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      He’s lost all hope… until she changes everything.

      Master illusionist Lorenzo wants nothing to do with the Pyr. His dragon nature is just another secret to hide and another detail to juggle, like ensuring that each of his Las Vegas magic shows is a true spectacle. Until he feels the burn of his firestorm and his whole world shifts….

      Cassie Redmond is tired of photographing celebrities. She wants to pursue her dream of serious photography—despite the lucrative offer for a shot of a dragon shifter. Las Vegas is the last place she wants to be, but Lorenzo arouses more than her curiosity when he shifts shape as the finale of his show. Instead of forcing him to reveal his secrets, Cassie gets swept away by this illusionist’s masterful touch.

      Lorenzo wants to satisfy the firestorm and put it behind him. But Cassie is hard to forget—and he can’t ignore the danger when Slayers target the mate Lorenzo didn’t believe he wanted…

      

      “In the seventh [full-length] Dragonfire novel, the defeat of one Pyr’s enemies only means that a new threat rises in the form of the crafty and deadly Chen. The hero in this chapter has long denied his dragon shifting nature, but on the eve of his greatest stunt, fate intervenes. Cooke’s long-running series continues to be a sexy and thrilling winner!”—Romantic Times
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        Hale’iwa, Hawaii—January 19, 2011

      

      

      The Slayer Chen settled into a corner table at a ramshackle beach bar on the north shore of Oahu. Here, the surfing season was in full fury, and the waves were high enough to set records.

      On this night, the moon would be full. The timing was perfect to move his plan one step closer to fruition.

      Next year, 2012, would be the year of the dragon, and time was slipping away. Chen had been compelled to accept that he’d made a slight miscalculation in loosing the darkfire—that potent and disruptive force, legendary among the Pyr, and known to turn all assumptions upside down when released. Chen had deliberately chosen to break one of the three crystals that held darkfire captive, and had done so to disrupt the last major firestorm of the Pyr. Unfortunately, he’d failed to anticipate that the darkfire could also impact his own situation.

      He’d assumed himself immune to such factors.

      In fact, “impact” was an understatement. The darkfire had broken his special tool, the brand he used to enslave Pyr and Slayers. Although he’d reforged the iron brand, it wasn’t the same—and he distrusted the blue-green flame of darkfire that periodically danced around its rim. He wasn’t entirely sure what it would do when used, for ancient magic was most unpredictable.

      And apparently most susceptible to darkfire’s touch.

      Instead of working alone, Chen had decided to take on reinforcements. He knew that he needed to have each of the four elements accounted for in order to enact his plan. He himself had an affinity for fire and for earth. He had mastered some ability to control air and water, but had intended to enslave other dragon shifters with those affinities. Time was passing, though, and the darkfire was loose—Chen was doubling up the options to ensure his own triumph. He’d build a small army, reliant upon him, beholden to him, magically bound to him, and guarantee that nothing would fail.

      Chen had discovered, to his own surprise, that he rather liked having minions. It was pleasant to sit back, pull the strings, and let others do his dirty work for a change. Viv Jason, for example, was pledged to gather the Pyr with an affinity for air, the one Chen had been unable to snatch so far himself.

      The party animal who called himself Thorolf.

      Chen looked forward to that delivery with anticipation.

      Then he’d have to figure out what Viv Jason truly wanted of him. He knew her pledge to bring him Thorolf was but an introductory move in what would surely be a battle for supremacy between them.

      Chen smiled at the promise of that.

      All in all, he felt that his new scheme was moving toward its culmination like clockwork.

      Chen sat with his back to the wall in the bar, the corner table allowing him an unobstructed view of the beach. He was in human form, in the guise of an older Chinese man. He liked this form, as people tended to underestimate him when he used it. He ordered a glass of juice from the pretty waitress, ensuring that his English was faulty, then waited.

      He felt a thrill when he saw his prey jump out of a convertible, hauling his surfboard and shouting to his friends. This young Pyr—powerful, tanned, and confident—was the perfect target.

      It was a bonus that Brandon was estranged from his father, unknown by the other Pyr, and ignorant of his abilities. None of the Pyr even suspected this young one’s affinity to the earth.

      Chen adored how useful Brandon would be to him.

      Never mind how responsive the young dragon was to the Dragon Bone Powder. Chen would bait the trap a little more before harvesting this prey.

      Brandon was in his early twenties, his age difficult to guess given his rumpled good looks. His hair was dark blond and tangled. There was a day’s growth of stubble on his chin, and his body was tanned to a deep gold. His smile flashed white, his blue eyes twinkling. He wore only shorts and a Hawaiian shirt that was unfastened, the wind whipping at the fabric and revealing glimpses of his collection of tattoos.

      More than one woman watched him walk toward the bar where Chen sat. Brandon smiled only for a dark-haired girl who got out of the same car as he did. She flicked the barest glance at him, then turned away to join her friends. Disappointment crossed Brandon’s features.

      Brandon leaned his surfboard against the outside of the wooden bar with care, then ducked into the shadows, heading straight for Chen. “Hey, Chen, good to see you.” The young Pyr’s words carried a subtle hint of Australia, although he sounded more American the longer he remained in Hawaii.

      “I am pleased also to see you again.” Chen bowed his head slightly.

      “Still into the pineapple juice?”

      “You must be my guest,” Chen said, knowing that his prey was notoriously short of cash. “I insist.” He beckoned to the waitress, then indicated Brandon.

      Brandon grinned at the waitress, unaware of his easy charm or his affect upon her. “A beer for me. Thanks, Chen.” He leaned over the table then, his expression turning serious as his voice dropped. “You don’t have any more of that stuff, do you, Chen?”

      Chen pretended not to understand, although inwardly he was delighted. Everything was falling perfectly into place.

      “You know. Ancient Chinese remedy.” Brandon winked. His gaze trailed away to the dark-haired girl he’d smiled at. She was chatting with her friends on the beach, so pointedly ignoring Brandon that Chen knew the attraction was mutual.

      The boy had no need of Chen’s powder to make this conquest, but Chen would not be the one to tell him so.

      “She is very pretty,” Chen said, although he thought she was less than remarkable.

      “Only here one more day.” Brandon grimaced. “Time is of the essence, you know.” The hope in his eyes made Chen dizzy. To think that his prey would be so eager to step into the trap. It was beyond expectation.

      He had chosen the bait well.

      “I have only a little bit of the powder,” he admitted. “And you know I rely upon it myself.”

      “Aren’t you going home, soon, though? Can’t you get more?”

      “Tomorrow, yes. I also remain only one more day.”

      “So...?”

      Chen nodded. “So I can help a friend once more.”

      “Excellent!” Brandon’s grin flashed. His beer came, frost on the bottle, and he drained half of it immediately.

      “The usual price,” Chen said softly.

      Brandon met his gaze, his smile fading. “Again?”

      Chen spread his hands, as if the terms were not his to negotiate.

      Brandon winced. He eyed the girl. He finished his beer. Then he squared his shoulders and nodded. “Just give me a minute. Watch the board for me, huh?”

      Chen inclined his head and Brandon left the table. He heard the young Pyr lock himself in the men’s room and smiled at the ripple of energy he felt when Brandon shifted shape. Chen closed his eyes and savored the sensation. Soon the young dragon would be completely in his thrall, unable to make the shift without Chen’s permission.

