      Eileen could relate to that.

      “Good to see you,” Teresa said, her tone insincere. She forced a thin smile and gave Eileen a hug that didn’t quite make contact. Her fingertips merely brushed Eileen’s shoulders, and air kisses were dispatched in the general direction of her cheeks.

      Eileen remembered Teresa being more genuine and didn’t much like the change. She saw in Teresa’s body language that her friend was strung taut.

      Afraid, maybe, of saying too much.

      What was really going on?

      “I’m delighted that you could find the time to accommodate my request,” Teresa said, her tone polite. Eileen still found Teresa’s English accent completely charming—very “posh,” as Teresa would say.

      “Well, I was curious,” she said, aware that the guard might be listening.

      Teresa laughed lightly. “You know what they say about curiosity killing the cat.”

      Eileen didn’t laugh. “I didn’t think the stakes were that high. You said it was a bunch of old teeth.”

      Teresa didn’t answer, but her lips tightened even more.

      Eileen understood. They weren’t supposed to talk about it.

      Teresa led the way across the vast empty lobby, her heels clicking on the polished marble floor. Eileen knew she’d be flat on her back in three steps if she’d chosen the same shoes.

      She looked around, not hiding that she was impressed. “What exactly does the Fonthill-Fergusson Foundation do?” They made money at it, whatever it was. Eileen was sure the paintings they passed were a pair of Renoirs.

      “We verify and evaluate antiquities,” Teresa said, her tone officious. “When necessary, we establish provenance.”

      Establish or manufacture? Teresa’s choice of word caught Eileen’s attention. Any antiquity or artwork with a provenance—a documented historical record of its past and age—was more valuable than a similar work without one.

      Eileen wondered how much someone might pay to establish provenance for a work that didn’t have one already. She had a bad feeling about this place, but she still wanted to see these teeth.

      “And is that what we’re doing here?” Eileen kept her tone light.

      “We’re just covering all of the bases, as you Americans like to say,” Teresa said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

      Eileen didn’t smile. “I didn’t even realize that comparative mythology was a base, at least not for archeologists and antiquities dealers.”

      “Don’t be so sensitive, Eileen,” Teresa snapped. “We acknowledge all areas of specialty. We aren’t snobs at the Fonthill-Fergusson Foundation.”

      So they were desperate.

      Teresa led Eileen to an unassuming door at the back of one gallery, unlocked it with a key card, and ushered Eileen into a stairwell. It was wide and made of poured concrete, the doors of heavy steel. There were no windows, and three more security doors to be opened as they descended. It got colder with every step.

      They were going to the vault.

      Eileen was surprised that there would be so much security for a few bones, but then, this might be part of their marketing plan: to treat everything as if it were exceedingly valuable. Perceptions could affect pricing, maybe even help make an shaky provenance more palatable.

      The basement of the Fonthill-Fergusson Foundation had high ceilings and was numbingly cold. The lighting was muted and elegant. From the look of the decor, it could have been a library or gentleman’s club. Eileen could almost smell the port and cigars. There were rows of bookshelves jutting into the middle of the room in opposing pairs, and chairs upholstered in oxblood leather. Persian rugs were cast across the floor. Ahead, there was a massive oak table with carved legs, presumably for the display of individual artifacts. One wall had a decent reproduction of the Mona Lisa on it that Eileen assumed could be retracted to reveal a screen.

      A pair of rooms stood dark, one in each side back corner, probably for private consultations. The vault door was between them, looking for all the world as though it belonged in a bank.

      Or a movie.

      Teresa led Eileen to one of these private rooms. There was a desk in it, the walls lined with loaded bookcases, and a pair of those chairs. There was an antique lamp with a green shade on the desk but when Teresa turned it on, Eileen was surprised by the brightness of the light. It wasn’t antique at all, but modern with a halogen bulb.

