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        One kiss can melt his frozen heart…

      

        

      
        The mysterious Dragon’s Blood Elixir gives immortality to Magnus, the Pyr’s greatest enemy, and his minions. The Pyr must destroy this source of power, and outcast Delaney vows to complete the quest himself. Delaney was exiled because of his dangerous impulses, and success in eliminating the Elixir will either redeem him or end his suffering.

      

        

      
        But his plans don’t take into account his sudden firestorm–or fiery Ginger Sinclair. The firestorm revitalizes Delaney, restoring him to his old self. And when Ginger learns about Delaney’s mission, she realizes she cannot resist a strong man with a noble agenda.

      

      

      

      “A beautiful and emotionally gripping fourth novel, WINTER KISS is compelling and will keep readers riveted in their seats and breathing a happy sigh at the love shared between Delaney and Ginger. . . .Sizzling-hot love scenes and explosive emotions make WINTER KISS a must read!”—Romance Junkies
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        Chicago—February 9, 2009

      

      

      Erik was pacing the floor of his renovated loft. The building had been reconstructed since the fire a year before, and though it was similar to his former residence, the presence of Eileen and their daughter had transformed the space. It was more than just baby toys and items scattered in the kitchen, new toiletries in the bathroom, the closet filled with feminine clothing, and the invasion of knitting wool—the once-austere space now possessed a more welcoming air.

      Erik’s living accommodations had finally become a home and he was glad of the change.

      Zoë had been colicky since midnight and Eileen had remained up with her. It was just after nine in the morning, a day that Eileen didn’t have to go to the university, but so overcast that it was still dark. Erik walked with his daughter, taking his turn in what seemed like a futile effort to soothe her.

      Erik was restless himself. He felt as if his body hovered on the cusp of change, but he couldn’t understand why. There was no threat to his family or home, no presence of other Pyr or Slayers within proximity. It was true that he needed sleep, but this sense was different.

      Maybe it was just that he was worried.

      It had been a year since there had been a full eclipse. His own firestorm had been presaged by a full lunar eclipse, as had those of Donovan and Quinn before that. But Erik had checked, and there would be no total eclipses before December 2010.

      Did that mean there would be no firestorms for the other Pyr in that interval?

      Or did it mean the firestorms were less critical to the survival of the Pyr? The Wyvern had foretold that those three firestorms were crucial for the Pyr, that they had to be negotiated successfully for the Pyr to have a fighting chance in the final war with the Slayers. Were subsequent firestorms less important?

      Erik didn’t know.

      The Slayers were quiet, almost absent from Erik’s sense of the world, and he distrusted that. Magnus hadn’t surrendered, and he wasn’t dead or gone.

      Magnus was scheming something somewhere. Erik both wanted to know what it was and dreaded that truth. In times past he would have sought out his old foe, but now Erik had a mate and a child.

      More than that, Erik and Eileen had a daughter, which meant the next Wyvern was his child to raise and defend. It also meant he couldn’t access the Wyvern’s wisdom until Zoë herself learned to talk.

      He might not be able to consult with her until she passed puberty. That was when male Pyr came into their powers, but Erik didn’t know how it worked for the Wyvern, and there was nothing in the paucity of literature about the Wyvern and the Pyr to reference.

      Eileen had looked.

      Erik had no information and no one to ask. It wasn’t his favored state of affairs.

      So he paced with an irritable Zoë and tried to ease his own anxiety.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Eileen said, her voice surprising Erik.

      He turned to find her in the bedroom doorway, her hair loose and beautiful, her nightgown flowing around her knees. “I thought you were asleep.”

      “I was.” She took a bottle of juice out of the fridge and poured herself a glass, glancing up at him with a smile. “Did you know there’s a penumbral lunar eclipse this morning?”

      “No, I only look for the total eclipses.” Erik guessed, though, that the partial eclipse might be the reason for his restlessness. He’d never been sensitive to partial eclipses before, but much was changing in the world of the Pyr.

      Was that why Zoë wouldn’t sleep, either? How much Pyr was in her already? How much had yet to come?

      Eileen sipped her juice, watching Erik so carefully that he knew she had more to say.

      “You have an idea,” he prompted.

      “There are three penumbral lunar eclipses in a row this year. One today.” She flicked a glance at the clock. “In about fifteen minutes, it’ll be total. Then there’s one in July and another in August.”

      “So?”

      “What’s a penumbra but a shadow? What if these eclipses are about shadow dragons?”

      “That’s ridiculous. Slayers don’t have firestorms....”

      “But one of the shadow dragons isn’t a Slayer, is he?”

      Erik stared at her, astonished as he understood. “Delaney.”

      “Delaney,” Eileen agreed, and finished her juice. “I’m not sure he counts as a shadow dragon, actually. Maybe he’s just in the shadows.”

      “He was a dead Pyr when forced to drink the Dragon’s Blood Elixir that raises the dead and turns them into shadow dragons....”

      “But not dead long enough that his soul had abandoned his body.” At Erik’s look, Eileen shrugged. “I mean, in Pyr terms, the divine spark within him hadn’t yet returned to the Great Wyvern.”

      “Magnus couldn’t corrupt him,” Erik said. “Delaney wasn’t a Slayer choosing to drink the Elixir, either, and he refused to become one.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Can’t you feel his presence?”

      “I haven’t looked.”

      Eileen watched him and he felt compelled to say more.

      Erik sighed. “I know that he liquidated all of his assets. He sold his car, his home in Seattle, and sold half of the eco-travel business he started with Niall to Niall at a bargain price. He hasn’t returned to Sloane for further treatment or advice, either. He responds to no query in old-speak.” He met Eileen’s gaze, knowing she didn’t like his answer. “Delaney doesn’t want to be found. I have to respect his desire for privacy and his knowledge of his own reality.”

      When Eileen spoke, her tone was so carefully neutral that Erik knew she had strong feelings about his choice. “What about defending his firestorm?”

      Could Delaney have a firestorm?

      Erik found his daughter watching him with wide eyes. At three months of age, she was too young to really make sense of what she saw and Erik knew it, but still he couldn’t deny his sense that she understood a great deal more than anyone expected. Now she watched him so solemnly that she might have been reading his thoughts.

      Questioning his choice, just as Eileen did.

      It was at moments like this that Erik believed Zoë was already the Wyvern, that her soul was old and already up to the task, and that it was simply her body holding her back from active participation. He decided to take a chance on his instinct.

      Maybe there were other ways to access whatever she knew.

      “Will you help me, Zoë?” he murmured in old-speak, that form of speech that humans could not hear. The baby blinked once before she fixed her steady stare on him again.

