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      For millennia, the shape-shifting dragon warriors known as the Pyr have lived peacefully as guardians of both the four elements and the earth’s treasures. But now the final reckoning between the Pyr, who count humans among the earth’s treasures, and the Slayers, who would eradicate both humans and the Pyr who protect them, has begun…
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      One spark can banish every shadow in his heart.

      The dragon shape shifter Thorolf is known for an impressive lineage, raw power in battle, and the impulsive indulgence of his appetites. The last has made him an outcast from his fellow Pyr, and even his hunt for their dangerous opponent, the Slayer Chen, hasn’t helped. Seduced by Chen’s ally Viv Jason, Thorolf finds himself drawn into a trap, as bait to lure his fellow Pyr to extinction. The only one to come to his aid is a woman he already knows to be a thief—does he dare to trust her with not just his own life but the survival of his kind?

      Chandra has planned for centuries for a battle against evil that she knows will determine the world’s future. She’s never wasted time on the pleasures of the physical realm, much less experienced passion—until the firestorm sparks between herself and Thorolf, demanding more from her than she ever expected to give. Will the firestorm provide new power, or be a dangerous distraction that gives Chen the chance to triumph over the Pyr forever?
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always had a soft spot for Thorolf, the big passionate dragon of the Pyr. It’s true that he’ll do pretty much anything for a couple of steaks grilled rare or the attention of a cute waitress, but when it comes down to it, Thorolf always comes through for his fellow Pyr. I had a lot of questions about Thorolf that had to be resolved in his firestorm, including the reasons why he was so easy to underestimate. I knew that Erik, the leader of the Pyr, knew more about Thorolf’s past or heritage (remember that Erik recognized Thorolf on sight and challenged him immediately) and had to figure out what it was. I had to wonder whether Thorolf was really as irresponsible as he tried to appear, or whether there was more to his story. (You can guess the answer to that.)

      I was also intrigued by Chandra, the woman who pretended not only to be a boy but a thief, and who was tracking Viv Jason. She definitely had a secret, if not more than one, and I was as determined as Thorolf to find out more. I really enjoyed how the firestorm—and Thorolf—awakened new feelings in Chandra and showed her a side to living that she hadn’t experienced in her many years of life. In my mind, these two balance each other very well: Chandra bringing Thorolf’s innate responsibility to the fore, and Thorolf teaching his destined mate the benefits of play and pleasure.

      When we last left Thorolf, he was enthralled with Viv Jason, unaware that she was deliberately distracting him from his quest to destroy the Slayer Chen. In the Dragon Legion Collection of novellas, the root of Viv’s quest for vengeance was revealed and the final restriction against it was removed. Having Viv in action and Chen seeking domination meant it was time for Thorolf to show his stuff. I ensured that the happy resolution of his firestorm didn’t come easily to him, because I knew he’d need a big push to move beyond his past. I loved the fact that his loyalty would be misdirected, potentially in the most dangerous way. It’s not a spoiler to tell you here that during his firestorm and the challenges that result, Thorolf comes through again, and does so with flying colors.

      He’s just the kind of Pyr you really might want to have defending your back.

      There is some bonus content in this edition, including a guide to the next generation of the Pyr. A lot of firestorms mean a lot of sons, so this list includes all the ones born to date.

      There’s also an excerpt here from Sloane’s book, Firestorm Forever. Sloane’s is the last title in the Dragonfire series, and takes place at the end of the Dragon’s Tail Wars. There will be more dragon shifters from me, though, and we’ll revisit our favorite Pyr in other linked series, but this cycle will come to its resolution with Sloane’s book. I’m looking forward to going back into the past with my dragon shifters and also to move into the future with the younger generation. Stay tuned for more Pyr adventures!

      If you’d like to learn about my new releases and sales, as well as have access to special content for subscribers, please join my newsletter:

      
        
        Dragons & Angels

        is the newsletter for my

        Deborah Cooke paranormal romances.

      

      

      The Dragonfire series has its own website, where you can learn more about the series as well as follow the blog.

      And now I’ll step aside and let you get to the firestorm. I hope you enjoy reading Chandra and Thorolf’s story as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      Until next time!

      All my best—

      Deborah
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        Chicago—June 15, 2012

      

      

      Erik checked the perimeter of his lair, ensuring that his dragonsmoke barrier was woven thick and deep. It was late at night, or early in the morning, depending upon how he looked at it. Zöe had been put to bed hours before and even Eileen had fallen asleep. Drake had departed with the new Pyr a week before, revitalized by the opportunity to train a new company of dragon shifters.

      Erik had spent the week trying to avoid a sense of pending doom. He couldn’t scry the future or see anything beyond the present moment, but he’d had a persistent sense of trouble brewing.

      Maybe it was that footage of Jorge appearing, then disappearing, in Seattle. What had the Slayer been carrying? It had looked like a severed arm, one that was still bleeding. Erik hadn’t thought much of Jorge shaking blood over the gathering crowd, not then, but today’s news had changed that.

      People were becoming sick in Seattle. Very sick. There was a hum of panic building as doctors and hospitals noticed the connections between sudden illnesses and deaths. They hadn’t used the word epidemic yet, but the first hospital had put itself into quarantine. They’d already realized that most of the victims had been at the scene of Jorge’s appearance.

      It was only a matter of time before dragons were blamed.

      Erik shivered, remembering the old hunts that had driven his kind into hiding and claimed so many Pyr he’d known and loved. Surely it couldn’t happen again.

      Surely his suspicions were unfounded.

      The loft was still, despite Erik’s restlessness. He stood at the window and watched the moon ride high overhead, listening to the pulses and breathing of his partner and child. He heard the resonance of his dragonsmoke and felt its icy glitter. The blaze in his mind had quieted, perhaps because he no longer feared it.

      The numbers of the Pyr had swollen, virtually overnight, thanks to the darkfire crystal and its ability to make reality out of possibilities. The stone itself remained dark—he had checked it again after Drake’s departure—and he sensed that it would always be so. Its task was completed.

      His, unfortunately, was not.

      Erik knew he should feel optimistic instead of worried. What could he do? If Jorge had a plan, was it possible that the other Slayers knew of it? He’d never been able to determine how much they communicated with each other, and their alliances shifted like the wind.

      Confident that his barriers were robust and his family safe, Erik left the loft and went to the apartment he’d acquired directly below. There the Slayer JP was imprisoned, confined by a barrier of dragonsmoke breathed by Erik and buttressed by every Pyr who had come to visit since JP’s capture.

      Erik felt a little bit sorry for the other dragon shifter. JP had been branded by Chen, claimed by that old Slayer and held captive by his more ancient magic. JP had raved and fought when he’d first been captured by the Pyr, venting about injustice and plots. Erik had hoped to learn something about Chen from JP, but the Slayer was too incoherent to provide any information of use. Then he’d collapsed into a deep slumber, dozing in his dragon form and seldom awakening.