      Teresa left her there and went to the vault. Eileen sat down in one of the massive chairs and ran her hands over the leather on the arms. Maybe it was fake, as well. She looked at the books and tried to pull down an edition of Herodotus.

      After all, she felt like a stranger in a strange land, too.

      Eileen frowned when she couldn’t pull the book free, then looked more closely. She shouldn’t have been surprised that old books had been glued together and sawed down so that rows of their spines could be glued to the bookshelves. They weren’t books at all, not anymore. The “library” was an illusion.

      Eileen heard Teresa returning and braced herself for more sleight of hand. Teresa was carrying a wooden box, which was bound with leather straps that became handles at the top.

      “I should tell you a bit about these teeth before you see them,” Teresa said launching into lecture mode. “They were part of a treasure hoard discovered in the excavations for a new tube station on the extension of the Jubilee line...”

      “Which station?”

      Teresa inhaled sharply in response to Eileen’s interruption. “North Greenwich. The new station opened in 1999. There was another North Greenwich station, but it was closed in 1926.” She took a breath and focused on the box, which she had put on the desk. “The site evidently had been a natural cave...”

      “By the river?” Eileen had gone to the Greenwich observatory just a few days before.

      “It was farther to the south, toward Blackheath.” Teresa’s tone sharpened. “The details aren’t that important. This stash was found, the government claimed it under the law as part of the country’s heritage, but select parts of it are being made available for sale.”

      “Why?”

      “There are redundancies compared to existing collections, as well as pieces that are less relevant to British history.”

      Eileen arched a brow at the official explanation. She wasn’t much for fancy double-talk. “That’s never stopped anyone from keeping valuables before.”

      Teresa frowned with impatience. “This isn’t the Sutton Hoo, Eileen. It’s not a burial site; it’s not a sunken ship; it’s not got any cultural or anthropological information to share with us.” She flung out a hand. “It’s a pile of shiny things from all over the place and all different times, jumbled up together like a magpie’s hoard. Most of them just happen to be silver.”

      Eileen smiled that she had gotten to the root of the issue. The loot wasn’t valuable. “A collection, then.”

      “I suppose. It’s not a coherent one; that’s for sure. And a lot of the pieces are unexceptional.” Teresa widened her eyes. “There are buckets of silver pennies, for example, thousands of them from short periods of time. Ingots and blanks and bits of buckles and earrings.” Teresa shook her head. “There’s a limit to how much of this flotsam and jetsam the museums want.”

      Eileen was more intrigued than she had been. People who collected what was declared to be valuable by society were less interesting to her than those who followed their own obsessions. There was always a story to their rationale, and stories fascinated Eileen.

      “So, this was an avid collector of shiny things,” Eileen mused. “I wonder why he picked what he did.”

      Teresa shrugged. “Who cares?” She ran a hand across the box and frowned as she hesitated.

      “Not just shiny things. He had bones, too,” Eileen prompted. “If you expect me to help you, Teresa, you’ve got to give me some information to work with.” She paused to study her roommate’s discomfiture. “You’ve got to trust me or I might as well leave.”

      Teresa looked stubborn. Resigned, Eileen reached for her satchel and made to stand up.

      But Teresa caught her hand. “Wait. Stay.” She exhaled. “I just really hate that I’m grasping at straws here.”

      Eileen sat back down and waited.
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      Teresa sat down suddenly and looked Eileen in the eye for the first time. “Okay. These teeth are weird. They’re like dog teeth, but far too large. I’ve done DNA tests and carbon dating and nothing makes sense. No species we know matches the DNA.”

      Eileen leaned across the table, relieved to see her friend reappearing again. This was like old times—or would have been if they’d been drinking cheap draft beer together. “Lots of species are extinct.”

      Teresa shook her head. “But the carbon dating is only about four thousand years. We should at least know of the species. No one can even guess—the size of these things alone stops every biologist cold. Dinosaurs were long gone four thousand years ago and so the carbon dating stops every palaeontologist.”