      He could hardly wait.

      Brandon returned moments later, something in his hand.

      He laid the scale flat on the table, his hand over it. His fingers were shaking slightly. “Some bitch getting these loose,” he said with a cautious grin.

      Chen smiled. He glanced around the bar, but no one was paying attention to either of them. The waitress was polishing glasses, her back to them. The bartender was frowning over his inventory. Everyone else was watching the surf.

      Chen opened the vial of Dragon Bone Powder over the table and tipped a bit of it into his palm. He blew so that the fine powder took flight and Brandon closed his eyes, inhaling it. He visibly shimmered, so aroused that he was on the cusp of change again.

      Chen watched for a moment, transfixed by the power of the powder over the Pyr. He felt the pulse of sexual desire as well, but the effect seemed magnified for those dragon shifters who had not yet turned Slayer. Brandon’s arousal made Chen feel old, in a way, numb.

      While Brandon’s attention was diverted, Chen seized the scale and hid it away from prying eyes.

      “Shit, that’s good stuff,” Brandon whispered, his doubts dismissed. He opened his eyes and they were bright with anticipation. “And it won’t hurt her, either, right?”

      “It merely opens the mind to possibilities. You have seen this before.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      Chen handed him the vial with a flourish.

      Brandon glanced down, clearly intending to pass over the scale. He looked at Chen in confusion. “How’d you do that?”

      “Sometimes the hand is quicker than the eye,” Chen said with a smile.

      Brandon laughed. “Well, have a good trip home, Chen, if I don’t see you again.”

      “Oh, I will,” Chen said and shook hands with the Pyr who would soon be his to command.

      There was no doubt that they would see each other again.

      All in good time.

      Brandon headed toward his surfboard, whistling. He brushed shoulders with another man on the threshold of the bar, a man in his thirties with dark blond hair and sunglasses. That man eyed Brandon with curiosity before coming to join Chen.

      “Fraternizing with the enemy?” Jean-Pierre asked as he took a seat, only the most faint French accent clinging to his words.

      “Recruiting,” Chen corrected, and smiled. JP looked as if he would ask more, but Chen wasn’t interested in sharing all of his plans with his newest acolyte.

      JP was merely a pawn in Chen’s game, although he was foolish enough to imagine his role to be more significant than that.

      Of course, Chen had lied to him to encourage that view. What was important about JP was that he would bring Chen the Pyr with the strongest affinity to water.

      First, Lorenzo and his link to water.

      Then Brandon and his link to earth.

      Then Thorolf and his link to air.

      Chen would take care of fire himself.

      JP shimmered slightly, on the cusp of change himself. Chen was delighted to see the effect of the Dragon Bone Powder, even on the Slayer. He would need to replenish his stores soon.

      “Something in the air here,” JP said, that blue shimmer dancing around his body. He glanced at the beach. “All these kids. Raw testosterone.”

      “Not quite,” Chen said, smiling into his pineapple juice.

      JP watched him for a moment. “So, you said you needed me to capture Lorenzo and persuade him to join you,” he said, removing his sunglasses. “You haven’t told me why it will be worth my while to help.”

      “The Pyr owe you a debt for the murder of your brother.”

      “That was Quinn and Donovan who cut down Lucien.” JP frowned. “I don’t see what Lorenzo has to do with it.”

      Chen smiled. “It is often better to work from the inside. I find the idea of turning one Pyr against the others appealing—and potentially very effective.”

      JP studied the older Slayer for a long moment. “Why me?”

      “You are the ideal Slayer to aid me in this quest, because you appreciate the necessity of stealth,” he said, watching JP’s gaze brighten. “Have you not watched Quinn and Donovan for years, awaiting the perfect moment for vengeance?”

      JP appeared to be uncomfortable. “I thought no one knew that.”

      Chen smiled again. “Today, we negotiate your compensation.” With those few words, Chen knew that he had this Slayer’s undivided attention.

      Perfect.
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        Las Vegas—Wednesday, June 15, 2011

      

      

      Tacky, tacky, tacky.

      Cassie Redmond knew from tacky, but this town really kicked it up a notch. The lights. The velvet paintings. The casinos. The fake attractions and the rhinestones. It was the relentless glitz that drove her crazy. Everything was shiny and everything was an illusion.

      Her reaction was probably stronger because of her own current view of the world. Cassie was sick of celebrities and sick of publicity, sick of “spin,” sick of everything that pretended to be something it was not.

      As a freelance photographer specializing in candid shots of celebrities, illusion was tough to escape. Cassie was part of the paparazzi, one of the best of the best, because she excelled at the hunt and in nailing the perfect image.

      In a way, her job was to help to perpetuate illusion—and her current attitude wasn’t healthy for business.

      Which explained her decision to take her first vacation since, well, since she’d packed up her camera and moved out of her parents’ house at eighteen. She’d never looked back. She’d never stopped working either.

      And how could she not take a vacation now, when her best friend needed her so much? Stacy had been suddenly, unceremoniously, and undeservedly dumped by that fast-talking loser Cassie had warned her to avoid. Only a month before their planned trip together to Vegas to tie the knot. Despite Cassie’s earlier misgivings about Mr. Supposedly-Wonderful, Stacy had been heartbroken.

      Cassie and Stacy went all the way back to kindergarten, so one teary phone call had been all that was necessary to have Cassie agreeing to join her pal.

      Although Cassie had thought it might be smart to change the destination, Stacy had insisted upon a full-frontal assault on her favorite city in the world, Las Vegas. Stacy’s logic was that she wasn’t going to lose her deposit on the trip, as well as her fiancé and plans of marital bliss.

      Cassie hadn’t had the heart to say no.

      Even if Vegas was the last place she wanted to be.

      Not that she could fault Stacy. They’d gone to two shows a day, were staying at a wonderful hotel, had taken a flight over the Hoover Dam, and had partied like rock stars.

      It still felt a bit thin to Cassie. She was fantasizing about hiking through the Grand Canyon, maybe seeing something real.

      It was day three of the non-honeymoon and Cassie was trudging down the Strip behind Stacy in the blazing sun. She knew that if she never saw another stage show, silicone-implanted breast, or slot machine in her life, she’d die a happy woman.

      That wouldn’t be soon, though. Stacy had tickets to every single show playing this week. That was the curse of slot machines—Stacy had won $2,200 on her first pull and was determined to spend it all.

      They had gotten tickets for a matinee a bit late and there hadn’t been any cabs. Plus the Strip was jammed with traffic. Since they were just going to the next big hotel, they’d decided to walk. It was much farther than either of them anticipated—the hotel properties were enormous—and much hotter than they’d realized. The midday sun was brutal.

      “This is going to be the best,” Stacy insisted, marching briskly in her fuchsia sling backs.

      Stacy, it had to be said, did sparkle. She was already striking, being five eleven, curvy, and blonde, but for Stacy, there was no such thing as too much embellishment. There was no missing her in those shoes. Never mind the low-cut pink camisole—with sequin trim—or the skin-tight black leather skirt. The glittery nails. The false eyelashes and swinging hoop earrings.

      Vegas was Stacy’s kind of town.