      Had she heard him? He thought so.

      “There’s a weird connection between you two, that’s for sure,” Eileen said softly.

      “Does it bother you?”

      She smiled. “It fascinates me. But then, I have a tendency to believe stuff about old souls finding each other time and again.” Their gazes met and locked as Erik smiled at his wife and partner. She had taught him that not everything was logical, and that there were benefits to taking chances.

      “Let’s fill the sink with water,” he suggested impulsively. “The Dragon’s Egg is shattered beyond repair, but sometimes a bowl of water is just as good.”

      “Or an ocean can be a dark mirror,” Eileen agreed. She filled the kitchen sink, pulled the blinds, and turned out the lights. They stood side by side in the darkened kitchen, the baby perched on Erik’s hip between them.

      Zoë had stopped fussing.

      Erik kissed the baby’s forehead and whispered in her ear. “Come on, Zoë. Conjure me a vision that will tell me what to do.” Then he switched to old-speak. “Aid me, Wyvern.”

      Erik watched in amazement as the baby extended one plump hand toward the water’s surface, fingers outstretched.

      Then he caught his breath as the surface of the water swirled with dark clouds. He leaned closer, bending his attention upon the emerging vision, his heart leaping as a scene became clear. He watched avidly as the ebony clouds parted to reveal swirling red liquid.

      “The Dragon’s Blood Elixir,” Erik murmured, remembering the glimpse he’d had of it in his dream of Sigmund.

      The baby stretched her hand closer, almost touching the surface of the water. The Elixir flowed and a massive red dragon talon floated into view. Erik had only a glimpse of it before it disappeared into the murk of the Elixir again. He shuddered in understanding of what made the Elixir.

      The clouds parted further, revealing a cave, with the Elixir contained in a massive vial against one wall of the space.

      “It’s the sanctuary where Magnus has the source of the Elixir secured,” he murmured.

      “Is that where Delaney is?” Eileen asked.

      The scene spun, then the point of view rocketed through a labyrinthine entrance and out to a parked car. A tall auburn-haired man sat in the driver’s seat, and Erik recognized Delaney immediately. He looked determined.

      “He thinks he can eliminate the Elixir alone,” he said.

      “Magnus won’t like that plan much,” Eileen murmured. “Where exactly is the Elixir?”

      “In a sanctuary, but I don’t know where. We’ll have to find it.”

      The clouds covered the surface of the water again and Erik thought the vision was over. He kissed his daughter, convinced that she had brought him this gift, but she squirmed and stretched out her hand again.

      To his wonder, a gold line, similar to the ones that had once appeared on the surface of the Dragon’s Egg, danced over the surface of the water. It outlined the continent of North America in gleaming gold.

      “Whoa,” said Eileen, who had never seen the Dragon’s Egg.

      Erik didn’t even dare to blink, lest he miss a detail. His heart was pounding. Zoë was already so powerful! A line of longitude and one of latitude were drawn to triangulate a position.

      “Ohio,” Eileen said, leaning forward to look. “In the south.”

      “Let’s go,” Erik said, heading for the door to the roof. He felt the change build within him, rising to a crescendo that he might not be able to deny. He was calculating, certain that he could fly to Ohio within hours, perhaps in time to stop Delaney from making a mistake….

      Eileen put a hand on his arm to stop him. “Not so fast, Mr. Sorensson. Don’t you remember how Delaney tried to harvest Sara’s son and Alex’s son while both women were still pregnant?”

      “That wasn’t Delaney’s intent. Magnus had planted that command in his subconscious and he couldn’t deny it.”

      “That’s why he exiled himself.” Eileen was grim. “To protect the children of the Pyr.” She reached and plucked the now-sleeping baby from Erik’s arms, then glared at him. “You have to find a way to aid Delaney’s firestorm without risking Zoë.”

      Her point was well taken. Erik’s heart clenched. If the Slayers gained possession of the new Wyvern—well, Erik wouldn’t even consider the possibility.

      He couldn’t leave the baby alone with Eileen, not without his personal defense of them both. And he didn’t dare take them closer to Delaney. He frowned, caught between his two responsibilities.

      Eileen, as was so often the case, had a solution. “Remember that the mark of a great leader lies in his ability to delegate.”

      “I can’t send Quinn or Donovan—”

      “Because Quinn won’t go without Sara and baby Garrett, and Donovan won’t go without Alex and baby Nick,” Eileen concluded, following his thoughts perfectly.

      “Sloane,” Erik said. “The Apothecary might be able to help Delaney through this challenge.”

      “What about Niall?” Eileen suggested. “They were partners and friends. He can send you updates on the wind.”

      “Niall does have a cell phone.” Erik felt compelled to note this fact. “We all do.”

      Eileen laughed. “Don’t give me that. You Pyr love your old-speak too much to surrender the chance to use it.”

      “It’s tradition,” Erik insisted. He felt the eclipse slide toward its totality, even the penumbral eclipse making his body resonate with the urge to shift.

      Eileen smiled at him, reaching up to press a kiss to his cheek. “Do what you need to do, then come to bed with us.” She met his gaze, her eyes flicking over him as the urge to shift grew even stronger. He knew she understood. “Soon.”

      Erik couldn’t argue with that. He shut the blinds, plunging the loft’s main room into darkness, then surrendered to his body’s urge to change shape. It felt good to let the power flood through him, to let his body do what it did best. He felt powerful and invincible, strong in his lair. He recalled that the Wyvern had been able to deny the moon’s call, even on the full eclipse, and wondered whether such a skill could be learned.

      Then Erik closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to pinpoint the respective locations of Sloane and Niall. Niall was with Thorolf—probably arguing—but Erik thought they could do this together.

      It might improve their tolerance of each other.

      Or it might not. He could only try to foster better relationships between members of his team. To be fair, he shared some of Niall’s irritation with Thorolf’s tendency to demand little of himself.

      Erik sent his summons in old-speak, waiting until all three had replied. He checked the smoke perimeter mark around his lair, then scanned for a hint of any of his fellows in the vicinity. It was a habit, one that wasn’t as reliable as it had once been, but it reassured him all the same.

      It wasn’t long before Erik felt the moon slide from the shadow of the eclipse. He shuddered as he let his body change back to human form. He took a moment to compose his thoughts before joining Eileen.

      If nothing else, he had complete faith in the Pyr who followed him. It wasn’t quite as good as taking care of everything himself but he was learning to accept it as good enough.
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      Magnus was confident.