      “So, this is about your own curiosity?”

      “Not quite.” Teresa bit her lip and marred her red lipstick, a telling sign of her consternation.

      “Come on. Tell me.”

      Teresa paused, then seemed to make a decision. Her next words came in a rush and she held Eileen’s gaze as she spoke. “There’s this guy, this antiquities dealer in town. His name is Rafferty Powell. He’s a walking reference of the past and we deal with him a lot. He can’t always give citations, but when he says something is so, it either shakes out to be the truth or it’s so plausible that it might as well be. He turned up for his appointment today to see what was being auctioned from the find, and his eyes nearly fell out of his head when he saw these teeth.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, that’s just it. I don’t know.” Teresa sat back and drummed her fingers on the wooden chest. “This guy has such a poker face. I’ve never seen him surprised.”

      “Could he be putting you on?”

      “I don’t think so. I think he knows what they are, and I know he wants them. I just don’t know why.” Teresa slid her hands across the top of the box.

      “And you’re thinking that if you know what he knows, you’ll be able to sell them for even more.”

      Teresa met Eileen’s gaze and her tone turned frosty. “We are commissioned by our clients to obtain the best possible price for their artifacts.”

      And the foundation got a piece of the action.

      Maybe Teresa was even on commission. Eileen understood. “So, why me?”

      “It’s a long shot, Eileen, but I was thinking of that guy in the nineteenth century who found Troy....”

      “Heinrich Schliemann. He used the Homeric poems as his reference.”

      “Right. I thought maybe there’s something in old stories after all.” She shrugged and Eileen caught another glimpse of her old friend. “I figured if anybody knew about some big mythical beast that could have been real—”

      “Instead of the ancient variant of an urban myth...”

      “—it’d be you.”

      “Thanks.” Eileen smiled, happier now that they’d had an honest exchange. “You’ve got nothing else, do you?”

      “No.” Teresa exhaled. “But Rafferty Powell has undercut me for the last time.” Her eyes flashed. “I want to know why he wants these, and I don’t want to let him get them too cheap.”

      She straightened, hiding her passion with disconcerting ease, then offered Eileen a pair of gloves. “Please don’t touch the artifacts with your bare hands. It will leave an oil residue on them, because they’re porous.”

      Eileen wasn’t sure she’d be able to help, even if she wanted to. There were literally hundreds of old stories of heroes vanquishing mythical beings. Griffins, sphinxes, dragons, basilisks, the phoenix, centaurs, unicorns—who was to say what any of them really were? Who was to say whether any of them had existed? The stories often insisted that the great beast was the only one of its kind.

      Maybe they were right.

      She couldn’t even imagine what kind of teeth they might have had, but she’d look. Eileen pulled on the gloves.

      Teresa turned the box toward her, then her cell phone rang. She pulled it from the pocket of her jacket to look at the number.

      “I have to take this,” she said tersely, then glared at Eileen. “I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that they’re numbered and cataloged. You won’t get out of here alive with a souvenir.”

      Eileen was shocked by Teresa’s implication. So much for old times and camaraderie.

      “I’m sure you don’t,” she replied coldly, and held Teresa’s gaze. Eileen was insulted and didn’t care if Teresa knew it. They stared at each other, then the cell phone rang again. Teresa pivoted as she answered the call. She left the room, her voice low. She left the door to the viewing room open but Eileen couldn’t hear Teresa’s words.

      Eileen opened the box and was so shocked that she forgot about Teresa.

      The teeth were huge. They each had three peaks, like the back teeth of a dog, but each was a good three inches across. The box was filled with trays, each tray divided into ten compartments, each compartment lined with blue velvet. There were ten trays, only one lacking an index number and tooth.

      Ninety-nine teeth.

      Whatever the beast had been, it had had a big mouth.