      Cassie and Stacy were as different as two women could be—which was probably why they’d managed to remain best friends for almost thirty years.

      Cassie felt positively humdrum in her trademark jeans and cowboy boots. Practical and comfortable, that was her mantra. Forgettable. She could disappear into the crowd at a moment’s notice. Nobody would ever catch her in a pair of shoes like Stacy’s.

      She never knew when she might have to run after a shot.

      She never knew when she might need to blend into the wallpaper.

      All the same, Cassie was regretting her jeans. She should have gone with her khakis. She was going to be soaked by the time they arrived at the next hotel.

      Her BlackBerry vibrated and she tugged it out of her pocket.

      “You’re on vacation,” Stacy chided.

      “Got to stay in touch,” Cassie argued as she scanned the screen. It was a message from one of Cassie’s favorite editors. This one kept her promises and paid on time.

      On this occasion, she was prepared to pay a lot. The number made Cassie’s eyes pop. It had to be a typo. She sent a reply to confirm the figure.

      “What’s up?” Stacy asked. “Are you going to dump me, too?”

      It was a joke, but not really.

      “Remember those dragon shape shifter guys on that television show by Melissa Smith?” It had been the story of the year, maybe of the decade, for the world to discover that there were dragon shape shifting men living among them.

      Assuming that a person believed the story.

      Cassie didn’t.

      Stacy nodded. “There was that hot one on YouTube, too. Yum!”

      “This editor wants pictures of one while he’s making the change. Man to dragon. Or the other way around. No Photoshop stuff.”

      Stacy gave her a look. “Do not tell me that you’re taking the job.”

      Cassie shrugged. There was no chance of that. “The shots can only happen if the dragon guys are real.”

      “Well, of course they are! That guy on YouTube was as real as you and me. I saw him!”

      Cassie bit back her skeptical reply as the editor’s answer came in. The offer had doubled, just in those few  minutes. It had been a long time since she’d seen so much money flashed around over pictures. The money piqued her interest, if not the work itself. “Doesn’t seem like she’s getting any takers.”

      “Put that thing away. You promised!”

      Cassie read the message again, her gaze lingering on the dollar figure. If anyone could get those shots, it would be her.

      If the dragon shifters called the Pyr were real.

      On the other hand, what if Cassie could prove that they weren’t real? That was the most interesting idea she’d had in months.

      “Vacation,” Stacy chided, then spelled out the word.

      “I’m not working.” Cassie insisted. “I left my cameras at home.”

      “Uh-huh.” Stacy was skeptical.

      “Just curious.”

      “Uh-huh. Look, I promise if I see a dragon shifter, I’ll let you know. Now, put it away!”

      “If I wanted to work, I could have done it already. I’ve seen Britney Spears and Brad Pitt and George Clooney. Lots of opportunities, but I have no camera.”

      And absolutely no urge to work.

      Which was the strange part. Cassie had never been unmotivated before. Was it burnout? Or something more? She couldn’t help thinking that she’d been warned this would happen—and that her mentor, Wade, would have laughed himself silly if he could see her now.

      Maybe he could, if heaven had a view.

      “Lose the BlackBerry,” Stacy advised. “It’s going to break you.”

      “I like to stay in touch,” Cassie protested by rote.

      “For what? Work you’re not going to take?” Stacy did a fingertip wave. “Hello, my workaholic friend. Why are you finally taking a vacation anyway? Have you ever taken a vacation? Not that I remember. I just about fell off my chair when you agreed to come with me.” She leaned closer and her eyes narrowed. “There’s more going on than you’re telling me. I’m going to force fancy drinks into you until you confess the truth.”

      “Nothing to tell,” Cassie lied. “I’m here for you.”

      “As if,” Stacy retorted. “You never do anything for less than four reasons.” She pointed at the BlackBerry with challenge in her eyes.

      Cassie deleted the message. She showed the display to her friend. “See? All gone. Temptation denied.” She shoved the device back into the pocket of her jeans.

      “Keep it turned off during the show,” Stacy insisted, and Cassie nodded agreement. “Now, let’s hurry.”

      The offer didn’t leave Cassie’s thoughts as easily.

      A stretch limo drove by and Cassie thought again how odd it was for her to be without a camera. She supposed it was more real to just be here, like any other tourist. That thought made her smile.

      “What’s so special about this show again?” she asked, trying to summon a bit of enthusiasm. The shows were starting to blend together.

      “Lorenzo’s Trial by Fire,” Stacy said, awe in every syllable. “It’s supposed to be great, absolutely amazing. The tickets were so expensive. The concierge had to get them from a scalper. It’s sold out completely this week.”

      Cassie had the vague sense that she’d heard of this guy. “What does this Lorenzo do for his trial by fire? Walk on hot coals?”

      “He’s an illusionist or magician. Whatever you call them now.”

      “We went to a magic show two nights ago. The Cirque du Soleil...”

      “No, no, no. This is totally different. It’s just the one guy. Nobody else. It’s supposed to be really incredible, with fire and pyrotechnics—a can’t-believe-your-eyes kind of thing. Lots of glamour and flash.”

      Ah. Sparkle. No wonder Stacy was excited. Cassie smiled.

      “And he does what exactly?”

      “Magic!” Stacy flung up her hands, the rings on her fingers glittering. “I can’t wait. He even takes questions from the audience and he knows all the answers!”

      Cassie tried not to roll her eyes. “That just means it’s rigged, Stacy. They’re planted props, not actual audience members.”

      “No, that’s not true.” Stacy’s defense was immediate and vigorous. She was always ready to believe. “This girl I work with, she came here last year and asked him when she’d get engaged. She wasn’t even seeing anyone, but Lorenzo said she’d be engaged before Christmas. She met this guy the next week and he popped the question on December 23. Isn’t that amazing?”

      “Or lucky,” Cassie murmured.

      “Plus he’s supposed to be gorgeous.” Stacy made a little purr in her throat.

      “I wonder whether that’s an illusion too.”

      Stacy stopped in the street to confront Cassie. “You’re too cynical, that’s what your problem is.”

      Cassie didn’t suggest that Stacy could stand to be a little more cynical. Given the circumstances, it would have been tactless.

      She kept her tone level. “Well, what did this Lorenzo guy have to lose? Your friend asked a question, he made up an answer. If he was right, she’d think he was amazing. If he was wrong, well, she’d already paid for the ticket to see his show.” Cassie shrugged, inviting Stacy to agree.

      Stacy laughed. “Trust you to boil it down to that. You’ve got to believe in something, Cassie.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m waiting for something that’s worth believing in.” Cassie didn’t want to point out that Stacy kept getting hurt because she kept believing in guys who didn’t deserve her faith. It was a lot safer to just refuse to believe in anything.

      Work. Cassie believed in work.

      Or she had until recently.

      “Anyway, he’s got this big spectacle coming up on the weekend.” Stacy dropped her voice to a whisper. “He’s supposed to come back from the dead.”

      Cassie laughed despite herself and got a look from Stacy. “No, really.”

      “Yes, really. He’s going to get buried alive in the desert for a month.”

      “Sounds like he will be dead.”

      “So, this week might be the last chance ever to see his show,” Stacy enthused. “No wonder it’s sold out. We’re so lucky.”