      He stood in the courtyard of his Ohio residence and admired it. He had bought the property because it included the access to the sanctuary of the Elixir, and had built this gated house upon the land. He liked that he could feel the vibration of the Elixir from the house and sense the arrival of any of his kind in the vicinity. He wasn’t that concerned with defending the Elixir from intruders, since any who entered the sanctuary came for only one thing.

      That first sip of the legendary substance.

      But Magnus knew that one sip never sufficed. It was simply the beginning of an addiction, the commencement of a dependency upon Magnus allowing that particular Slayer to have more. Like a crack dealer, Magnus was liberal with introductory samples.

      He thought of it as marketing.

      As a result, there was only the most cursory dragonsmoke perimeter mark around the sanctuary of the Elixir. The defenses against human intruders were much more serious.

      This house felt keenly his own, because it was the most evocative of his properties of the gracious homes of his childhood. Ancient Rome was no more, but it lived on in Magnus’s memory. This house had a large central courtyard that was open to the sky. The way the house wrapped around it secured that atrium from curious eyes. There was a large shallow bowl in the middle of the courtyard, one that had never been used before this morning.

      It was overcast and snowing on this Monday morning, the conditions obscuring the penumbral eclipse that would otherwise have been visible.

      Magnus didn’t need to see the moon to know the truth. He felt a shudder slide through his body as the eclipse began. It didn’t matter where the eclipse was or how complete it would be – Pyr and Slayers felt it right to their marrow. In this final phase of the moon’s node, as the Dragon’s Tail demanded compense and balance, each Pyr and Slayer felt the moon even more keenly than before.

      Most were compelled to change shape under the influence of the eclipse, driven to take their dragon form even against their will. Control over the timing of the change could be learned in time and was a measure of mastery over the body, but these times challenged even the most disciplined among them.

      Magnus had always prided himself on his control.

      But the Elixir had changed his metabolism, too. Once the Elixir ran in a Slayer’s veins, the eclipse drove desire for the Elixir to a fever pitch. The dragon side became stronger and more unruly, its savage impulses harder to control. Most Slayers who had consumed the Elixir shifted shape violently and without any semblance of control, then were desperate for another sip.

      The eclipse fed the hunger in those who had drunk of the Elixir. There was no hard and fast rule as to how long any given Slayer could go between sips, as each succumbed to the addiction at his own level. The eclipse, though, teased the twinges of hunger to starvation.

      The involuntary shift was graceless and inconvenient, and the only downside of the Dragon’s Blood Elixir, in Magnus’s view. His pride in his own carefully cultivated self-control made it a pricey concession, one that might have kept him from that first sip if he’d known the truth.

      As it was, he fought his body’s impulse with every eclipse, determined to conquer this primal urge. He remembered that the Wyvern had been able to deny the impulse to change shape with the eclipse – since many of her abilities became possible to those who drank the Elixir, Magnus intended to conquer that skill.

      To Magnus’s satisfaction, Mallory and Balthasar shifted to dragon shape as soon as the moon fell under the shadow of the eclipse. Magnus was still holding his own shift at bay. The pair almost dropped the large container of Elixir that they had brought from the sanctuary under Magnus’s command.

      Fortunately for their own survival, they didn’t spill a drop. Magnus’s rage would have been uncontrollable then.

      They poured the Elixir slowly into the large shallow bowl, staining its pale stone interior with the dull red of the Elixir. Magnus felt a quiver within himself and saw the two Slayers tremble more vehemently.

      Mallory licked his lips, then flicked a desperate glance at Magnus. Neither had been allowed to sip the precious nectar as yet. They had only smelled it, yet their desire was almost overwhelming.

      They wouldn’t be the only ones.

      Magnus knew the Slayers would come to the Elixir, would come to him. On this day, he would fortify his army – and for once, he’d do it without conditions. He tipped his head back and considered the sky.

      Watching for volunteers.

      He was ready for anything except the ring of the doorbell.

      Much less the plaintive voice that carried through the intercom.

      “Magnus?”

      Magnus recoiled from the childish tones of his current human lover, then anger ripped through him.

      Mona’s tone turned pleading. “Magnus, I know you’re in there.  Won’t you please let me in?”

      Balthasar chuckled, then fell silent at Magnus’s glare.

      “You will remain out of sight,” he hissed in old-speak, then strode to the door. Mona had many charms–including her willingness to do anything in exchange for the ability to shop without restraint–but her increasing demands were definitely not welcome.

      Mona was a mongrel of a human, an eclectic mix of ethnicities that had come together surprisingly well. She was blond, but her skin was tawny. Her eyes tipped upward like Asian eyes, but were a vivid blue. She was as slender as a boy, but buxom, and he had immediately sensed that she was a slave to pleasure.

      He’d seen her first in Azerbaijan, begging in the street, prepared to barter anything for a single coin. Her desperation had meant that he had had to possess her without delay.

      That had been three years before. She could shop with gusto and a startling indifference to price, had learned to maintain herself fastidiously, was an enthusiastic lover and an excellent hostess.

      She might have been a perfect consort, but unfortunately, Mona had developed a tendency to nag.

      Magnus ripped open the door to find her on the threshold, looking uncertain of herself. And well she should. She smiled, ever the optimist that she could charm her way out of trouble.

      Not this time.

      Magnus scowled. “You know better than to trouble me here.”

      She pouted, looking vulnerable and attractive, then flicked a sly glance at him. “I thought I might make it worth your while.”

      When Magnus said nothing, Mona closed the distance between them and laid a tentative hand on his chest. She smiled up at him, fluttering her lashes in the way that fed his desire. She let her voice rise. “I just wanted to be with you, not alone in that big house.” She touched her lips to his throat, confident that she could bend him to her will.

      His body responded with predictable enthusiasm to her plea, maybe more enthusiasm than usual given how close the dragon was to ascendancy. Mona was alluring, Magnus would give her that.

      But she was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      And her effect upon him was irritating.

      “Can I come in, Magnus?” she whispered.

      “No.”

      Her gaze flicked past him to the bit of the foyer she could see, and Magnus again appreciated the Roman desire to clearly delineate between private and public. She couldn’t see a thing.

      Mona’s lips tightened. “She’s here, isn’t she?”

      “She?”

      “Aurelia.” Mona spat the name, a name that Magnus hadn’t heard in centuries, and he took a backward step in his astonishment. “Don’t give me that look.” Mona’s eyes flashed with rare anger. “Don’t pretend to be innocent. I know all about her and I won’t put up with it any longer.”