      She picked one up and turned it in her gloved hands. Her first thought was that it couldn’t be real, but she could see the hollow on the bottom where it had been attached to the gum. There was even a dark speck, a mark that could have been dried blood.

      This Rafferty Powell might just want them because they were odd. But then, Teresa knew him better and she was suspicious of his motives. Eileen put the first tooth back and picked up another. It was similar but not exactly the same. It hadn’t been cast from a mold. She suspected that it really was what it looked to be.

      A tooth.

      Ninety-nine teeth, to be precise. But from what?

      Eileen got no further in her thinking before she heard the shot. It sounded as if it had come from upstairs.

      “What the hell is going on?’ Teresa marched toward the stairs, her cell phone already snapped shut.

      Eileen reacted instinctively. She flicked off the desk lamp and shut the box, ready to run.

      If there was somewhere to run.

      She had no time to look for exits. The door immediately opened at the bottom of the stairs they’d descended. Two men in black stepped into the vault. They were tall and buff, sheathed in black from head to toe. Even their eyes were hidden behind sunglasses.

      The first man through the door shot Teresa in the chest. She fell as Eileen choked on her gasp of terror.

      Teresa didn’t move again. A cloud of red spread across the carpet even as the cell phone skipped across the floor.

      The first man stepped closer and shot Teresa again, right in the head, from very close range.

      The second crushed the cell phone under his boot heel.

      Then they stepped over Teresa’s body in unison, moving quickly. One was shaking open fabric bags, the other leading with his gun. They strode toward the vault.

      Toward Eileen.

      Eileen instinctively grabbed the box of teeth, ducked under the desk, and held her breath.

      An escape plan would have been ideal, but she didn’t have one.
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      Magnus sat in the backseat of the armored Mercedes Benz, watching the display on a cell phone. The car was black, the interior was black, and Magnus was dressed entirely in black. His Slayer driver and bodyguard, Balthasar, was also dressed in black. The big sedan could have been a slice of night idling on a side street in Holborn.

      It was certainly filled with darkness. The only light came from the cell phone display, which provided images from a video feed in Jorge’s headset.

      Magnus smiled with satisfaction as Jorge and Mallory killed the woman and destroyed her cell phone. They were into the Fonthill-Fergusson Foundation, and he could see that the vault was open.

      They were getting lucky despite having made mistakes.

      Jorge halted and surveyed the area, his old-speak drifting to Magnus’s ears. “There’s another human here.”

      “Get the hoard,” Magnus commanded audibly. “You tripped an alarm in the foyer.” He checked his watch and muttered. “Morons.”

      “Problems, sir?” Balthasar asked in old-speak.

      “They’ve got three minutes, max.” Magnus watched them enter the vault and seize the buckets of silver pennies. “The teeth!” he shouted at the cell phone, and swore. “Get the teeth!”

      Jorge had an armload of jewelry pieces, making his predictable choice instead of the one he’d been instructed to make. Mallory was shoveling coins into a cloth bag. Magnus narrowed his eyes as Jorge scanned the vault, but he didn’t see the box.

      “The bitch must have taken it out of the vault,” he told Jorge. “It hasn’t left the building. It has to be there somewhere.”

      Jorge left the vault, moving with lightning speed. He checked the first viewing room and Magnus knew Jorge’s vision was sharper than the display that came through the cell phone. Jorge kicked over the desk and chair in the room, pulled at the bookcases, and revealed that they were false fronts.

      Jorge turned toward the other darkened room. “She’s here,” he hissed in old-speak as soon as he crossed the threshold.

      It made sense. Another human was examining the teeth. That must have been why the meeting had been scheduled, why the dead bitch had even been in the building. Magnus loved when the pieces of the puzzle came together.

      Now all parts would be destroyed simultaneously.

      Jorge moved into the viewing room with his gun pulled, targeting the desk that Magnus could just see. Jorge kicked it aside and the woman gasped. She was crouched on the floor, the box Magnus remembered so well right in front of her knees. Her eyes were wide with fear and her face was pale.