      “It’s brilliant marketing,” Cassie murmured, keeping her voice low enough that Stacy could just ignore her comment.

      She did.
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      An orange Ferrari swerved past the two women just then, cutting through the traffic to shoot through the intersection on a red light. It looked like a tongue of flame moving down the busy Strip, slipping in and out of traffic with ease. It was moving really fast.

      Too fast.

      A police cruiser raced in pursuit, lights flashing.

      Cassie smiled.

      “That was him!” Stacy squealed, clutching Cassie’s arm. Her new rhinestone-embellished fingernails dug in deep.

      “Who?”

      “Lorenzo! Didn’t you see the custom plates?”

      “Didn’t you see the cop? Your hero is getting a ticket.”

      “An escort, more likely.” Against all probability, Stacy walked even faster. “Oh my God, I can’t wait to see this show. Do you think he’ll answer my question?”

      Cassie hurried behind her friend, suddenly having a very bad feeling. “What question? What are you going to ask him?”

      “When I’ll fall in love for real, of course.” Stacy rolled her eyes. “Come on, Cassie, what else is there that matters? My stupid job? My mother riding my butt about her lack of grandchildren? Celebrities?” This last earned Cassie a look, as if the whole culture of popularity was her fault.

      Cassie would have picked her job over love any minute and twice on Sundays, but she knew Stacy didn’t agree.

      “I thought you were going to take it easy for a while, spend some time alone and all that.”

      “Right. Then I’d be like you.” Stacy grinned, taking the sting from her words. “Nope, I have no desire to ever be alone, even for one day.” She lowered her voice to a hiss. “Plus I need sex soon.”

      “I can help with that,” a guy passing them said.

      Stacy gave him a cutting look, then looped her arm through Cassie’s. “Come on. It’ll be fun. Like I said, he’s gorgeous.” She rummaged in her purse, then shoved a flyer at Cassie.

      Cassie studied it as they walked, letting Stacy guide her.

      Lorenzo did look like a handsome beast, but Cassie knew the magic that a good photographer could do. In fact, he was beyond good-looking, with those chiseled features and dark, curly hair. His eyes were hazel with bright flecks of gold, like little lights. His lashes were long and dark, lush for a man, but it was the way that he looked to be on the verge of laughter that made the image so compelling.

      Great shot. He looked both mysterious and approachable, trustworthy. Lorenzo had done the smart thing on his promotional shot, and looked directly out at the viewer. It was as if he were making eye contact. A little illusion there, but a good one.

      And that half smile was good. Sexy. Sensuous. She’d bet he smiled slowly, like he knew something special about you. All your secrets revealed. She shivered a little.

      Then she hoped he wasn’t short. Lifts would ruin everything.

      “You’re probably hoping he isn’t short,” Stacy charged.

      Cassie laughed. “What if I am?”

      “So shallow. Love transcends such details.” Stacy grinned. “And everyone’s the same height lying down, anyway.”

      “You’re terrible!”

      Stacy whispered mischievously, her eyes dancing. “No, I’m very very good.”

      Cassie laughed again.

      “I’ve realized Scott wasn’t man enough for me,” Stacy said with a confident nod. “You were right about him. All flash, no delivery.”

      Cassie didn’t know what to say to that. She tilted the brochure, wondering whether the glints in Lorenzo’s eyes had been Photoshopped in. She didn’t recognize the photographer’s name. Maybe it had been a lucky shot.

      Or maybe Lorenzo really was this good-looking.

      No. Maybe he knew a good plastic surgeon. She suspected that this much masculine goodness had had a little professional enhancement.

      Stacy hurried to the lobby door, leaving Cassie momentarily behind her. That was when Cassie realized something. “Wait a minute,” she called after her. “What does it matter whether he’s gorgeous?”

      Stacy cast a smile over her shoulder and nearly galloped through the doors.

      Oh no.

      “You’re going to ask him more than one question!” Cassie guessed. “Or ask him to help with your, um, agenda item.”

      Stacy just laughed. “Vacations are supposed to be fun, Cassie. And what could be more fun than getting it on with a hunky, rich magician?”

      “But...”

      “It’ll be good for my ego, even to catch his eye.”

      Right. “You can’t be expecting forever....”

      “No, just fun. Remember fun?” Stacy preened a little. “Who knows—I might know a few tricks he doesn’t.”

      Cassie knew when there was no chance of changing Stacy’s mind. “This I have to see,” she muttered, and Stacy laughed again.

      Cassie unfastened her ponytail and redid it as she walked through the lobby, combing her hair into some kind of order with her fingers. As men turned to ogle Stacy, she realized that her friend had deliberately dressed to attract attention.

      To stand out from the crowd, as it were.

      “Front-row seats,” Stacy said, waving the tickets under Cassie’s nose. “You won’t miss a thing.”

      “How much did those cost you?”

      Stacy laughed. “It’s found money, so it’s guilt-free to spend. Come on!”

      “You’re crazy,” Cassie said lightly. In a way, she was glad to see Stacy ready to take a chance again. And she didn’t imagine for one minute that this Lorenzo would take the bait.

      Stacy grinned. “No. I’m having fun. You should try it sometime, Ms. Workaholic. You were probably wishing for your camera all day long, even though you said you’d quit.”

      “Well...”

      “Then step aside, Cassie Redmond, and watch how it’s done.” Stacy lifted her chin and squared her shoulders, then sashayed down the aisle of the theater. If the reactions of the people already gathered there were any indication, she’d be stealing the show from Lorenzo.

      Cassie smiled to herself at the prospect. Seeing a magician get more than he bargained for just might be fun.
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      Lorenzo was irritated. He pulled into his parking spot behind the theater and flung himself out of his orange Ferrari. He locked and armed it without a second thought, his hand on the stage door before the car had given its last beep of acquiescence.

      Fred was there, sweeping the door open for him with his usual flourish.

      At least something was going right.

      Lorenzo hated being late. A lack of time before his performance compromised his routine of calming himself before the show. That lack of composure could lead to mistakes. He took the pricing of the tickets to his shows very seriously—he was determined to give each attendee the value he or she had paid for. And that meant a perfect show, each and every time. Perfect consistency. Perfect timing. Perfect showmanship. The way he saw it, he and the humans made an exchange: two and a half hours of magical perfection for one hundred and fifty dollars a seat.

      Perfection was only possible with no stress.

      Unfortunately, everyone around him seemed determined to generate stress by the megaton.

      One more matinee. Three more evening shows. Then the launch of the spectacle, and he’d be done.

      Free.

      He was counting down the moments.

      Lorenzo marched to his dressing room and slammed the door, pressing his fingertips against his temples. He needed to calm himself. He was edgy. Ready to lose it.

      Of course, there’d been that argument today at the house, the completely unnecessary drama of his father shifting shape right in front of the staff, and the subsequent need to terminate all employees at the house.

      All Lorenzo had done was ask his father what had happened to the darkfire crystal.

      Again.

      It was still missing. Lorenzo had promised to hold it in trust in exchange for the flashfire song, and he had kept his word. He’d made the deal with Rafferty’s grandfather, the Cantor, then dropped the rock into his hoard, content to have what he wanted from the exchange. Six months ago, when he’d been putting the final touches on the plan for his great escape, he’d checked on the crystal.