      Magnus was cautious. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “You talk about her in your sleep. You moan about her golden perfection.” Mona sneered, marring her own beauty. “You whisper in another language, but I can tell what you’re saying.” She jabbed a finger into the middle of his chest. “And I know that she’s the reason you don’t want to have a baby with me. Go ahead. Admit it.”

      Magnus blinked. Despite all the things Mona had wrong, she had that detail right. “I don’t have to admit anything to you.”

      “Yes, you do. She’s here. I know it.” Mona made to push past him but Magnus caught her elbow in a tight grip. He lifted her slightly from the floor and held her gaze, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to miss the signs of his pending change.

      He’d hidden his truth from her, but maybe it was time to fix that. He let himself shimmer more vehemently and knew his eyes became reptilian.

      She stared back at him, her horror obvious.

      “Magnus,” she whispered. “What’s wrong with you?” She flicked a look over him. “You’re glittering. It’s weird…”

      “I’m angry,” he said softly. “I don’t like being interrupted at this house.”

      “But…”

      His voice dropped lower. “I told you to stay in Washington.”

      “But Magnus…”

      “You had everything there, right at your fingertips.”

      “Except you!”

      “I warned you.” He let his voice become a growl. “But you defied me, Mona. Now you have to pay the price.”

      “Magnus?” Mona’s voice rose in fear, teasing his desire to a fever pitch. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      Magnus laughed. “No, it doesn’t.” He bared his teeth and loosed the change, letting his body revel in the shift it did so very well. Mona screamed and struggled, but he held fast to her arm. His talons dug into her skin as she fought him, but he was deaf to her pleas.

      She had dared to ask him about Aurelia.

      Magnus would fry her for that audacity.

      He saw the terror in her eyes, saw it give way to madness as she tried and failed to make sense of his truth. He saw her panic and heard her incoherent pleading.

      Then he breathed fire, watching Mona’s hair light, her skin burn, her earrings melt. She screamed for mercy, but he ignored her pleas. He held fast to her arm and incinerated her, breathing dragonfire until there was nothing left of Mona but ash crumbling from his claw to the floor.

      It made a regrettable mess.

      The ash stirred as a dragon landed on the threshold of the house. Jorge, even more splendidly golden now that he was taking regular sips of the Elixir, surveyed the mess.

      “Mona?” he asked in old-speak, his indifference clear.

      Magnus nodded minutely.

      “A task long overdue.” Jorge gestured to the sky behind him and spoke aloud, his tone animated. “They’re coming. Just as you said.”

      Magnus smiled that his new acolyte was showing such promise. “Come with me and watch.”

      Jorge’s eyes glittered. “My sip?”

      Magnus smiled. “Awaits only your arrival.”

      No sooner had the pair entered the central courtyard than the first Slayer came spiraling out of the sky, claws extended. Magnus knew from the lacquer red of his scales that it was Chen, whom Magnus had befriended recently outside Beijing. Chen landed gracefully on the lip of the stone bowl, his scales glittering, and looked enquiringly at Magnus.

      His hunger was obvious.

      Magnus, ever the gracious host, inclined his head in assent. Chen dipped his head and drank greedily, the red Elixir running over his teeth and chin.

      “Just as you said,” Jorge murmured.

      “Of course.” Magnus couldn’t help but smile.

      Jorge drank then, Mallory and Balthasar watching him with jealousy and malice. Jorge drank deeply, to Magnus’s delight, then raised his head abruptly. He narrowed his eyes and scanned the roofline, peering into the night sky. “I smell Pyr.”

      Magnus’s smile broadened as he recognized the scent.

      Delaney.

      Not at the house but close.

      Close enough.

      His experiment had come to him, just as he’d hoped. Magnus would be able to finish what had begun.

      “Perfect,” he murmured, almost to himself.
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      Delaney was driving through the Ohio countryside when the assault came. He began to shift shape suddenly and without any decision to do so.

      He couldn’t stop the change.

      The dragon within him had gained ascendancy and that reality terrified Delaney. He lost control of the rental car in the transition, his talon leaving a long scratch on the dashboard as the car slid sideways from the road. It came to a halt, tipping into a snow-filled ditch. He was out the door just before he shifted shape completely, the change rolling through him with unrestrained power.

      What was happening to him?

      And why?

      It was dark, too dark for morning, and Delaney abruptly remembered why. There was to be an eclipse on this day, only a partial one, but his body was obviously responding to it.

      And how. The beast within was completely unleashed, raging with a fury that was terrifying.

      Lusting for the Dragon’s Blood Elixir.

      The yearning was so violent that his body shook—he was like a junkie being denied his fix. His gut gnawed, he ached and he burned and he wanted, as he had never wanted before.

      Was it because he had come close to the Elixir’s sanctuary?

      Or had something changed within him? All Pyr felt the urge to shift under an eclipse, and felt it most strongly under a full eclipse. It should have been comparatively easy to deny his body’s urge under a partial eclipse.

      But it wasn’t.

      Worse, his body demanded that he go to the Elixir, that he seize it and drink it.

      There was no way Delaney was going to do that. He gritted his teeth and fought his own body’s demands. He threw himself into a snow-dusted field of corn stalks. He rolled, battling his own body, trying to inflict pain on himself, a pain that might recall him to his senses. He fought the imperative to take flight, to go to the Elixir, to drink deeply.

      To lose his soul forever.

      The nightmare came to him then, assaulting him in daylight as it had every night he’d dared to close his eyes and sleep. He had endured it a thousand times already. In a way, it was more horrific to be awake and see its threat.

      Delaney saw the earth in its verdant infancy and tried to force the vision from his thoughts. He knew where this nightmare led, what fate it assumed for the planet and the humans who lived upon it, and he didn’t want to see it again.

      But the nightmare was relentless. It had a hold on his mind and wouldn’t let go. It showed the spread of industry across the planet’s surface, devouring the pristine wilderness it had just displayed to him. It documented fallen rain forests and oil spills, species eliminated and birds covered in fuel oil. It showed him plumes of pollution rising into the sky; it showed him mercury slipping into the bodies of fish. It showed him rivers of tailings that ran crimson, like the blood of Gaia herself spread across her land.

      And that was the effect upon nature herself. It also displayed the malaise in the hearts and minds of men. It showed him injustice and genocide; it showed him violence and hunger and poverty. It showed him polluted water and wells gone bad; it showed him air too toxic to be breathed; it showed him nuclear fallout. It documented birth defects from exposure to contaminants and children living in garbage dumps. He saw humans sicken and die; he saw selfishness become ascendant and individuals condemn others for their own profit.