      More important, she held his wooden chest.

      She’d die for that.

      Magnus heard Jorge chuckle, saw him aim the gun; then there was a crash. Mallory shouted a warning, Jorge turned to look, the woman scurried, and Magnus swore at the video feed.

      Even bigger trouble had arrived before the police.

      An onyx and pewter dragon raged through the vault, breathing dragonfire as he targeted Mallory. Mallory shifted shape, becoming a garnet and gold dragon. Jorge must have changed shape as well, because the video feed fell to the carpet. Magnus heard the battle begin. He willed the woman to pick up the video feed so he could track her, but he saw her boots as she ran past it.

      He also saw that she carried the box.

      Magnus heard the police sirens and cursed in seven languages.

      The heist was falling apart. Magnus crushed the cell phone in his hand in frustration, then flung the pieces out the window into the night. “Go around the block. Now.”

      The big black sedan roared into action, separating itself from the shadows. Balthasar liked nothing better than to drive and he was good at it—Magnus would give him that.

      “We’re picking them up?” he asked.

      “Don’t be stupid. They can live with the consequences of their own screw-up. I need to take the woman’s scent. Go to the front entrance. I don’t care who sees us.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Magnus opened the power window with one fingertip as they drove. He sniffed, but caught only city and sewer, nameless human multitudes and their various stenches.

      And Pyr. He inhaled again.

      One Pyr.

      And not just any Pyr. It was Erik Sorensson, leader of the Pyr. Magnus’s mood turned even more grim. The display hadn’t been that good, but Erik was onyx and pewter.

      Which meant that Magnus wasn’t the only one who knew the location of the Dragon’s Teeth, after all.
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      Eileen thought she was a goner when the thug who had shot Teresa came into the viewing room.

      She knew she was a goner when he kicked the desk aside and aimed his gun straight at her forehead. She refused to cower, just stared straight back at him.

      She might not be able to stop him from shooting her, but she’d be damned if she would cringe.

      Much less beg.

      She saw his finger tighten and her heart leapt to her throat. He’d kill her as readily as he’d killed Teresa.

      Then, against all expectation, Eileen got a second chance. There was a roar and a crash. Flames erupted in the main room. Her assailant glanced over his shoulder and Eileen seized the moment.

      She ran.

      As far as she knew, there was no such thing as a third chance.

      Eileen hip-checked her attacker, then drove her shoulder into him. His shot went wild, hitting the ceiling. He swore in another language, and there was a flash of gold at her side.

      Eileen didn’t look.

      She figured he’d shoot her in the back, but she ran anyway. She carried the box of teeth, because she’d been clutching it and didn’t think she could let it go if she wanted to. She bolted into the main viewing room, where a massive black dragon was spewing fire and smoke.

      Every rational thought left Eileen’s brain at the sight.

      He was enormous, large enough that his leathery black wings touched the high ceiling of the vault. He was dark and dangerous, his scales glittering and his eyes glowing. Fire spewed from his mouth and his claws were huge and sharp. His tail was a coil of power across the floor.

      Eileen’s breath hitched in her chest. She wasn’t going to think about jumping from the frying pan into the fire. Maybe she’d collected one too many fantastic stories in her time. Maybe she was having delusions.

      This dragon, though, looked real.

      The fire was definitely real.

      The dragon snatched at the other thief. That man changed into a red and gold dragon in the dragon’s grasp, right before Eileen’s eyes. She blinked but he remained a dragon. He snarled and twined around the black one with fury.

      His scales sparkled red, like a treasure hoard revealed to the sun. His chest even looked to be embellished with pearls. But these dragons weren’t ornamental—they were all muscle and sinew.

      And antagonism. The pair of dragons locked claws and breathed fire at each other, their tails knotting together as their claws tore. The fire they breathed, meanwhile, ignited the carpets and the spines of the sawed-down
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