      It had disappeared.

      That worried Lorenzo. What would the Pyr ask of him in exchange for his failure to keep the crystal safe? Did anyone know he knew the flashfire song? Could it be wiped from his memory as easily as the Cantor had put it there? It was imperative that he have no more ties to his kind after Saturday and the flashfire song was key to his disappearance.

      Only Lorenzo and Salvatore had access to the hoard, which was secured at his house. Therefore Salvatore must know what happened to it since Lorenzo didn’t. But his father was evasive and confused every time Lorenzo asked about the crystal—Lorenzo was certain it was an act. This time, he’d pushed harder, but his father had abruptly shifted shape in the middle of their dispute and gone to sleep.

      Of course, the housekeeper and her husband witnessed the shift, which was undoubtedly Salvatore’s plan. They would never truly forget seeing a dragon shape shifter in Lorenzo’s living room. Lorenzo regretted losing them after so many years of good service, especially due to some game of his father’s, although he had paid a hefty severance to each.

      Plus the pair had to be beguiled before they left his employment, for their own safety and psychological well-being. Now he had to find another couple willing to work for him under his terms, and for only a few days. It was all very time-consuming and extremely annoying.

      Lorenzo couldn’t help suspecting that his father was deliberately making problems for him.

      Instead of just being old, confused, and generally impossible.

      Never mind that there were technical issues with Lorenzo’s final spectacle of being buried alive in the desert in his car, a feat of daring that relied upon precise preparation. The modifications to the car were not quite as he had insisted, and he’d have to discuss it with the mechanic again. If Lorenzo had had a dollar for every incompetent human with whom he’d been obliged to work over the past four centuries, he’d be a multimillionaire.

      He was one anyway, but he’d earned that money.

      And now the eclipse. He could feel it. It had nothing to do with him, because he had nothing to do with his fellow Pyr, so it infuriated him that he was sensitive to total lunar eclipses at all. What did he care if another Pyr had a firestorm? What did he care if another Pyr met his destined mate and conceived another dragon shape shifter? They were just more Pyr for Lorenzo to ignore.

      Lorenzo had work to do and money to make and obligations to fulfill. He would have appreciated the other Pyr ignoring him as thoroughly as he ignored them.

      It would only have been polite for the moon to have chosen not to send him notice. But the pending eclipse teased at the edge of his consciousness, making him feel on the cusp of change.

      Involuntarily.

      Lorenzo hated everything that was involuntary.

      And he hated being Pyr.

      Becoming a dragon was barbaric and primitive. Never mind the fighting, the slashing and ripping and biting. He shuddered. It wasn’t clear to him whether the flashfire song would eliminate his shifter powers completely—as well as breaking the connections to his kind—but Lorenzo didn’t care.

      In this moment, Lorenzo had to put the crystal out of his mind and focus. He preferred evening shows, but that wasn’t relevant. Two thousand people had just paid top dollar to see his afternoon performance.

      And they would leave his custom-built theater happy.

      Lorenzo did his breathing exercises and deliberately lowered his pulse. He steadied himself as well as he was able, under the circumstances, and prayed that all the preparations had been done correctly. On this day, he’d take heads if there was anything less than perfect. He dressed alone, as always, then squared his shoulders and considered his reflection.

      He wasn’t holding up too badly. He didn’t look a day past three hundred years old.

      Or in human terms, a day past thirty-five.

      The tuxedo fit him beautifully, but that was the mark of a good bespoke tailor. It reassured him to look so polished. Appearances were critical. He straightened his bow tie with a tweak. He swirled the black cape he favored as he swung it over his shoulders. As usual, the glimpse of its orange satin lining lifted his spirits. So beautiful. So elegant. So unexpected. He adored that cape.

      Lorenzo scooped up his top hat and turned with a flourish. He strode to the door, leaving his dressing room with purpose. He checked the props and the staff, hearing the chatter of the audience gathered behind the heavy velvet drapes. He felt the familiar tingle that he always felt before a performance—part nerves, part anticipation, part terror.

      The lights began to dim. The music began to play.

      Showtime.
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      Cassie had to hand it to this Lorenzo guy. The theater was incredible. He hadn’t skimped at all. There was nothing tawdry or tacky about it. The interior was gorgeous and elegant, far more luxurious than any of the other venues they’d visited or glimpsed.

      The seats were cushy and upholstered in black velvet. They were scrupulously clean, as if they’d been upholstered just that day. The carpet was black and thick underfoot, unstained as far as she could see. There wasn’t so much as a stray kernel of popcorn. The curtains on the stage looked like real velvet, black with a line of metallic orange along the hem. That line etched the glittering outline of flames.

      Trial by fire. She got it.

      There were sconces spaced along the walls, each looking like a brass bowl that held a flame. Of course, they couldn’t have been real flames, not with fire codes, but they looked real. The temperature in the theater was cool but not cold. It felt like a refuge, both from commercialism and the noisy bustle of Vegas.

      She listened to the audience as they took their seats and murmured to each other. She felt their wonder and knew that Lorenzo had them believing in him even before he began his show.

      Cassie folded her arms across her chest, less willing to be persuaded. All of this magic stuff relied on trickery, on making people look left when things happened on the right, for example. She was determined to see the truth of whatever this guy did.

      Her BlackBerry vibrated again and she glanced at it. Again they had doubled the price they’d pay for shots of those shape-shifting dragons. Melissa Smith’s television show about the Pyr must have really good ratings. Cassie scrolled through the message, eying the specifications for what they wanted.

      A suite of shots, documenting the change from man to dragon.

      That would be tough to fake.

      Of course, if the Pyr were real, the shots wouldn’t be fake.

      Cassie dismissed that possibility. She wondered what the editor would pay for proof that the Pyr were a hoax. Well aware of Stacy’s disapproval, Cassie sent a message to ask.

      Her BlackBerry received a reply almost instantly. This story was hot. She wasn’t totally surprised that the editor would pay the same price for proof of a hoax, but was surprised that the price had increased again.

      But where would a person find one of these supposed dragon shifters?

      “Off,” Stacy muttered. “You promised.”

      Cassie turned off the device and put it away. It would be enough money to retire. To leave the business of illusion for good.

      She was surprised by how appealing that idea sounded.

      Cassie was still thinking about that money as the lights began to dim and music started from all sides. The flames in the sconces leapt higher and that line across the bottom of the stage curtains began to glitter.

      As if it were burning.

      A trick, but a good one.

      If she were pretending to be a dragon shifter, where would she hide?

      Maybe, just maybe, in a place where nothing was what it seemed to be.

      A place like Las Vegas.

      Hmm.
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      Lorenzo nodded at his staff and strode to his place at center stage, where he would await the rising of the curtains. He fought his awareness of the slow burn of the eclipse, teasing at the edge of his thoughts. He felt the firestorm light for some poor Pyr and ignored it, just as he had a hundred times before.

      Even though it was close.

      It was not his problem.

      Lorenzo was in the act of donning his top hat when the music swelled. One pair of curtains swept back and the other curtain rose skyward.

      Right on cue.

      Perfect.

      The audience stared at him in expectant awe. Lorenzo had a moment to think that everything would be just fine.