      Delaney saw the selfish perspective of the Slayers grab hold in the minds of men and was sickened by it all over again. The trouble ran deep, deep in the hearts of men and the soil of Gaia.

      And he saw Gaia retaliate in an effort to save herself. He witnessed floods and tornados, tsunamis and earthquakes. The planet was in her death throes, prepared to do anything to preserve herself, and humans were destroyed by her mighty power.

      But still the shadow spread. He struggled as he was pulled back to view the earth from afar, as if he sat upon a distant planet and was apart from the entire ordeal. But Delaney’s heart was on the earth, with Gaia, with the humans who called the planet home, and his responsibility as a Pyr was to protect the treasure of both of them.

      So he despised the sight of the shadow sliding across the surface of the earth. It was like watching an eclipse, except that the earth was cast in shadow instead of the moon. On this day, he felt its chill right to his marrow, and knew that the Elixir was the toxin at work. The darkness spread across the planet, and he recalled the old idea of the dragon in the sky devouring the moon during an eclipse.

      But these dragons, the Slayers, devoured the earth itself.

      He heard wind and he heard rain and he heard the calls of humans in distress. He heard hurricanes thrashing against shores and he heard the despair that comes in the night, fed by the terror of the unknown.

      The shadow deepened, claiming more of the earth’s surface, gradually moving across its face. Delaney was cold, colder than he’d ever been, and in his vision, the earth was being plunged into a deep freeze. He watched hoarfrost grow along coastlines, saw trees and buildings encased in ice. He saw the ice spread relentlessly across the earth, moving like quicksilver, stealing life and vitality from everything it touched. It claimed everything in its cold grasp.

      When the eclipse was complete, when the earth was completely devoured by the shadow, the planet glistened in the darkness. The shadow passed, as the light would return after an eclipse, but the earth that was revealed was utterly changed. Its rivers were frozen. Its mountains were buried in snow. The forests were frozen icy white.

      And it was silent.

      There was no motion upon it. No life. The sheen of ice reflected the light of the sun, sparkling and glistening with horrific import.

      The Elixir had consumed the planet, exterminating everything upon it and preserving what was left forever.

      Dead.

      And it was all because Delaney had not taken the initiative to destroy the Elixir.

      The duration of that morning’s eclipse was four hours and three minutes. Delaney felt every second of it. He spent that entire time thrashing in a farmer’s field as the snow fell steadily, his mind haunted by a vision of what could be.

      No one saw him triumph over his body’s need, not in that remote field in the middle of a snowstorm. No one saw him shift back to human form and stand up, panting and exhausted, in the snow. No one saw him wipe the sweat from his brow, shaking from his ordeal.

      And no one saw the resolve harden in Delaney’s eyes.

      He wouldn’t fight that battle again. A vicious monster had awakened within him, one that he couldn’t control and didn’t trust. He’d come too close to losing this fight, and he was determined to never surrender to the Slayers and their Elixir.

      He was close, very close, to the Elixir’s hidden sanctuary. If nothing else, the vestige of it in his body allowed him to sense it more accurately. He’d find it and eliminate it, no matter what the price to himself.

      He climbed out of the field and checked the road for possible observers. When he saw none, he shifted shape and pushed the car out of the ditch. He felt normal again, his dragon form tame and easily controlled.

      Delaney wasn’t fooled. The next eclipse would be worse.

      The car started right away, giving him only a moment to note the long scratch on the dashboard from his talon. It was a potent reminder of the involuntary change.

      Never again. By the next eclipse, Delaney would be dead and the Elixir would be destroyed.
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      Delaney decided to attack the sanctuary of the Dragon’s Blood Elixir on Saturday morning.

      There was no question of his sleeping on Friday night. Magnus’s dragonsmoke perimeter mark on the sanctuary was almost cursory, and it had certainly broken. There would be no issue in getting into the sanctuary of the Elixir.

      And Delaney didn’t have to worry about coming out. Delaney wouldn’t summon the Pyr to help him, couldn’t risk that Magnus would compel him to turn against them or that they would be imperiled in his last mission.

      He was on his own.

      He had sensed Magnus’s presence in Ohio, as well as that of Magnus’s current favorite, Jorge. The Slayers seemed to have gathered, maybe to fortify themselves with the Elixir.

      He’d spent the week observing Magnus’s external security measures, which weren’t worth concern. Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure what he would find within the sanctuary—how the Elixir was stored and how precisely he would destroy it—which made it hard to formulate a plan of attack. Delaney had been unhappy with this lack of information, but more unhappy with the doubt it fed within him.

      Once he had been bold. Once he had been confident. Once his brother, Donovan, had called him a daredevil. Once he would have simply charged into the sanctuary and dealt with whatever confronted him, assured of his own success. But the Elixir had cast a shadow on his heart, making him doubt his abilities and his success, making him delay. His chronic lack of sleep didn’t help.

      He despised what he had become.

      It was time to resolve the matter.

      Delaney knew that he was on a suicide mission.

      He didn’t care. Dying had to be better than living as he had these past years, and if he could accomplish something with his death, all the better.

      He’d destroy the source of the Dragon’s Blood Elixir so that Magnus couldn’t make more shadow dragons of dead Pyr. Slayers wouldn’t be able to drink the Elixir to become stronger, either. And no one would ever have to suffer what he had endured, being forced to consume the Elixir against his will.

      No Pyr would ever have to be afraid to fall asleep again.

      Delaney had spent a year preparing, mastering his fighting skills, and getting his body into prime condition. He’d sold everything and made his will, prepared for his own demise.

      Delaney was between the forms, so to speak. He hadn’t embraced the Elixir, so it hadn’t turned him Slayer. He hated how the shadow seed that Magnus had planted in his heart refused to be banished, hated how he had been unable to stop himself from attacking Donovan’s pregnant mate, Alex. His action had been disgusting and reprehensible.

      Exiling himself from his fellows had been the only choice.

      Delaney drove his rental car aimlessly on Friday night, fighting his exhaustion. The recurring nightmare pressed at the back of his thoughts, threatening to consume him if he succumbed to the need to sleep. Its bleak vision always left him shaking and disheartened—he couldn’t risk it on this night.

      He drove on country roads, past fields lying fallow, past snow under moonlight and forests of bare branches. Just when he was sick of his own company, he saw lights.

      Delaney pulled into the parking lot of the roadhouse on instinct and realized he was craving the company of the humans he and the Pyr were charged to protect. He didn’t give himself time to think twice.