      Chen’s sorcery seemed to be killing him. JP’s scales were thinner each time Erik visited him. He wasn’t sure when the other dragon shifter ate, but he didn’t consume much. JP’s breathing was becoming shallower and his pulse slower. Worse, the fight had gone out of him. It was such an unnatural state for a dragon shifter that Erik assumed JP would soon die.

      It was such a waste. He could never understand why a Pyr would turn Slayer in the first place, never mind why Chen would enchant another Slayer just to let him fade away.

      Erik unlocked the door to the apartment where JP was captive, fearing as he did each time that he would make a gruesome discovery. He passed through the cold shimmer of the dragonsmoke, only to find the apartment in darkness. The drapes were drawn but the apartment was unnaturally dark, given the brightness of the full moon. The light should have crept into the room somehow, as well as the illumination from the city itself.

      Erik smelled brimstone.

      It was a warning.

      He slammed the door and shifted shape immediately, but even at his fastest speed, he was too slow. A plume of flame lit the middle of the main room. It was breathed by a young Asian man dressed in leather, a man with malice and violence in his eyes.

      Chen, in one of his human guises. He could breathe fire in human form. It was remarkable how easily Chen seemed to do it, but Erik would save his admiration for another time.

      Erik leapt at Chen, talons bared, but the Slayer laughed. He grabbed the inert JP by the scruff of his neck, waved to Erik, then they both disappeared before Erik reached them.

      Erik landed hard on the bare floor, but his prey was gone. Chen had used his power to spontaneously manifest in another location to bypass the dragonsmoke barrier and collect his prey.

      Why did he want JP?

      What would he do to him?

      What else had the darkfire changed? Erik closed his eyes and checked the connections in his mind, following each conduit to one of the Pyr. It took him longer, with the influx of new dragon shifters, but he soon realized that one was missing.

      Thorolf.

      Erik had been angry with Thorolf for revealing himself to humans. There was even a YouTube video of Thorolf shifting shape in Washington, one that was impressive in its popularity. Thorolf was all impulse and powerful energy, but he spent himself in indulgence. That he made such foolish choices was in direct contrast to his impressive lineage. If Thorolf focused, or even tried to hone his skills, he could have become one of Erik’s most reliable Pyr. He could have replaced Erik as leader. But he didn’t try and he didn’t seem to care, and when he had vowed to go to Asia to hunt down Chen, Erik had let him go in disgust. He’d been sure that it would be good for Thorolf—maybe a rude awakening—to be ostracized by his fellow Pyr. He’d been sure nothing would come of the entire quest, that Thorolf would find a woman somewhere and spend a few months exploring her charms.

      That had been exactly what had happened. Erik had checked and checked again just the day before.

      But now Thorolf was gone. There was no glowing conduit to him from Erik’s mind. There was no link to his spirit, either. He wasn’t dead, just missing.

      Erik shifted back to human form, impatient with his own failing in this. He should have kept a closer eye upon Thorolf, and he knew it. His frustration with Thorolf had driven his choices, and that had been a mistake.

      He turned on the lights, intent upon checking the apartment, on the outside chance that Chen or JP had left some clue.

      Chen had. There was a spiral burned into the hardwood floor, a spiral exactly like the mark branded on JP’s neck. It was about fifteen feet across and had been the source of that smell. Erik stepped into it and knew too late that he shouldn’t have done so. The spiral drew him forward with relentless force. He was pulled against his will to the very core of the spiral, fighting it even as he saw it begin to burn again. First the mark glowed, like embers, then it was coaxed to a small fire by a wind Erik couldn’t feel. In a heartbeat, the flames were burning as high as his knees. He couldn’t stop himself from moving closer, even when he heard Chen’s laughter echo through the empty apartment.

      “I could take you now,” Chen whispered in old-speak. His claim echoed in Erik’s mind and fed his fear. It was terrifying because it was true. Erik couldn’t break free of the spiral. “All I need, after all, is the element of air.”

      Erik had an affinity to the element of air, which wasn’t the most reassuring realization he could have had in that moment. The last thing he wanted to do was provide the final key to Chen’s spell, giving that Slayer the ability to triumph over the Pyr and destroy the Pyr forever.

      It didn’t seem he had a lot of choice, though. Erik fought hard against the invisible force that was pulling him closer to the center of the burning spiral, but his efforts made no difference. He refused to summon anyone to help him, because he wouldn’t lead another Pyr into such danger.

      “I could snatch you from your own lair and make my spell complete,” Chen continued, a trace of amusement in his voice.

      There was a sudden crack like lightning.

      The fire disappeared. The spiral on the floor was black for a heartbeat, and then it disappeared completely.

      Erik was standing in an empty apartment, one tinged with the frost of his own dragonsmoke barrier. His heart was pounding and there was a trickle of sweat running down the middle of his back. He blinked and looked around, startled by the change.

      There was a red salamander in the farthest corner, its tongue flicking.

      Chen, in another guise.

      Erik didn’t know what he could do to stop the Slayer, but he had to do something.

      As soon as he took a step, the salamander began to shimmer with a pale blue light.

      “But I’d rather let you watch,” Chen murmured in old-speak, the darkness of his threat making Erik shiver. The blue light brightened, then the salamander disappeared.

      Erik was completely alone.

      He stood for a moment and listened, knowing in his heart that the Slayer wouldn’t be back. Chen’s plans had been defeated several times by the Pyr, yet he was so confident this time of his success that he’d let Erik go.

      That couldn’t be a good sign.

      But without knowing Chen’s plan, Erik didn’t know what he could do to stop him. Thorolf was gone. JP had been collected. Pieces were moving into place.

      Chen needed the element of air to complete his spell. Unfortunately, Erik and Thorolf shared the same affinity. Would Thorolf’s disappearance make Chen’s spell complete?

      Erik felt sick at his own unwitting involvement. There had to be something he could do to save Thorolf.

      Erik owed Thorolf’s father no less.
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      Thorolf awakened with a familiar sense of having over-indulged the night before. His head was pounding and his tongue was thick. Although he knew he’d been sleeping hard, he was as exhausted as if he’d run a marathon.

      Never mind how sore he was. His entire body ached. In fact, he hurt in places he hadn’t felt in years. What had he done the night before?

      What exactly had he drunk?

      He had a vague memory of taking a dare from Viv to drink some combination of the bartender’s own devising. It was the kind of dare he always took, laughing, when he was drunk enough. His constitution was sufficiently strong that he could sleep off pretty much anything.

      But that drink had been fierce. He knew he’d only had a sip, and he didn’t remember one thing after that. Maybe he was getting old. After nine and a half centuries, he supposed it was reasonable to expect some loss of vigor. He was starving, too, hungry enough to eat at least three big steaks.