      Then he raised his hand in a welcoming gesture, and the light of his own firestorm sparked from his fingertips.

      Lorenzo was astounded.

      His firestorm launched an arc of fire that illuminated the space between him and a woman in the front row. She was lit suddenly with radiant golden light.

      The audience gasped.

      Lorenzo wanted to swear.

      The woman had been sitting with her arms folded across her chest, reluctant to be impressed. Her skepticism would have made his eye skip over her under other circumstances. The blonde beside her was more typical of the women Lorenzo took as lovers.

      But the bright glimmer of the spark startled her.

      And it compelled Lorenzo to look. Her bones were good. She could have been attractive if she’d chosen to do anything other than tug her hair back into a sloppy ponytail. She wore no makeup and was dressed in jeans, a cotton shirt, and hideous red cowboy boots.

      Lorenzo couldn’t stand cowboy boots.

      Even on cowboys.

      Women certainly shouldn’t dress like cowboys, not if they wanted to show their glory to advantage. Women should wear skirts and high heels, lacy little bits of nothing, and lipstick. They had serious assets and they should use them.

      This woman apparently didn’t bother. Her hair was reddish blond, her skin fair. She jumped when the spark struck her shoulder, and the golden light revealed that she was young and pretty. There was intelligence in her expression, wariness and interest mingled together.

      Despite that, there couldn’t be a woman on the face of the earth whom he was less likely to find intriguing. She seemed to feel the same way about him. Lorenzo didn’t find it promising that they had that one thing in common.

      Meanwhile, he smiled at the crowd and bowed, as though everything were going according to plan.

      Far from it! Curse the firestorm, its timing and its choices. Curse his Pyr nature and everything that came with it.

      Lorenzo was just going to have to work with the firestorm.

      Somehow.
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      Cassie jumped when the spark struck her shoulder. She’d assumed it was an illusion, but the collision of that flame with her skin gave her the strangest sensation.

      She was hot.

      She was simmering.

      No, she was aroused. The electric heat of desire slid through her body, turning her mind in earthy directions, making her fidget in her chair. She was consumed with lust, which was about as far from her usual frame of mind as possible.

      She stared at Lorenzo, wondering what the hell he was pumping into the air in this place. He smiled at her, as slowly as she’d anticipated. Like he knew what she was thinking. He was suave and confident, and she wondered whether he made love slowly, too.

      In fact, she tingled at the very idea.

      He was manipulating her, but she couldn’t figure out how.

      Lorenzo was gorgeous, but Cassie saw lots of hot guys up close and personal in her line of work. Genuine or augmented. She talked to them, she cajoled them, sometimes she even shared a joke with them. Not a one of them had ever made her feel like this. Not a one of them had ever made her mouth go dry, or made her panties wet with a single glance.

      She wasn’t sure there had ever been anybody who had made her feel like this.

      And she didn’t like it one bit.

      “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, girls and boys.” Lorenzo’s voice was low and rich, the kind of voice a woman could listen to all day long.

      Or all night long.

      Cassie stifled a shiver and folded her arms more tightly across her chest. Charisma. He had charisma. Buckets of it. That was all. And he knew how to work a crowd. He had each and every one of them in his pocket already.

      Maybe there were vibrators in these chairs.

      Or just in hers.

      “I hope you are prepared to be amazed!”

      A flick of his wrist and the stage erupted in flames. They were brilliant orange and waist high, surrounding Lorenzo. He stood, smiling, in his tux, untouched by the fire. Maybe he was Faust, completely at ease with the heat of hellfire. Certainly there was something wicked in his smile.

      With a gesture from him, the flames were all extinguished, the stage still looking like wooden boards.

      Unburned.

      The audience applauded wildly, but Lorenzo was already on the move.

      “Yum!” Stacy whispered, and Cassie nodded agreement.

      Okay, she wasn’t just burnt out. She was going insane. Cassie felt like a besotted teenager, but she couldn’t take her eyes off Lorenzo.

      This was not good.
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      Cassie didn’t know much about the specifics of magic shows, but Lorenzo made it look effortless. The pacing was relentless, one trick slipping right into the next. The whole presentation was slick and sexy.

      He charmed and chatted all through the show, which was longer than Cassie had anticipated. He made a joke of the sparks that kept flying from him to her. The way he incorporated that spark into his patter convinced her that it was a regular part of his show. She’d just gotten the wrong seat.

      The hot seat, as it were.

      All the same, she wondered how the hell he was doing it. There had to be something in the chair, a magnet or something.

      She couldn’t figure it out—she was becoming so aroused that she couldn’t even think straight. Worse, the target of her desire was Lorenzo. She noticed the sweat on his temples and felt an uncharacteristic urge to wipe it away. She watched his hands, liking their elegant strength, wondering how those fingertips would feel sliding across her skin. When he strode across the stage, she watched his hips and her breath caught. The man moved like a sleek and powerful panther.

      She was sure he paid a fortune to make himself look this good. She was sure he spent hours at the gym. She was sure he was a complete narcissist, one accustomed to attracting women with the crook of a finger, then casting them off when he was done.

      But she was finding serious appeal in Stacy’s idea of fun.

      It wasn’t just because he wasn’t short.

      Cassie watched, transfixed, as he spoke, achingly aware of the sexy timbre of Lorenzo’s voice and the firm line of his lips. How would this man kiss? She wanted to know, and she wanted to know now.

      What was wrong with her?

      She liked his easy humor and obvious intelligence, his deliberate management of the audience’s attention. She wondered what it would be like to have his undivided attention—even the glimpses he cast her way, the smiles he bestowed upon her when he was toying with that spark, filled her mind with lusty possibilities.

      She kept her arms folded across her chest, as if her body language could stave off her reactions.

      Or contain her imagination.

      She felt as obsessed as a fan girl for the first time in her life, and she couldn’t explain it. One glance at Stacy was enough to confirm that Cassie wasn’t the only one in Lorenzo’s thrall.

      That wasn’t the most reassuring realization. She was supposed to be immune to this kind of spectacle. She was supposed to be the smart one, the one who saw behind the facade.

      But on this afternoon, Cassie was snared by it.

      Completely.

      It was warm in the theater, all the use of flames and pyrotechnics heating the air. The tricks and illusions blurred together for Cassie, becoming a stream of impossible feats. In a way, they were irrelevant. She only wanted to watch Lorenzo, and couldn’t have cared less what he was doing.

      She would have watched him brush his teeth.

      For hours.

      It would have been best if he’d been brushing them while naked.

      He did have an uncommon flair. He started fires and extinguished them. He burned items with the point of a finger and those flames rose and fell from the stage several times. The whole time he spoke in that low, melodic voice.

      He brought a python on stage soon after the intro, a massive yellow and black patterned serpent that Cassie would have been happier to see as a pair of boots. She hated snakes, but he handled the reptile deftly. He dropped it into a basket, then made it disappear. It slithered down the main aisle a moment later, heading directly toward him as the audience shrieked. It coiled itself obediently into its basket on his command.

      Checking on the snake and making it appear elsewhere was a recurring theme, one that the young boys in the audience seemed to especially enjoy.

      The tricks became increasingly elaborate and showy, until the two female assistants rolled a huge clear box onto the stage. They were attractive women, beautiful blondes who could have been models.