      He strode into the noisy bar, savoring the sounds of laughter and music, the sight of people dancing and celebrating, and appreciated the point of his sacrifice. They would all be oblivious to what he did, just as humans were always oblivious to the efforts of the Pyr, but their optimism would carry on.

      That made it worthwhile.

      He had ordered a beer and a tequila shooter before a woman rapped him on the elbow. “Hey, this is a private party,” she began, falling silent when a spark leapt between her fingertip and Delaney’s elbow.

      He felt his own eyes widen as an unfamiliar heat spread through him like wildfire. Even though he’d never felt it before, Delaney knew exactly what it was.

      His firestorm.

      His last chance to do something right. It was a gift and a sign—Slayers didn’t get firestorms, so Delaney knew that the Great Wyvern was blessing him with a chance.

      He was going to use it.

      His blood seemed to sizzle and he became keenly aware of everyone around him. He felt a desire so sharp and hot that it nearly took his breath away, and he knew the role of this woman in his life. This was how his body was supposed to work, and that predictability made him bold.

      It didn’t hurt that the petite redhead at his side was the cutest woman he’d ever seen. She was as small and delicate as a fairy, but more curvy than any fairy could have been. Her hair was a mass of coppery gold— long and curly and thick—and her eyes were blue and bright with curiosity. She looked on the verge of laughter, reminding him of a beam of sunlight dancing on the sea.

      She was as different from him as a human could possibly be.

      She wore a black sparkly camisole that highlighted the curve of her breasts and a flirty black skirt that danced around her hips. Her dangly earrings were set with amber, one of his favorite stones, and they swung against her cheeks as she talked. She was wearing very high-heeled strappy black sandals, but even with them, she stood only as high as the middle of his chest.

      She was also a bit unsteady on them, as if she wasn’t used to wearing such high heels.

      She pursed her lips, flicked him a look, and touched her fingertip to his elbow once again.

      He liked that she wasn’t afraid.

      The spark of the firestorm flared right on cue, lighting her features with golden splendor. She stepped backward in astonishment, caught her balance by grabbing the edge of the bar, but didn’t run away.

      Instead, she whistled in admiration, licked her fingertip, and made a hissing sound. Then she laughed.

      It was the most enchanting sound Delaney had ever heard. Her laugh was lower than he would have expected, the laugh of someone who loved life and made the most of every moment.

      He could admire that.

      She wasn’t spooked by him or the firestorm, which had to be a good sign. Delaney held her gaze and knew with utter clarity how he’d be spending his last night. He’d make one more play for the team. He’d consummate his firestorm and give Erik another Pyr for the ranks of his warriors.

      It would be the right thing to do.

      “You’re a real firecracker,” he said quietly, and she smiled. Her smile lit her face, and Delaney sensed that she smiled often.

      He found himself smiling at her pleasure, the expression feeling unfamiliar upon his lips.

      But good.

      “You stole my joke,” she complained, not looking offended in the least. “I was going to toss you out, but maybe there’s more to you than meets the eye.” She gave him an appreciative survey and her eyes shone with mischief. “Maybe I should say you’re hot stuff.”

      “Maybe we should find out just how much sparks fly.”

      She laughed again and Delaney felt less burdened. “Or whether those who play with fire have to get burned.”

      “Now you stole my joke,” he complained.

      “Turnabout is fair play.” She laughed again, then put out her hand. “Ginger Sinclair. Eternal bridesmaid, go-to party organizer, best chef in four counties.”

      “And the light of the night,” Delaney said, wanting only to make her laugh again. She did and he felt triumphant.

      Alive.

      Daring.

      “Delaney,” he said, taking her hand. When his fingers closed over hers, the firestorm’s heat surged through his body from the point of contact, leaving him shimmering in its wake.

      Leaving him unable to think of anything except peeling Ginger out of that camisole and skirt. There were freckles in her cleavage, a smattering of them that would extend across her breasts and over her shoulders. He wanted to find them all, caress them all, kiss them all.

      Meanwhile, Ginger’s eyes widened and she caught her breath, a flush launching over her cheeks as she stared up at him. She swallowed visibly. “Delaney what?”

      “Just Delaney.”

      Her eyes sparkled again, a sign that she wasn’t daunted by him. “All this and mystery, too. That could be too much for a little country girl like me.”

      “I think you can handle anything I’ve got.”

      Her smile turned coy and she let her gaze slide over him again. “Maybe.”

      “Everything I’ve got,” he corrected.

      Her smile broadened. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe a little chemistry is all we need.”

      “Maybe.” Ginger nodded, and her gaze flicked to their interlocked hands. Delaney let his thumb slide across her skin, savoring its silky smoothness. A trail of embers followed in the wake of his slow caress.

      Ginger stared at it, then licked her lips. “I think I’ve had too much to drink,” she said, and fanned herself “Do you find it hot in here?”

      “It’s only going to get hotter,” Delaney promised softly, and she blushed a little. The bartender brought his beer and shooter, but Delaney wasn’t interested in drowning his sorrows anymore.

      He was interested in seducing tiny, perfect Ginger. ASAP.

      The DJ put on a slow song, perfect timing. Delaney paid for the drink and left it behind, spinning Ginger toward the dance floor. “Come on, they’re playing my tune.”

      She spared a glance over her shoulder at him, tilting her head to meet his gaze. “My gran told me not to slow dance with strangers.” She was smiling, so he knew she was teasing him.

      Flirting, maybe.

      It felt good.

      Light.

      Closer to happy than he’d been in a long time.

      He was going to make the most of the moment.

      “I only slow dance. Are you turning me down?” He let his fingers slide up her bare arm and Ginger shivered with what he knew was desire.

      “My gran also said you only live once,” she said firmly, and took his hand in hers. She pivoted on the edge of the dance floor to face him, anticipation in her eyes. The dance floor was old, with pulsing lights in the floor, and the red and blue lights made intriguing shadows as her skirt flared out.

      “Show me your best moves, Delaney No-Surname,” she challenged, and Delaney didn’t need a second invitation.

      He knew they’d be doing more than one slow dance together before the night was through.

      When he pulled Ginger into his arms and the firestorm shimmered between his chest and her breasts, she caught her breath and looked up at him in awe.

      That was when he knew that she knew it, too.

      “Only if you show me yours,” he murmured.

      The mischief in her smile made his heart skip. “You’ve got a deal, hotshot.”
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      Delaney No-Surname was hot.

      Not only was he the handsomest guy on the dance floor, not only could he dance, but he made Ginger feel like a queen. She knew her friends were checking him out, didn’t doubt that they were wondering where he’d come from, but she didn’t care. He was completely fixated on her and it felt good.