      Or pie. He’d kill for an apple pie.

      Not a slice: the whole damn thing.

      With ice cream.

      He really hoped he didn’t have any new tattoos. The ones he chose when he was wasted were never the right ones, and he didn’t have Rox protecting him from his impulsiveness with ink anymore.

      Thorolf wondered when he’d see Rox and Niall, and all the other Pyr again, and felt even worse. He’d never succeeded in his self-appointed quest to destroy Chen, because he’d never done more than get to Bangkok. He hadn’t hunted Chen down and fought the old Slayer to the death, because he’d gotten involved with Viv.

      How had Viv gotten him back to their apartment? For a small woman, she really got things done. He was impressed by her resourcefulness all over again.

      It was more reason to make a fresh start on this day. He owed her better than what he’d been, and he owed more to the Pyr than he’d delivered. If he wasn’t going to be a fuck-up forever, the time to change was now.

      Thorolf braced himself for the worst and opened one eye warily.

      Evidently he wasn’t really ready for the worst, because the sight shocked him wide awake. There was a huge green snake curled up on the bed beside him, its eyes glittering and its tail flicking. It seemed to be waiting for him to show signs of wakefulness because as soon as his eyes opened, it reared up and bared its fangs.

      It was huge, the biggest snake he’d ever seen. It might have weighed as much as Thorolf did, which was impressive. As its eyes glinted with malice, he knew he’d seen a snake this big only once before.

      In this very apartment.

      When Chen had attacked him.

      He’d never been able to find it later, much less ensure it was evicted or dead. Viv had said that Thailand’s jungles were thick with snakes and told him not to worry about it. Thorolf hadn’t liked that reasoning one bit, and now he liked it less. The snake was back, or maybe it had never left.

      And it was after him.

      He cast a quick glance over the apartment and was somewhat relieved. There was no sign of Viv, which was good. Thorolf would have a hard enough time defending himself in his current state.

      He scrambled backward, only realizing then that the snake had already wrapped itself around his leg. The snake’s coils tightened, squeezing his calf and holding him captive. It opened its mouth, as if to laugh at him.

      Thorolf tumbled out of the bed and fell on his butt, knocking over Viv’s cute little nightstand from the flea market. The table and lamp crashed to the floor, and he dreaded that she’d cry. He hated when she cried. The snake dove for him even as Thorolf tried to crawl away and its weight landed on his chest.

      It was incredibly heavy, heavy enough to knock the breath out of him. Thorolf grabbed it and flung its head against the wall. The snake hit the plaster and hissed in fury. Thorolf reached to free himself from the snake’s coils with both hands, blood running from one. He caught one coil and ripped it away, but the snake launched itself toward him again.

      Its weight knocked him off balance, but Thorolf kept fighting against its grip on his leg. Looking away was his mistake: the snake struck in that instant. He winced as its fangs sank deeply into his arm. He saw the cold glitter of its eyes but reached for its head again, determined to get it off him.

      No sooner had his hand closed over its cold skin than he felt a strange languor steal through his body. A chill was emanating from the bite, spreading over his skin, so he knew the serpent’s toxin was paralyzing him. Even the bite looked wrong, because it was turning his skin dark. Thorolf had time to open his mouth, but he never made a scream. Numbness claimed his body and began to seep into his thoughts. He only managed to make a choking sound before he couldn’t make any noise at all. His eyes closed despite his efforts and he felt himself fall limply to the floor. The snake’s weight left him, its coils releasing his leg, but it was impossible to escape.

      Chen’s familiar laugh echoed in Thorolf’s ears, a sound of triumph that didn’t bode well. It would have been bad enough if the old Slayer had killed him, but Thorolf knew Chen would have more devious plans for him than that. He remembered the brand that Chen had burned against the neck of the shadow dragons he’d enslaved, remembered how the old Slayer had tried to brand him, too, and felt sick with dread. It wasn’t as if he could defend himself, not like the last time, not when he was like this. The brand had been shattered, but Thorolf wouldn’t have put it past Chen to have forged it new.

      He was in very deep trouble, and outcast from his fellow Pyr, the only ones who could have helped him.

      It appeared that Thorolf had made his last mistake.
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      That night, Niall Talbot, the Dreamwalker of the Pyr, dreamed. He was in the dream of another Pyr, he had to be, because the scene was completely unfamiliar to him. Niall glimpsed pine trees and mountains, an icy length of water—and a village consumed by flames. He was flying toward the devastation, seeing what another Pyr had once seen. He felt the Pyr’s horror and his fear of what he’d discover. His heart was thundering, and he flew with reckless power. He descended toward the flames and caught a scent that he knew better than his own heart.

      Astrid was alive.

      That was his thought, filled with relief and hope. The Pyr followed the scent and found her, outside the village, bound to a large rock like an offering to the gods. Niall was shocked but the Pyr was not. He’d expected worse.

      Worse? The woman was burned badly, bruised and muddy. Niall saw that she’d had stones thrown at her, because they were around her feet, stained with her blood. Her body had been broken before the attack that had left her burned.

      Niall wondered where he was, and what this woman had done. The Pyr whose dream he shared saw only the woman’s beauty and kindness, his heart aching that she had paid this price. Niall could glimpse how pretty she had been, even through the mud, blood and the burns. She caught her breath at the Pyr’s arrival, her fear tangible, but he shifted shape in a shimmer of brilliant blue.

      Why did the scene smell like Pyr as well as Slayer? Niall had a bad feeling. What was left of the village and the woman’s clothing looked primitive, maybe medieval, and there was certainly no industry in the valley. In what era was he? Before the late middle ages, there had been no Slayers, per se, Niall knew that, but he didn’t doubt his keen sense of smell.

      He supposed there had always been those of his kind with darkness in their blood, even if they hadn’t been given a name yet.

      The Pyr fell to his knees before the woman, pushed her hair back from her ravaged face with a shaking hand, and bowed his head, overwhelmed to find her like this.

      My Astrid.

      “All I did was love you,” she whispered, the words barely audible. Her lips were cracked and it had to be painful for her to speak. She coughed then, blood leaking from the corner of her mouth. “Who would have guessed that would cost so much,” she murmured before her eyes closed. A tear leaked from her eye and meandered down her cheek, even as she stilled forever.

      She was dead. A fury filled the other Pyr as he realized as much, then he tipped back his head to roar. He shifted shape at the same time, taking flight with power. Niall felt his pain and his betrayal, and his conviction that his own kind had done this, to teach him a lesson.

      It was one he would never forget.

      Niall awakened with a start, shaking, horrified and sickened by the stench of burned flesh. He could have been in that village still, the air filled with smoke, the dead woman bound and burned before him. “Astrid,” he whispered, his voice hoarse with another Pyr’s pain.