      Cassie figured they were glad to have a job in this town that let them keep their shirts on.

      The cube looked to be filled with water and must have been twelve feet on a side. The assistants turned it on the stage, rolling it around on a shiny silver frame with casters, letting the audience see all sides.

      Or think they could see all sides. It had to be an illusion.

      A shiny ladder was rolled into place and attached to the cube. Cassie ignored the patter as Lorenzo climbed it to a small platform at the top. He went on and on, something about water extinguishing flames, about the human body being able to last a certain number of minutes without air.

      One assistant rolled a massive timer onto the stage and stood ready to start it. The other followed him and stood beside him on the platform.

      The music began to build momentum.

      Meanwhile, completely at ease, Lorenzo removed his short cape with a flourish, doffed his gloves. He talked all the while as he handed garments to the blonde. Cassie doubted she was the only audience member interested in seeing how naked he’d get.

      He shed his tuxedo jacket and handed it to the assistant. He stepped into a cloth sack, then halted to take off his shoes.

      Then he was handcuffed and his ankles locked into shackles. He made jokes about being at the whim of the blonde and she mugged a bit for the audience. His ankle shackles and handcuffs were hooked together, so that he squatted before them. It was impossible not to note the breadth of his shoulders or the ripple of muscles visible beneath the cloth of his shirt.

      He blew a kiss to the crowd and said “au revoir.”

      The bag was pulled up over his head and knotted. The assistant grinned at the audience, then pushed Lorenzo into the water with one foot. He splashed, then struggled like a fish as the lid locked down on the cube. The timer started. The assistant scampered down the ladder and rolled it away from the tank, even as the cloth bag churned.

      The audience leaned forward in dismay.

      The assistant crossed the stage and dropped the keys to the tank into the basket with the snake. The snake roused itself in apparent annoyance and had to be forced back into the basket by both assistants. Cassie knew she was supposed to be watching their antics with the snake, so she watched the tank instead.

      It was a clever trick because the locked tank was clear. It did appear that Lorenzo was struggling in his bonds in the water. She couldn’t see anything odd about it.

      The keys deposited and the timer running, the lights dimmed to a single spotlight locked on the tank and Lorenzo’s struggling form. The timer was illuminated, its letters the same orange-red as the flames that leapt higher in the wall sconces.

      There was no sound except the relentless pound of a drum, marking the passing seconds. Cassie could feel the audience’s concern. She was leaning forward herself. Stacy clutched her hand in terror.

      There had to be mirrors. Cassie looked for them without success.

      The timer ticked past the two-minute mark.

      Lorenzo’s body suddenly went still in the water.

      Had the trick gone wrong?

      Or was this part of the illusion?

      Cassie was surprised by how worried she was.
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      Cassie wasn’t alone in her reaction.

      There was a collective gasp from the audience

      A ripple of fear passed through the crowd. The assistants eyed each other in obvious consternation. They raced to retrieve the keys to the locked tank, but the snake hissed at them. It coiled itself up and looked dangerous. They retreated, conferred, then tried to approach the snake again. It was apparently too annoyed to let them get close.

      Meanwhile, the audience became more agitated. Some people rose to their feet. The motionless canvas bag was a chilling sight. Cassie couldn’t look away from it.

      Surely he couldn’t be dead?

      It had to be a trick.

      But as the seconds passed and the assistants visibly panicked, she had a harder time believing it.

      “Hurry!” shouted a man at the back of the audience.

      His cry was taken up by the crowd, as they urged the assistants onward. The man shouted again, his voice louder than the others.

      Cassie had a vague sense that something didn’t add up. She felt the shimmer of heat on her skin, as if there were a forest fire raging all over her body. In fact, when she looked down, it appeared that her skin was glowing with an inner fire.

      Radiant.

      Just the way it had when he’d launched those sparks. She thought of Lorenzo’s lips and his hands and his drop-dead hot looks, and shivered. Could a man so vital really have died in front of them? That sack didn’t move.

      The man shouted again.

      Cassie recognized his voice.

      She spun in her seat, incredulous, only to see Lorenzo himself striding down the main aisle of the theater.

      He was dripping wet and wearing only a black bathing suit.

      A very tight black bathing suit.

      Her mouth went dry at the sight of him.

      His eyes were twinkling as he called again for his assistants to hurry. The crowd gasped in astonishment as they saw him, silence rolling from the back of the house.

      Followed by a tidal wave of applause.

      Cassie just stared. Lorenzo was a pure and perfect male specimen. He had muscle definition that would put a Chippendale dancer to shame. His wet, curly hair hung over his forehead, making him look mischievous and boyish—an appealing contrast to his very masculine physique. It was a Superman kind of look and it worked in a very big way.

      All while being PG-13.

      “Oh. My. God.” Stacy spoke in a whisper.

      Lorenzo leapt up to the stage, an elegant move of pure power. He pivoted and bowed, muscles flexing. He winked at Cassie, then blew her a kiss, his gesture launching another spark in her direction. The crowd hooted with delight.

      Cassie didn’t join in. She was annoyed. Not only had she been tricked, along with everyone else, but he was making it look as if she worked for him. That spark and the way he played it made it appear that she was part of the show.

      His use of her as a prop made her want to challenge him.

      She wanted to destroy at least part of his illusion.

      The applause, meanwhile, was deafening. The flames in the sconces leapt high, flickering as if they too would salute him. Lorenzo bowed a few more times, managing to look both cocky and modest.

      “I could eat him up with a spoon,” Stacy murmured.

      Cassie simmered. She crossed her legs, wishing this tingling would stop. That last flame had only made it worse. It was almost impossible to think about anything other than sex.

      Wild, endless sex—with Lorenzo.

      Every woman in the audience was captivated. Lorenzo shook hands with his assistants, gestured the snake back into its basket, and pulled the key out of his swimsuit. He ascended the ladder, unlocked the box, and pulled out his soaked shirt and trousers with an expression of regret.

      He cast them to an assistant, then strode to center stage, still wearing only that black swimsuit. He held up his hands for silence and had it instantly. The tank was wheeled away, and a ruffled black satin curtain descended behind him. He was alone on stage, apparently without props or aids.

      Cassie didn’t believe it for a minute.

      “And so we come to the most popular part of the show,” he said, that low voice doing dangerous things to her equilibrium. “The real Trial by Fire.” He gestured and the house lights turned up slightly. “As usual, I’ll take three questions today, and I hope you’ve brought your most challenging ones. Who will be first?”

      That was when Cassie knew how she was going to show him up. She was a hunter, and she liked to expose frauds. This guy was manipulating everything in this theater.

      She’d give him something he couldn’t manipulate.

      She’d prove that she wasn’t part of the illusion.

      She’d ask him a question he couldn’t answer.

      Cassie hunkered down in her seat. She wouldn’t be first. She’d gamble on being chosen third. Lorenzo was using that spark for a reason, and she knew he’d want to end the show with a flourish. She’d bet it had something to do with this hot seat.

      Well, two could play that game.
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      The firestorm was more infuriating than Lorenzo could have imagined.