      They could have been alone.

      Ginger was starting to wish they were alone.

      He was tall—everyone was taller than Ginger, but Delaney was taller than most of the men in the bar. He was lean but broad through the shoulders, and his jeans showed his legs and his butt to advantage. He looked as if he worked out all the time.

      Maybe he had a job at a gym.

      He wore a striped rugby shirt and a leather jacket, the forest green in the shirt making his hair look more auburn. His hair was cut short, so short that the haircut and his trim build made her wonder whether he was in the service.

      He had that taut authority, as well, his expression so impassive that his sudden smile felt like a gift. She liked the silver Celtic cross that he wore on a silver chain around his neck—it was both beautiful and spoke of their having a shared faith in something greater than themselves. There were shadows lurking in his eyes, all the same, and it took an extra beat for him to smile, making Ginger think he’d seen more than any person should.

      Back from war, then. Not physically wounded but emotionally scarred. Ginger could relate to that.

      Suddenly it didn’t seem so depressing not to have had a date for the party she’d arranged for her two best friends.

      It seemed more like kismet.

      Delaney was a perfect gentleman, spinning her and making her look good, his eyes gleaming with admiration when she flaunted her stuff. He wasn’t a predator or a violent person: Ginger could sense that sort of thing. He was scarred, but not bad.

      He’d lied about only dancing slow dances: once they took to the floor, they kept dancing, regardless of what the DJ played. Ginger was hot and knew she was flushed—not the best look for a redhead, but she’d never have guessed by Delaney’s obvious fascination with her. His attention made her feel gorgeous.

      Sexy.

      Daring.

      The music changed to a slow beat again, the lights dimming, and Delaney swung her into his arms with no doubt that she’d be glad to be there. He was right. It was easy to fall against his chest, to be held close, to just enjoy a man treating her well. Ginger felt heat radiate from him and caught a whiff of his scent, masculine and clean. The little flurry of sparks that danced from every point of contact tickled and sizzled, making her laugh.

      “How do you do that?” she asked, tipping her head back to watch him.

      “Do what?” he asked, but she knew he was putting her on.

      “Make the sparks.”

      “I thought you were the firecracker,” he said, his voice dropping low as he smiled down at her. His intent expression made her heart skip a beat. “I thought you were the one who was hot stuff”

      Ginger laughed. She wasn’t so drunk that she’d lose her head, but she was feeling impulsive. She’d followed her heart for a long time and it had never steered her wrong.

      And there was something about Delaney No-Surname that caught her attention and held it fast. He was a keeper and she knew it, maybe down on his luck, maybe a little lost, but she sensed his integrity and honor.

      They moved slowly to the music, fitting together better than she could have expected. Her breasts brushed against his chest, the casual touch leaving her simmering.

      Ginger was well aware of how long she’d been alone. Dancing with Delaney gave her one good idea what she could do about it.

      Delaney’s hand rested on the back of her waist, resolute and proprietary. She liked its weight there, liked it even better when his fingers began a slow stroke.

      She was already hot, but his caress stoked the heat in her veins. Desire was kindled and coaxed to a flame. Ginger didn’t believe in coincidences. She didn’t believe that people came together by accident. She believed in destiny and kismet, and finding what—or whom—you needed right on time.

      Her intuition told her that Delaney needed her, and she had a strong sense that she needed him, too. Stone-cold sober on a Tuesday morning, she might have waited to see. A little bit drunk on a Friday night—at yet another stag-and-doe, for yet another wedding of a couple she had introduced to each other—Ginger surrendered to impulse.

      She moved closer to Delaney, putting her cheek on his chest. He hesitated only a moment before pulling her tighter into the circle of his arms.

      A gentleman.

      Ginger smiled. She’d read him right. She felt surrounded by his strength and exhaled with pleasure as his fingers slid into the hair at her nape. She swallowed when he rested his chin against the top of her head and closed her eyes as his breath slipped through her hair.

      They moved together easily, keeping the beat of the music, as if they’d danced together a thousand times. As if this was meant to be. Ginger kept her eyes closed and listened to the pulse of Delaney’s heart, content for the first time in she didn’t know how long.

      She would have been happy for the song to last forever, but of course, it didn’t.

      “Let’s liven it up, people!” The DJ’s voice boomed abruptly through the bar, followed by the strong beat of a dance song. The lights began to pulse brightly and the dance floor suddenly became crowded.

      Delaney and Ginger parted reluctantly and she saw an echo of her own surprise in his expression. She saw desire and she saw that he would wait for her to make the first move.

      She did.

      Ginger reached out and took Delaney’s hand, giving his fingers a squeeze. There was a blaze of light between their hands, an orange flame that she halfway thought was a manifestation of her desire.

      “There’s something between us,” Ginger said, raising her hand to his chest. Those sparks danced again, flickering yellow and orange around her fingertips, then settling to a glow that outlined her hand. She stared at them in awe, unable to explain their presence. The strobe lights came on, disguising the sparks from casual view, but Ginger could feel their sizzle. “It feels like magic.”

      “Not quite magic,” Delaney agreed quietly. His eyes were dark, filled with mystery and shadow. He was solemn and intent, watchful, letting her set the pace. “But maybe close enough.”

      “You feel it, too?”

      He nodded. “I felt it as soon as you tried to throw me out.” His reluctant smile made her heart skip a beat. “As if you could.”

      Ginger laughed at the truth of that. “Points for effort?”

      “Points for guts.” He sobered then, his gaze admiring. “There’s something very sexy about people who believe in themselves.”

      His hand slid along her jaw then, easing into her hair and cupping the back of her head. It was a possessive caress, one that made her tingle to her toes and left her mouth dry. Ginger knew what he was going to do and on one hand, she wished he would hurry.

      On the other, it was delicious that he moved so slowly.

      So deliberately.

      It made her yearn.

      Delaney studied her and Ginger simmered with the conviction that he was really looking at her. Ginger had been a substitute for another woman’s affections before, and she was touchy about going that route ever again. Delaney, though, seemed to marvel at her, seemed determined to let her know that she was the one he wanted.

      If that weren’t sexy enough, if it weren’t enough that he actually liked the outspokenness that some men found annoying, there was his kiss. He bent his head slowly toward her, giving her lots of time to evade him if that had been her plan.

      As if.

      Ginger slid her hands over his shoulders.

      Delaney cupped her head in his hands, tipping her face upward. His mouth closed over hers with surety, leaving no doubt that he was claiming what he wanted.

      Her.