      “Who?” his partner Rox demanded, bracing herself on her elbow to look down at him in the darkness. She spoke softly, probably not wanting to awaken their twin sons. Kyle and Nolan were just over a year old and finally sleeping with some predictability.

      Niall realized that he was in New York, safe in bed with Rox in their apartment over her tattoo shop. The familiar lights and sounds of the city outside the window reassured him. He could hear his sons sleeping in the next room, but couldn’t keep from pulling Rox close. His heart was racing and his mouth dry.

      Astrid.

      “Who’s Astrid?” Rox murmured into his ear.

      “I don’t know,” Niall admitted, even as the shards of the dream faded from his mind. The pain of betrayal lingered though, like a bitter taste on his tongue. “I don’t remember.”

      “Whose dream was it?”

      “I don’t know.” Niall shook his head. “I couldn’t see. I could only feel.” He shuddered again and tried to think. “No one has ever talked about an Astrid.” He frowned, fighting to recall details, even as Rox reached for the notepad she kept by the bed for exactly this purpose. “‘All I did was love you.’ That’s what she said before she died. He was furious at what she’d endured.”

      “Because he hadn’t defended her?”

      Niall shook his head. “Because he believed the Pyr were responsible for her death. That they were teaching him a lesson.”

      Rox made a note then shook her head. “That doesn’t sound very much like the Pyr defending humans as one of the treasures of the earth.”

      “No,” Niall admitted with frustration. “It doesn’t. But it’s gone already. I can’t remember more.”

      “Maybe he wasn’t Pyr,” Rox suggested, nestling beside him again.

      “If he was Slayer, he wouldn’t have loved anyone other than himself,” Niall murmured. “And even if he was Slayer, the Pyr wouldn’t have murdered a woman because of him.”

      “Other Slayers then?” Rox suggested.

      “I don’t think that’s what he meant.” Niall shook his head. “Even if it happened before we used the term Slayer, we still would have been aware of wickedness in our own kind. He thought it was the good Pyr. I felt his conviction!” He shoved his hand through his hair. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Maybe more of it will come to you later.”

      Niall didn’t sleep, though. He knew in his heart that it had been the dream of a Pyr and that the experience had influenced his fellow dragon shifter for good. He also knew that he had to be experiencing the dream for a reason.

      Astrid. Niall breathed her name and saw her in his mind’s eye for the barest moment. She was fair with blue eyes, tall and slender. Those trees and mountains could have been Scandinavia. Maybe it was one of Erik’s relations. He’d come from that part of the world. Niall would ask the leader of the Pyr about it the next day.

      He wished he could remember more detail, but he had to make do with what the dream brought to him. He rolled over and caught Rox close, breathing deeply of her scent and fiercely glad that she was safe beside him. The dream made him feel vulnerable and made him fear for those he loved.

      What would he do, if he found Rox in such a state and believed his fellows were responsible? Niall didn’t even want to think about that. It wouldn’t be a friendly discussion, that was for sure. He slowed his breathing and exhaled a steady stream of dragonsmoke, strengthening the protective barrier that already encircled his lair and the precious treasures that were his partner and sons.

      On this night, he couldn’t have too many defenses.

      

      Niall didn’t realize then that Rox would fill a notebook with his recurring dreams of the other Pyr’s last moments with Astrid. He would have that same nightmare every single night for the next twenty-two months, except that it became more violent and the Pyr’s reaction more vehement each and every time. It was as if the Pyr’s fury was being steadily fed to become greater and more consuming.

      And yet, over those same months, he didn’t manage to find a single Pyr who had been loved by an Astrid.

      Much less understand why the dream was so persistent.
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        Bangkok—April 15, 2014

      

      

      It wasn’t right.

      The city Thorolf knew as home didn’t look right. It made no sense that it had changed so much in just one night. The evening before he’d drunk some vile concoction, nearly killing himself on a dare from Viv, and by morning, the world had changed drastically. He couldn’t understand it.

      He was also feeling jumpy. Maybe it was the hangover, but he’d never had one like this. A single phrase repeated itself incessantly in his thoughts: it could happen again. It terrified him, even though he refused to explore his memory of whatever had happened. The past was over and done. He’d made his choices.

      No matter how many times he told himself as much, his conviction continued to grow. Thorolf couldn’t let the same thing happen again. He felt a strange need to find Viv so he could defend her. He should never have left her, even though he didn’t remember doing so. She wasn’t his destined mate, but she was his lover and companion. He’d never been anxious when they were apart—Viv was good at taking care of herself—but that had suddenly changed.

      Maybe it was the pain. He ached all over, his skin burning from head to toe. The torment grew with every step he took and he was sure his skin was inflamed. It was as if he’d gotten a new tattoo while he was drunk—which wasn’t out of the question—but this one burned as a new tattoo never should. Had he gone to some hole where they didn’t change the needles? Did he have an infection?

      How could all of his skin be affected?

      Thorolf didn’t know, but the pain was driving him crazy. He checked out his forearms as he walked and didn’t like the look of the spirals that were traced all over them. The moron had even tattooed over top of the blue dragon tattoo that Rox had put on the back of his left hand. What kind of loser would obliterate a masterpiece like that dragon, obscuring it with this kind of meaningless scribble? The spirals were all over his arms and hands, and from the burning sensation of his skin, all over the rest of his body, too.

      Just how drunk had he been for some jerk to take advantage of him this much?

      Thorolf felt a new anger against losers who called themselves tattoo artists but were incompetent idiots, a rage that surprised him with its intensity. All the same, he couldn’t deny its persuasive power. The pain and anger melted with the fury, as well as that fear that something bad could happen again. He blamed his fellow Pyr.

      The Pyr had cheated him.

      The Pyr had stolen from him.

      He couldn’t work it through, but he had to find Viv.

      Thorolf walked a street that should have been familiar, unable to account for how much had suddenly changed. The signs were different. The businesses were different. The bikes darting through the foot traffic were louder and faster. More people had cellphones than he remembered, as if some technological genie had showered the city with expensive new devices. The phones were bigger, too, with more elaborate displays. Maybe it was a market test. He was starving, but his favorite chicken place was closed and boarded up, an injustice that unsettled him even more.

      Maybe he wasn’t in Bangkok, after all.

      The sky was dark and becoming darker, even though it was mid-afternoon. Thorolf crossed an alley, which gave him a sudden view of the sky, and he saw that the sun was being obscured. An eclipse! Thorolf didn’t remember that there was going to be one: in fact, he’d been sure that the next total eclipse was years away. He stopped to stare for a long moment, breaking every sensible rule by looking straight at the sun, but there was no mistaking the eclipse for what it was. That shadow crept steadily across the sun, blocking it and turning the light to a strange orange color.

      A total eclipse, and he hadn’t known it was coming.