      It had only just ignited, but already it burned with an insistence that drove every other thought from his mind. He could think only of Ms. Practicality, sitting there with her arms folded around herself. Everything about her said “prim.” Everything about her was a denial of pleasure and passion, the two things he found most important in life.

      The firestorm ensured that he wanted to change her view. He wanted to coax her to relax, make her smile, make her shiver. He wanted to peel off her jeans, unfasten that ponytail, and run his fingers through her hair. He wanted to see her naked. He wanted to caress her skin. He wanted to hear the sound of her laughter.

      Of her orgasm.

      The firestorm was messing with him by partnering him with a woman so vastly different from himself.

      And Lorenzo didn’t appreciate it.

      He very nearly screwed up the escape, he was so distracted by the simmer lit by her presence. The persistent lick of the firestorm’s flames drove every thought from his mind except the prospect of sex.

      Lots of it.

      He could only work with the heat of the firestorm by persuading himself that a brilliantly executed finale might earn her smile.

      Even Lorenzo didn’t truly believe that.

      It would take more than that to make Ms. Skeptical crack a smile.

      Unfortunately, his imagination was more than ready to conjure possibilities.

      None of which had anything to do with executing a flawless illusion.

      He silently cursed the firestorm.

      It made no difference.

      When Lorenzo strode down the aisle and found his destined mate still scowling—obviously doubtful of his skills—he nearly roared with frustration. His irritation only heightened his reaction, making him more aware of her. If anything, the firestorm burned hotter, taunting him.

      It was enough to tempt Lorenzo to take a real risk. He wanted to provoke a reaction from her.

      Any reaction would do. Lorenzo was sure that it was her composure that grated upon him. He was consumed with her and she was completely indifferent to him.

      The part of his mind that remained rational—instead of rapturous—recognized that this was a problem. He knew that a distraction could completely condemn his scheduled feat at the end of this week. If the firestorm continued to burn hotter with every passing moment, he’d be a disaster by the next morning.

      When Lorenzo invited questions with his usual aplomb, he knew with sudden conviction what he had to do. He had to satisfy the firestorm. Immediately. If not sooner. He couldn’t afford to make a mistake with this upcoming spectacle, the planned pinnacle of his career. He couldn’t afford to lose control of the variables at this precise moment in time.

      Perfection demanded the elimination of distractions.

      If Lorenzo was to be cursed with a firestorm, he wasn’t going to waste any more time than was necessary in seeing it satisfied. He knew all the stories. He knew that the firestorm only burned hotter and hotter the longer it remained unsated. He knew that it was supposed to be the mark of a Pyr meeting his destined mate. He knew that Erik argued in favor of creating a lasting partnership with the woman in question.

      Lorenzo didn’t care about any of that. His firestorm was an obstacle and a problem. The sooner it was satisfied, the better. It wasn’t as if he believed that this woman would go home from vacation pregnant with a baby dragon shifter. That was just Pyr superstition, perpetuated and buttressed by romantic idiots like Erik, leader of the Pyr, who encouraged the Pyr to make permanent relationships.

      He worked alone and always would.

      Lorenzo knew he would have been kinder if his apparent mate hadn’t been so determined to believe him a fraud. If she had been softer, more feminine, more alluring, more his type of woman—well, he might have been more inclined to seduce her and savor a few weeks together.

      But this one, this one could undoubtedly deal with anything life dealt her and could do it all by herself.

      Maybe she preferred it that way. Her hands were devoid of rings and she wasn’t with a partner.

      Lorenzo eyed the woman and smiled at her, just as he launched another firestorm spark in her direction. Those sparks annoyed her and he liked ensuring that he wasn’t the only one annoyed. The crowd oohed and aahed at what they thought was an effect.

      Lorenzo watched his mate. He saw the quick tightening of her lips, saw her irritation rise. She glanced around herself, assessing perhaps whether other people thought she was in his employ. The notion didn’t seem to please her. He saw her jaw set and knew that she had made a choice, as well.

      He doubted it would be very interesting. Humans were terribly predictable. But no matter what she did, this woman—his destined mate—was going to get more than she anticipated.

      And she was going to get it within the hour.

      Lorenzo didn’t have time to mess around with a firestorm. It would be sated, and it would be sated ASAP.
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      After Lorenzo had answered the second question from the audience, Cassie raised her hand and rose smoothly to her feet.

      Cassie wasn’t the only one who had a question. Stacy waved hard enough to bring the house down. But Cassie knew that Lorenzo was watching her. She could tell by the way the hair was prickling on the back of her neck.

      He was good. Most people wouldn’t have noticed the focus of his attention, but Cassie was keenly observant. Her ability to interpret small signs and guess what any given person would do—or where he or she would go—had contributed to her success.

      And she knew Lorenzo would take this bait.

      He did. He turned to her with a dazzling smile. His gaze locked on hers and she suppressed a shiver. She couldn’t stop herself from standing taller beneath his attention, or from licking her lips.

      He smiled slowly at that, his eyes gleaming with intent.

      It was really hot in the theater and it seemed to get hotter just because Lorenzo was looking at her.

      Cassie held her ground and smiled back at him.

      “Our third question, from the lady who sparks the flame,” Lorenzo said, as smooth as butter. The audience cheered.

      “Ask him about me,” Stacy insisted in a whisper.

      Cassie couldn’t say a thing. She was staring at Lorenzo, her mouth dry.

      He spread his hands as he walked toward her, all masculine grace, then dropped to one knee at the closest point on the stage. His gaze locked on her and he arched his brow, inviting her question.

      Cassie thought she might spontaneously combust. There was a trickle of perspiration running down her back, but the more disconcerting heat was the one that simmered beneath her skin. Proximity only made him more alluring. She noticed the even tone of his tan, the muscled strength of his thighs, the grace of those strong hands. She saw the taut muscles of his chest—and the quirk of his smile just about dissolved her knees.

      She wondered again how he’d kiss.

      She wondered whether his skin was as warm as hers.

      She wondered how those hands would feel, sliding over her naked body.

      She wondered just how she had managed to lose her mind in an hour and a half.

      Then that spark leapt between his hands, seeming brighter than ever, blazing an arc from one palm to the other. Its golden light only made him look more handsome, dancing over the planes of his face and glinting in his dark hair. His eyes shone gold in the light of the flames and she had the sudden sensation that she was his prey.

      And that she didn’t care.

      He lifted his hands and the spark shot toward her in a massive arc of orange flame.

      The other flames in the theater leapt for the ceiling, blazing in unison. The entire theater was filled with the crackle of flames, the brilliant light of fire, while Cassie was filled with a simmering throb of desire.

      She had no idea how he did it, but it was impressive.

      The spark was hotter than it had been before, more sensual, and its impact nearly melted Cassie.

      Or was that the effect of having Lorenzo’s undivided attention?

      She halfway wished he’d put on some more clothes.

      The other half of her liked the view just fine.

      “And so, we have our third and final question,” he said in that dark chocolate voice. “From the lady who has lit my fire this afternoon.”

      The audience chuckled and Cassie felt herself flush.

      She could lose herself in those eyes. He watched her, unblinking, just his gaze making her mind turn in very basic directions. The reflection of the flames in his eyes would have made for a great photograph.

      “My question is this,” she said, speaking clearly and slowly. “Where would I find one of those dragon shape shifter guys, the 
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