      Ginger melted. His kiss was firm and persuasive, his hands gentle and strong. It was a kiss as Ginger had always thought kisses should be: confident not tentative, resolute, honest. As intent upon giving pleasure as getting some.

      It was Ginger’s kind of kiss.

      She let Delaney know she approved. She leaned against him, her breasts crushed against the hard strength of his chest as she locked her hands around his neck. She felt only solid muscle beneath her hands and knew he was stronger even than she had guessed.

      But he was tender with her, tempering his power. Ginger would never have called herself fragile, but she liked being treated like a treasure. Delaney didn’t try to curtail her passion, didn’t disapprove of her desire or her communication of it.

      He simply deepened his kiss. Ginger was captivated. She shivered as she ran her fingers over his short hair and felt his erection against his stomach.

      Delaney wanted her, just as she was.

      There could be no aphrodisiac more potent than that.

      Delaney spread one hand across the back of her waist, lifting her to his toes as their tongues tangled and danced. Ginger felt the heat of desire burn within her, felt her body lust for more than just a kiss. She kissed him with fervor, encouraged that he responded immediately to her touch.

      “Whoa!” Tanya said from close at hand. “Take it outside, Ginger, or keep it legal.”

      Ginger jumped at the sound of her best friend’s voice. Her face heated as she blushed, but Delaney closed his arms protectively around her.

      To her surprise, she and Delaney stood in a warm glow of light, as if they were in the middle of a bonfire. Some jerk must have turned one of the yellow spotlights on them.

      If it bothered Ginger, it didn’t bother Delaney. He brushed his lips across her forehead, then bent to whisper in her ear. His murmur was low enough to resonate in her veins, his intent expression enough to eliminate her reservations.

      “I have a rental car,” he said softly. “Let’s drive.”

      “No,” Ginger said, speaking so firmly that he met her gaze with surprise. “Come home with me.”

      He hesitated, looking deeply into her eyes. “Are you sure?”

      “Are you turning me down, hotshot?”

      Delaney shook his head, as if surprised that she could imagine such a thing. “You said you’d had too much to drink.” His gaze turned warm, as his fingertip slid across her cheek so slowly that Ginger shivered at the trail of heat. His words turned husky before his confession. “I won’t regret anything we do, so I don’t want you to, either.”

      His touch would have dissolved her knees, if his words hadn’t done so first. Ginger had been matchmaking for a while, and she knew a good fit when she saw one.

      “Let’s go home,” she said, placing her hand in his and heading for the door.
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      To Delaney’s surprise. Ginger directed him away from the bright lights of the roadhouse and down a network of unlit roads. The power lines ran beside them, looping from pole to pole, occasional lights burning in the darkness from houses set well back from the road. They rode in silence, the warm glow of the firestorm between them. It was snowing, the white flakes spinning out of the sky in an endless dance. The world seemed quiet, pensive, on the cusp of a profound change.

      When Delaney glanced Ginger’s way, she smiled at him. He liked that her confidence in her choice never faltered.

      His certainly didn’t.

      At her instruction, Delaney turned into a driveway beside a large sign that he couldn’t read in the darkness. The house was several hundred yards from the road, on the left, and was an old two-storied house with ornate gingerbread trim hanging from the rafters. There was an old barn just behind it, then a large modem barn several hundred yards beyond that. A massive light illuminated the space in between house and barns. He could see the silhouette of solar panels on the roof of the new barn, although they couldn’t have been effective with so much snow.

      He parked outside the kitchen door beside a large faded red pickup truck.

      Ginger got out of the car before he could open her door, bouncing up the steps of the wooden porch. She didn’t teeter on her heels quite as much as she had in the bar.

      Delaney took his time following her, gathering a sense of who she was from her home. The house was old, made of clapboard. It was in good shape, well-maintained, the shutters on either side of each window intact and straight. He smelled manure and straw in the crisp air, earthy scents of cultivation.

      Delaney had missed farms, not the hard work that he’d found on them in the past, but the integrity and sense of unity with the earth. He felt a stab of regret at selling his own land, then dismissed it as irrelevant.

      Maybe Ginger’s connection with the earth was part of what he found so alluring about her.

      She pivoted before the unlocked door and flashed him a smile. “Too long in the city,” she said with an apologetic shrug. “I even lock the doors out here.”

      “That’s only sensible.”

      Ginger laughed, a merry sound that lightened Delaney’s heart. “Crazy city stuff according to my gran.” She mimicked a stern tone. “No point in living someplace where you aren’t safe or you don’t feel safe. That’s what she always said.”

      Delaney understood that Ginger’s grandmother had passed away. “Do you feel safe here?” he asked, curious.

      Ginger’s gaze flicked over the fields, sky, and barn, then she smiled at Delaney. “Depends. There’s something to be said for the sound of others close at hand. It was strange to come back here, back to the quiet.”

      “Back to the earth.”

      “That part I like a lot.” She seemed about to say more, then glanced at him. “Did you grow up on a farm?” He sensed that she was changing the subject, maybe to hide some of her own story.

      “I worked on a farm for a long time.” Delaney omitted the detail that he had later owned the farm. “The owner told me that once I got the earth under my nails. I’d never get it out.” He shrugged. “He was right.”

      “He was,” Ginger agreed softly. “I could never stop missing this place.” She sighed. “It’s just good, knowing where your food comes from and seeing your connection to the earth every day.”

      “You grow crops, then?”

      “Well, not enough. I want to take the farm organic, to raise market vegetables, all organic, mostly heirloom varieties.” She winced. “It’s a ton of hard work, but I can taste the difference.”

      “Is that common here?”

      Ginger laughed. “No! Everyone thinks I got crazy in the city. They’re waiting to see me fail.”

      He saw her lips tighten as she looked across the fields and knew then the depth of her determination. “You won’t fail,” he said softly.

      She met his gaze with a smile, an appealing conviction in her eyes. “No,” she said with confidence. “I won’t. Ten years from now, maybe twenty, they won’t be able to believe they ever did anything different. I’ll find a way to get it done. For now, there are the girls and they’re a lot of work.”

      “The girls?”

      “Sinclair Farms has always been a dairy farm. I have a hundred cows in the barn, most of them pregnant.” She smiled. “We always had Guernseys, but I’m adding other heirloom and endangered breeds.”

      “They’re easier on the land.”

      She smiled at him. “Exactly! Tanya went to chef school with me and followed me back here to become an artisan cheese maker. Then she met Steve and that was that.”

      “So you set them up.”

      “Yes and no.” She flushed a little. “People tease me about matchmaking, but it’s like putting the right ingredients together for a soufflé. You just know when you’ve got something
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