      Yet he was Pyr, and a total eclipse often sparked a firestorm. Eclipses were important to dragon shape shifters, and he wasn’t that lax about his responsibility to his fellows. Firestorms could require the help of all the Pyr, to ensure that the dragon shifter in question successfully defended and courted his destined mate.

      Thorolf always knew when there was going to be an eclipse, but not this one. He had a very bad feeling about that. He strode quickly toward the apartment he shared with Viv.

      As the sun was plunged into darkness, he felt the spark of the firestorm ignite somewhere in the world. He closed his eyes as its heat sent a welcome surge through his body, driving a chill from his bones. It even eased the pain of that stupid new tattoo, and soothed his concern about evil repeating itself. He breathed deeply of it, wishing it could be his own.

      The firestorm was close. Could it be Sloane’s? Was the Apothecary in Bangkok? What other Pyr were in Bangkok?

      The heat of firestorm grew with every step he took. The firestorm was really close, a tangible golden heat in his vicinity. The fact that there was a firestorm, though, meant that Pyr and Slayers would gather.

      And Viv could pay the price.

      It could happen again. Thorolf remembered the smell of Astrid’s burned flesh all too clearly and the sight of her body damaged beyond healing. He saw the betrayal and disappointment in her eyes once more and heard her whispered last words. The worst part was that his fellow Pyr had been responsible.

      It could only happen again over his dead body.

      Thorolf broke into a run. He had to find Viv!

      Smart people took one look at him and scurried out of his path, casting fearful glances backward. He was comparatively tall in this city, and his fair hair made him stand out. Thorolf felt his body hovering on the cusp of change and wondered if his eyes had shifted to dragon eyes as yet. There probably was a glow of pale blue around his body, a mark of his intent to shift. He forcibly calmed himself, pushing back the insistent urge to change shape, trying to corral his growing fear.

      It only pissed Erik off when Thorolf changed to dragon form in public. He could do with not pissing off the leader of the Pyr any more than he already had.

      Thorolf arrived in the street where the apartment was located and narrowed his eyes against the changes he noticed there. Did it matter if the used bookstore had become an internet cafe? Did it matter if the old noodle shop was gone, or that the beggar who was always on the corner had disappeared? No! The only thing that mattered was Viv. He inhaled deeply, but even his keen Pyr senses couldn’t discern Viv’s presence.

      Had they taken her away?

      Was he too late?

      Fear had him taking the stairs three at a time. Thorolf kicked in the door and shouted for Viv, hearing his own fear. The door swung back hard enough to slam into the wall behind and the wooden frame shattered. He frowned as he surveyed the apartment.

      It looked so different that he checked the number on the door.

      This was the apartment but where was Viv?

      Had he failed his lover?

      Again?

      A nude man who emerged from the bathroom, brushing his teeth, his expression astonished.

      “Where’s Viv?” Thorolf demanded.

      “Who?”

      This human had to know where she was. She’d lived in this very apartment with Thorolf until the day before. That this man should lie only meant he was one of those wicked humans, like the one who had cursed him with this tattoo. He must be in league with the Pyr.

      Just like the humans who had tied Astrid down and stoned her.

      Anger flooded through Thorolf. Viv couldn’t die because of his failure. He took one step and seized the man by the throat. He lifted him off the floor and slammed the man back into the wall. The toothbrush fell to the floor as the man’s eyes widened in terror and his legs flailed as he gasped for air.

      Thorolf pressed his thumbs against the man’s windpipe, watching as his victim began to choke. His skin hummed with the steady pain of that new tattoo, filling him with a need to do violence. He felt a chilly determination to see justice done.

      No matter what the price.

      “Where is she?” he demanded.

      The man kicked and struggled as he tried to escape, his fingers grasping at Thorolf’s hands. “I don’t know who you’re talking about!”

      “Don’t lie!” he snarled. “I’m talking about Viv Jason. She lives here.”

      “No. No! I live here. I’ve lived here for almost two years…”

      “Liar!” Thorolf lifted the man closer, then summoned the change to his dragon form, ensuring that his eyes changed first. He controlled the change, mindful of Erik’s injunctions against revealing his powers to humans, but desperately wanting to terrify this guy. Thorolf knew when his eyes changed to dragon eyes with vertical slits for pupils, because the man freaked out. Did he think Thorolf was stupid? Did this moron think he could just lie about something so obvious and Thorolf would believe him?

      “Tell me where she is,” Thorolf repeated. He wished he was good at beguiling, so he could convince this guy to spill the truth.

      He’d have to make do with brute force, as usual.

      The halo of blue light that surrounded Thorolf’s body before he shifted shape was already glowing, the change sliding through Thorolf’s body. He wouldn’t be able to stop it in a second, but his rage was overcoming his desire to hover on the cusp of change.

      He felt powerful as the dragon began to claim his body, and once he acknowledged how good the change felt, it accelerated. He’d shred this deceptive human if necessary and cast him aside, then follow the heat of the firestorm to the Pyr. He’d fight every one of them to defend Viv, fight them to the death if necessary.

      No one would take what—or who—was his.

      The man made incoherent noises in his terror. His eyes were just about popping out of his head. Thorolf pressed a little harder on his throat and smiled as the man gasped.

      “Where?” he whispered.

      “I don’t know!” the man squeaked.

      “Lies won’t help you now.” Thorolf lifted his victim higher and tightened his grip, determined to squeeze the life out of him slowly. He deserved no less if he were in league with the Pyr.

      The man struggled and flailed, but Thorolf was relentless. When this liar was gone, he’d find the Pyr. He’d get the truth out of them. He’d find Viv in time.

      He’d do what was right. He bared his teeth, feeling the change rocket through his veins. The man’s eyes widened and he tried to scream…

      Suddenly, Thorolf became aware of an inferno burning near his side. The firestorm was closer and hotter, close enough that he’d be able to see the lucky Pyr. Sparks danced over his flesh, the orange flames piercing the blue shimmer around his body. It was as if the hairs on his forearm were on fire. The fury that had filled him was pushed back, and the raging pain on his skin faded. He felt heat on the side of his face and a strange seductive warmth flooding through his body.

      The heat of desire. He was abruptly aroused, as he never was when fighting. He was amazed that the proximity of this firestorm had the power to affect him so strongly. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to experience one himself. The dragon retreated as Thorolf turned to look to his left, unable to stop himself. He fully expected to a see a Pyr come to fight with him over Viv, a Pyr experiencing a firestorm.

      But no. A young boy was climbing through the window, a boy dressed all in black. One sniff told Thorolf that the boy wasn’t Pyr. His intense dark gaze was locked on Thorolf, commanding his attention as much as the strange heat. The fire seemed to emanate from the boy, dancing between him and Thorolf in a way that defied everything Thorolf knew to be true.

      Something tickled in Thorolf’s mind, a vague memory of a boy who wasn’t a boy.

      The new arrival smiled, as if reading his thoughts, and the smile was so feminine that Thorolf realized his mistake. It was a slender woman who approached him, a woman with dark hair and dark eyes. She was just dressed as a boy. She walked closer and the golden radiance of the firestorm burned so brightly that he had to narrow his eyes against it. His mouth went dry and the need within him was strong enough to make his grip loosen.

      She was having a firestorm?

      With who?

      “The thief,” Thorolf said, remembering the night he’d found Viv in Bangkok. Her wallet had been stolen by a hungry young boy and he’d pursued the thief to retrieve it.

      This thief.

      Who hadn’t been a hungry young boy after all.

      What was she doing here? Intending to rob Viv again? His anger took new force from that idea.

      But the woman didn’t answer. She neither looked left nor right. She kept her gaze locked with Thorolf’s and walked steadily toward him. She didn’t appear to be armed, and her hands were empty. She held them up as if to let him see that she meant him no harm.

      It was a ridiculous idea that this small woman could ever do him, a dragon shifter, injury, but Thorolf let her keep her illusions. The orange flames grew brighter and hotter with every step she took, filling the room with a brilliance that heated him to his core.

      And made him forget everything but how much he wanted. Desire pounded through his body, making him keenly aware of this woman, of the slender curves beneath her boyish clothes and the sweet allure of her smile. He could seduce her, right here and right now, make her moan and beg for more.

      When she was two steps away, she lifted her hand toward him. A spark of flame leapt from her fingertips to Thorolf and he staggered when it struck him in the forehead, right between his eyes.

      His own firestorm.

      Thorolf stared at the woman who must be his destined mate, even as the firestorm crackled between them. The heat of its spark slid lower, rendering him speechless as it left him burning with hunger. He could almost taste the kiss she would surrender to him, the fire it would light within him, the way it would warm him for all eternity.

      He’d waited so long for this. He both wanted to savor the firestorm’s burn and satisfy it immediately. He would take her, and it would be a seduction worth remembering, one that would destroy all the wounds of the past and light the way for their new future together.

      “He doesn’t know where she is,” his mate said and Thorolf liked the sultry sound of her voice. It was a bit husky, deeper than he might have expected. “Let him go.”

      Thorolf glanced at the man whose neck he still held, the man he’d nearly forgotten about, the man who was still watching him in terror. He set the man on his feet with care. Thorolf was dazed and overwhelmed by the firestorm’s power, even as the man backed away warily.

      His mate put her hand on his arm, and he inhaled, savoring the surge of passion that emanated from her touch. He felt so much better than he had, settled and soothed and passionate. When she stood right beside him, he wondered how he could have doubted her gender. A thousand secrets shone in her eyes, filling him with a desire beyond anything he’d ever experienced before. She was Asian and slender, her dark hair cut short, her eyes darkest brown. She smiled up at him and slid her hand up to his shoulder. The flames burned hot at the point of contact, sending lust through Thorolf that eliminated every thought from his mind.

      Except one. He closed his eyes, reveling in the spark’s touch, and knew there was nothing more important than this.

      Than her.

      “The firestorm,” he whispered. This was his mate, his destined lover, the woman who could bear his son. Thorolf was awed and humbled to experience the firestorm himself. He really didn’t want to screw this up.

      It was the one thing in his life that he had to get right.

      Thorolf turned to face her. He would be gentle and tender, as well as passionate. He’d be sure he didn’t frighten her with his desire. She was so much smaller than him, so fragile, so delicate. His mate. Thorolf cupped her head in his hands, bent and touched his lips to hers.

      Her mouth was warm and soft, enticing and perfect. Her sigh of pleasure was ideal, but far less than what he wanted. He slanted his mouth across hers, encouraging her to join in his embrace, and was delighted when she touched her tongue to his.

      Thorolf kept his eyes open and was glad he did. Before his eyes, his mate shifted through a hundred feminine forms, each melting into the other in rapid succession. She had long hair, short hair, blonde hair, black hair, auburn hair, blue eyes, green eyes, brown eyes. She was tall, then short, then curvy, then not. She changed from one form to another seamlessly and with astonishing speed, becoming a kaleidoscope of different women in turn. Throughout it all, her knowing gaze remained locked upon him, telling him that all these women were the same one.

      This one. Thorolf couldn’t believe his eyes. It was some kind of magic, not just to have a firestorm but to have a mate like this. Thorolf had always worried a little bit about the firestorm’s promise, particularly the conviction of his friend Rafferty that a Pyr should make a permanent commitment to his mate. Creating a son and satisfying the firestorm was something Thorolf knew he could handle, but long term plans weren’t in his repertoire. He liked variety. He liked exploration. He liked mystery, and he liked women. He couldn’t see himself being happy with just one woman, no matter how much he didn’t want to disappoint Rafferty.

      But his mate was incredible. He wasn’t even sure what she was, but she clearly was some kind of magical being. She was a hundred women, maybe even a thousand, all wrapped into one gorgeous package. Were these past lives he glimpsed? Other forms? Was she some kind of shape shifter who could take any guise she chose? Thorolf didn’t know and for the moment, he didn’t care.

      She was his destiny and he was glad.

      What he’d just witnessed convinced him that Rafferty was right about the firestorm, and that the Great Wyvern had chosen the perfect mate for him. Thorolf wasn’t going to mess it up.

      He locked one arm around her waist and tugged her closer, spearing one hand into her short hair. A searing heat surged through him, making his heart pound and his body demand satisfaction. He lifted her to her toes, then deepened his kiss, letting her taste the vigor of his response. To his satisfaction, she kissed him back with equal fervor, a promise of what they’d experience together.

      Thorolf had just one more moment to savor the sweet intoxicating heat of the firestorm, before he was struck hard on the back of the head.
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      Thorolf was a good reminder of why Chandra always worked alone.

      She had a quest. She had a perfect plan to fulfill it. Everything should have been neatly resolved by now.

      Instead, her plan had been very nearly trashed by the Pyr who needed only to provide one small detail for her success. After centuries of planning, Thorolf had vanished for close to two years, right when his presence might have been useful. The creature who called herself Viv Jason had also disappeared without a trace. The only thing Chandra knew for sure was that Viv had been with Thorolf.

      He should have been easy to find. From him, she’d learn the location of Viv Jason, and proceed with the completion of her quest.

      But no. Thorolf had vanished without warning. Chandra had spent twenty-two months checking and rechecking every single lead and contact she’d ever had, without success. She’d had plenty of time to panic.

      Then on this day she’d finally found the missing dragon shifter. He’d appeared out of the blue, which she didn’t trust one bit. He didn’t have the ability to spontaneously manifest elsewhere, unless something had changed. Even worse, by the time she reached his side, he’d been trying to kill an innocent human.

      Worse again, there was a firestorm sparking between them, probably some stupid trick of her brother’s just to add to his own amusement. A firestorm and an amorous Pyr—never mind one with a talent for making trouble—was a challenge she could have done without. These complications might have been enough to make another goddess walk away from the whole quest.

      But no. Chandra always finished what she started.

      She always kept her word.

      Even with complications.

      And Thorolf was more of a complication than she’d ever expected to encounter.

      Chandra knew all about the Pyr, she’d studied every resource she could find about their nature and abilities in preparation for undertaking this quest. She had to study because the Pyr were passionate creatures, as different from her as any being could be. She did her homework when she undertook a task. She knew about the firestorm and its promise, the respect the Pyr gave it.

      She also knew that no mortal woman managed to resist the power of the firestorm once it sparked. She wasn’t a mortal woman, so she’d never expected it to undermine everything she knew to be true.

      But with one kiss, Thorolf had shaken the foundations of Chandra’s universe. She stared down at him sprawled on the floor, touched her lips and took a deep breath. Thorolf’s kiss had awakened a desire in her body unlike anything Chandra had ever experienced. And it had worked fast. In seconds, she’d practically forgotten not just her quest but her ancient vow of chastity. Incredibly, the longer his kiss lasted, the more she wanted it to continue. Pleasure had filled her body in a new and wonderful way. She’d wanted to explore the firestorm’s promise. She’d wanted to learn the truth of the pleasure she understood a man and woman could share.

      She’d even revealed herself, her barriers dissolving before the firestorm’s sensory assault. It was frightening to have been so impetuous.

      It was dangerous.

      Thank the gods and goddesses that the mortal had hit Thorolf in the back of the head. He’d saved Chandra from the firestorm—or maybe from herself. He’d proven to be more useful than mortals generally were.

      Even with Thorolf out cold, she couldn’t keep herself from admiring his physique. Tall and muscular, with long blond hair and eyes of vivid blue, Thorolf was a veritable Viking and a force to be reckoned with. Passionate, loyal, powerful. In human form, he was enough of a sight to make her heart skip. In dragon form, she could imagine that he’d always taken her breath away.

      But now she needed to get herself and Thorolf into hiding, quietly and quickly, and revise the plan as necessary. She needed to keep him from attacking humans in order to find out what he knew about Viv, which meant she had to take him to her sanctuary.

      The very idea troubled her. It smacked of complication. But Chandra had to repair the damage that was done, or everything could be lost.

      The apartment’s resident had disappeared into the bathroom. Chandra hoped he’d lock the door and ignore them.

      She knew enough about this Pyr’s nature to understand that so long as Thorolf was within a talon’s length of urban temptations, she’d never get his attention, let alone convince him to tell her what he knew. She’d have to touch him to move him, then the firestorm would spark, desire would overwhelm her and they might end up somewhere completely different due to her inability to focus. She needed to deal with the existing complications before inviting more.

      The easiest and fastest way of moving Thorolf was to have him shift shape and fly them both to her sanctuary.

      Which meant she had to wake him up.

      In that moment, the apartment resident reappeared with a towel wrapped around his waist. Worse, he was reaching for his cell phone. She’d already missed the chance to ensure they didn’t attract more notice, thanks to the distraction of Thorolf.

      Quick and quiet, that’s how Chandra preferred to work. Humans didn’t really need to know what was going on beneath their noses.

      That was another good reason to work alone.

      What would a mortal woman do?

      Beg for mercy. Try to persuade the guy to help her.

      “Please don’t call the police!” Chandra stood up and put out her hand in appeal. The firestorm’s glow diminished to a faint radiance.

      The guy still looked at it, his lips thinning in suspicion. Chandra wished she had the Pyr ability to beguile humans, even though she didn’t approve of it. In this moment, though, she could appreciate its usefulness.

      “He’s crazy! I don’t have a choice,” the man protested, but his hand stilled before the number was completely entered. “You saw what he did to me!”

      Chandra tried to sound persuasive. “But he didn’t know what he was doing…”

      “It sure felt like he did.” His hand rose to this throat. “It already hurts to swallow.”

      “He’s just confused. He didn’t take his medication.” Chandra patted her empty pocket as she lied. She wished she was better at this. “I have it. I’ve been looking for him all morning.”

      The guy’s eyes narrowed. “You know him?”

      “I work at the hospital,” Chandra continued with her fabricated story, trying to invoke the man’s sympathy. “He’s a good guy. He just gets confused and angry. He doesn’t have anybody, really, and I feel so sorry for him.” She smiled down at Thorolf with apparent affection, hoping he wouldn’t wake up and reveal her lie for what it was. “The doctors say he has trust issues.”

      “He’s sharing that joy around.”

      “Well, I can’t blame him. Especially after what she did to him,” she continued. “Some people are so unkind.” Chandra shivered but didn’t have to fake it. It was easy to be appalled by the choices made by the viper who called herself Viv Jason.

      “She?”

      “He lived here before with some woman. A redhead. That’s why he came back here. He doesn’t remember that he doesn’t live here anymore, that she doesn’t live here anymore. She wanted to ditch him but he wanted to stay together.” She sighed. “He thought love could conquer all.”

      “So, that’s who he was talking about.” The guy lowered his phone. “You mean that bitch with the pet snake?”

      Chandra nodded.

      “He doesn’t know she moved,” he guessed.

      “He does, but he forgets. The doctors say the mind is a delicate instrument. It’s like he’s trying to remember what happened that night, because the betrayal makes him so angry, but his mind is trying to save him the pain of the precise memory.”

      The guy winced in sympathy. “You said he loved her.” His words were quietly uttered, as if that explained everything.

      She should have given that detail more emphasis earlier. Humans had a strange respect for love.

      Just as the Pyr did for their firestorms. It was irrational, but endearing in a way. She glanced down at Thorolf, not having to pretend to find him attractive, and the guy misinterpreted her expression. “You like him a lot,” he said softly. “That’s why you’re looking for him.”

      It was as good an excuse as any. Chandra nodded as if it were true. “But he keeps thinking about her.”

      “Okay,” the man said abruptly. “Okay, you take him back to the hospital and make sure he gets his meds and I won’t call the cops. It sounds like he’s got enough trouble as it is.” He gave her a smile. “I’d like to think that if I needed a second chance one day, someone would give it to me.”

      “I’m sure they will.” Chandra didn’t have to pretend to be relieved. “Thank you!”

      The guy fingered his throat. “Not much harm done, anyway. Just make sure he doesn’t come back here. Ever.”

      “I promise.”

      Thorolf stirred just then, his eyes opening slowly. His gaze darted over the apartment in confusion, then he spotted Chandra and smiled. That smile was like a dart to her heart. To have his attention focused solely on her, to see such admiration and desire in his eyes, was strangely affecting. She could almost understand the appeal of the firestorm. Chandra found herself smiling back at him, as if inviting his attention. It wasn’t like she could reveal the truth, not with the apartment guy watching so closely.

      The weird thing was that she found herself standing taller, feeling beautiful, wanting his caress again. She felt the firestorm’s heat grow with dizzying speed and crouched beside Thorolf, putting her hand in his before she even thought twice. The jolt of raw lust made her catch her breath. She heard Thorolf do the same, then his thumb slid across the back of her hand. He was warm and strong and powerful. The firestorm glowed brilliantly between them, making her narrow her eyes against its brightness.

      Thorolf grinned, a gleam of sexual intent lighting his eyes and making her mouth go dry. He had a dimple below one corner of his mouth, a dimple that made him look like a whole lot of trouble. Which he was, but that didn’t seem to diminish his appeal. Chandra had never felt anything like this before, and she didn’t want the feeling to stop.

      She thought of his kiss and her heart fluttered in an uncharacteristic way. It was easy to believe Thorolf was a dragon shifter when his eyes glinted as they were doing now, never mind that he had passion and appetites. The firestorm made her wonder why her vow of chastity had ever seemed like a good idea.

      It made her hunger for another kiss, no matter what the price.

      Thorolf planted a kiss against her palm, his warm lips smooth against her skin. His expression turned sultry and a little bit wicked as a very definite surge of desire took Chandra’s breath away.

      And he knew it. Thorolf’s eyes gleamed, his gaze fell to her lips, he braced his weight on his elbow and reached for her again—yet even knowing what he meant to do, Chandra was powerless to move away. She found herself leaning closer, meeting him halfway. She was fascinated by him, by his intent, by her own desire to taste his kiss again. She could have been someone else, someone passionate and impulsive, someone with no ability to think rationally at all.

      Someone a lot more like Thorolf.

      The scary thing was that Chandra didn’t care. The firestorm burned, capturing them in a golden haze of desire that drove everything sane from her mind. Her heart raced in anticipation of what would happen after that kiss. Right here, right now, they could satisfy its demand. Chandra licked her lips and Thorolf chuckled, just as the warmth of his fingers brushed her cheek. A flurry of orange sparks exploded from the point of contact, a delicious heat racing through Chandra, and she closed her eyes in surrender just as the apartment resident swore.

      “What the hell is that light anyway?” the guy demanded, sounding fearful.

      His exclamation recalled Chandra to her senses. She pulled her hand from Thorolf’s grip and the firestorm’s heat faded enough that she could think straight. She leapt to her feet, turning her back on Thorolf, but still felt strangely unsettled. “What light?” she demanded, as if she had no idea what he meant.

      “That light. It, like, sparks between you. It’s weird.”

      “There’s no light,” she insisted, sensing a losing battle. She heard her voice rise. “It must be your imagination.”

      “No, there’s light. What’s really going on here? Who are you both?” He backed away as he punched numbers into his cell phone.

      No matter what the emergency code was here, it would be short. Chandra couldn’t risk him making that call.

      So much for negotiation and subtlety. She leapt across the room and seized his phone, flinging it so it shattered the window and fell to the street below.

      Problem solved.

      If not in her usual discrete manner.

      “Great shot,” Thorolf said with admiration as he got to his feet. He shoved his hand through his hair and grinned at her, the sight of his stupid dimple making her pulse go crazy again. “We’re going to get along just fine,” he declared as he seized her hand.

      And she was looking at his mouth, like a besotted idiot.

      What was the firestorm doing to her?

      “Hey!” the guy protested. “That’s a new phone! Do you know what it cost me…”

      Chandra responded quickly and instinctively once again. She pulled her hand from Thorolf’s, backed the man into a corner and grabbed his chin, compelling him to meet her gaze. She felt him swallow as he fell silent, saw his shock that her grip was so strong.

      “You saw nothing,” she whispered with force. “There was no light.”

      “I know what I saw…”

      “Sparks flying between people would be illogical.” Chandra dropped her voice to a hiss. “Only crazy people see lights where there aren’t any. That’s what they’ll say if you tell anyone.” She smiled as fear lit his eyes. “Maybe we’ll meet again at the hospital. I could make sure you two share a room.”

      His terror was tangible, then he nodded quick agreement. “No light,” he said, holding up his hands. “I saw no light. Just get out of here!”

      “Done.” When Chandra released him, the guy fled into the bathroom again and locked the door.

      Thorolf was rubbing the back of his head. He smiled at Chandra with obvious admiration, any concussion evidently not interfering with his plans for satisfying the firestorm. If he laid another sizzling kiss on her, there was no telling what she’d do. She already felt that she was out of control. “You could teach me about beguiling,” he said easily then reached for her hand again.

      Chandra panicked as desire melted her knees. Nothing was going right.

      When Thorolf looked at her like that and the firestorm’s radiance glowed between them, Chandra could easily forget her quest.

      But there was too much at stake for that.

      “We have to go,” she said. “Right now.”

      “Anywhere specific?”

      She spoke firmly and loudly, ensuring that the guy in the bathroom could overhear. “I’ll take you somewhere safe.”

      “I’m all yours.” Thorolf squeezed her hand and smiled down at her, his expression so proprietary that Chandra felt a rare thrill. “How about we get something to eat first? Build up our stamina?” He lifted a brow, looking like trouble in spades, and Chandra couldn’t take a breath. She was keenly aware of her gender, as she seldom was, and her mind was filled with the prospect of pleasures she’d never explored before.

      One thing was for sure: this would be the last time she didn’t work alone.
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      Chandra and Thorolf left the apartment quickly, darting down the stairs to the street. A group of people were gathered around the cell phone, several pointing up at the broken window as they compared what they’d seen.

      Chandra bit back the urge to swear. She shouldn’t have revealed her strength by chucking the phone hard enough to break window glass.

      She indicated the direction away from the crowd, then released Thorolf’s hand. She couldn’t think clearly with the warmth of his fingers closed around hers, with the firestorm feeding her awareness of him. She liked tall men and strong ones, she liked muscle and she liked blue eyes. A lot. Never mind dimples. The thing was that her choices had been historically about eye candy, not about satisfying any desires. Hunks made for better views, that was it. Her vow of chastity was resolute. With the firestorm on Thorolf’s side, raw lust was making it impossible to strategize.

      And that could ruin everything.

      Already a voice in her mind was whispering about new experiences and stones left unturned. Chandra refused to listen. She felt a rising edge of panic. Everything was spinning out of control, the carefully constructed plan shredding before her eyes, and she had to think.

      “Where are we going?” Thorolf asked, amiable and amorous. He was completely at ease, his mood so at odds with her own that Chandra was incredulous. “There used to be a great chicken place a couple of
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