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      For millennia, the shape-shifting dragon warriors known as the Pyr have lived peacefully as guardians of both the four elements and the earth’s treasures. But now the final reckoning between the Pyr, who count humans among the earth’s treasures, and the Slayers, who would eradicate both humans and the Pyr who protect them, has begun…
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            KISS OF FIRE

          

          THE DRAGONFIRE NOVELS #1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One kiss can change the course of destiny...

      

        

      
        When ace accountant Sara Keegan decides to settle down and run her quirky aunt’s New Age bookstore, she’s not looking for adventure. She doesn’t believe in fate or the magic of tarot cards, but when she’s saved from a vicious attack by a man who has the ability to turn into a fire-breathing dragon, she questions whether she’s losing her mind–or about to lose her heart.

      

        

      
        Self-reliant loner Quinn Tyrrell has long been distrustful of his fellow Pyr. When he feels the firestorm that signals his destined mate, he’s determined to protect and possess Sara, regardless of the cost. Then Sara’s true destiny is revealed and Quinn realizes he must risk everything–even Sara’s love–to fulfill their entwined fates.

      

      

      

      “Wow, what an innovative and dazzling world Ms. Cooke has built with this new Dragonfire series. Her smooth and precise writing quickly draws the reader in and has you believing it could almost be real...I can’t wait for the next two books.”—Fresh Fiction
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        For Kon, as always.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        March 3, 2007

      

      

      The reckoning had begun.

      All around the world, gazes turned skyward for the total lunar eclipse. Not everyone realized that it was the first eclipse of a new cycle, that it was the beginning of an age of reconciliation.

      There were thirteen who knew.

      No sooner had the shadow of the earth passed over the full moon than the first six met in the quiet reaches of southern Libya. The moon glowed red and unnatural, as unnatural as many might have found the sight of the dragons spiraling down from the darkened sky. The members of the high circle gathered silently, as was prearranged, honoring custom. They landed unobserved beneath the path of the eclipse.

      There was no need for conversation: the process of ordination had taught them their responsibilities, though none had known whether they would be summoned until now. Dread and anticipation mingled in one of the eldest, Donovan, as he watched his fellows arrive. He didn’t like foretold events, didn’t like the sense they always gave him that there was more controlling his future than his own will. Heat rose from the sand underfoot and the sky appeared to be stained with blood.

      Erik arrived last, his onyx and pewter figure casting an eerie shadow as he wheeled with confidence out of the sky. He moved as if the black velvet sack in his grasp weighed nothing. Donovan knew that sack’s contents and the burden Erik carried.

      The blessing was murmured in old-speak by all of them, even skeptical Donovan. The bag’s cord was loosed to reveal the treasure of their kind, still nestled in the shadowed interior. The Dragon’s Egg was as dark as night, as fathomless as obsidian, and the surface of the stone gleamed as if wet.

      The sight of it gave Donovan the creeps.

      “It’s not working,” Niall said.

      “Nonsense. It must taste the moon’s light.” Erik was impatient with doubt and skepticism. “Give it room.” The others withdrew slightly and Donovan restrained the urge to destroy the sacred relic. It was older than any of them, mysterious and potent, and to his thinking, it brought more trouble than it solved.

      Erik spun the Dragon’s Egg three times, requested an augury of the Great Wyvern, and released it. The stone spun like a top across the scorching sand. When it came to a halt, the six clustered closer, as close as Erik would permit.

      For a long moment, only the reflection of the moon’s red glow was visible in the orb. The eclipse was already progressing—if Erik felt the press of time passing, he gave no outward sign. Their leader was as cool and composed as always, as confident as Donovan had always known him to be.

      Donovan was inclined to prod the stone. If he kicked it hard enough, it might shatter. Before he could move, though, the orb sparkled, as if lit from the inside. Lines of gold appeared in the darkness, running across and around its surface.

      “First it traces the planet,” Rafferty said, for those who had not witnessed the marvel before. The outline of continents appeared, as if drawn in gold by a frantic mapsmith.

      “North America,” said Donovan, recognizing the shape of the continent displayed on the top. He sighed. “It figures. Why can’t we ever be dispatched to Italy, where the women are gorgeous, or some South Seas island, where they’re naked?”

      “Silence!” Erik commanded. Rafferty chuckled darkly until the leader silenced him with a look.

      Nothing happened after the continents were drawn. The shadow of the earth moved relentlessly across the full moon. Sloane stirred restlessly until Erik held up a hand.

      Finer hairlines, straight lines of force, appeared on the Dragon’s Egg. Similar to lines of longitude and latitude, the ley lines triangulated a precise location. What they really marked were lines of energy, earth energy, energy that might as well have been Roman roads for the readiness with which Donovan and his kind could follow them.

      The lines targeted the nexus where the next firestorm would begin. The ley lines glowed briefly as they made a conjunction; the six leaned closer, anxious to read the location before the gleaming lines faded to darkness.

      “Ann Arbor,” Erik murmured, his old-speak echoing with authority in the thoughts of his fellows. “I will go.”

      “I will be your second, if you wish it,” Donovan said, speaking out of some impulse he could not name.

      “You will all second me,” Erik declared. “It is time.” A frisson of alarm passed through the group. Donovan exchanged a glance with Rafferty, knowing that the old prophecy must be correct for Erik to make such a demand.

      The final battle had come.

      And the world would never be the same.
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        * * *

      

      Further south, in the Kalahari Desert, the other seven gathered in a dark parody of the high circle. They also appeared in the sky when the eclipse was complete, although not all of them flew under their own power. The last of their number was a terrified captive, harnessed and shackled, who fought and bit to no avail.

      They were six powerful males, all in their dragon form, and they easily held the lone female down in the hot sand. She was afraid when she saw them all together, afraid of their intent.

      She knew the role she had to play, but she was too old to easily trust in destiny. She had grown skeptical and timid.

      The odds of victory were long—perhaps too long.

      All the same, she tried to trust the truth she had been shown.

      “What do you want from me?’ she demanded.

      “A prophecy, of course,” declared the dragon who had his claw upon her neck. He might have been made of turquoise and hammered silver, and he was larger and more brutal than any Pyr she had ever known. He dug his talons deeper into her neck and when she caught her breath in pain, he chuckled.

      “A name,” clarified the leader, a magnificent ruby red dragon with trailing plumes. “All I want is a name.”

      “Your name is Boris,” she said, and he laughed. It was an unpleasant sound.

      He leaned closer, his breath hot and dry, his eyes glinting with malice. His scales were brilliant and looked to be edged in brass; she knew he was old to have taken that metallic sheen. “I want the name of the human who will feel this firestorm.”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Of course you can.” His smile was reptilian. “You are the Wyvern, keeper of prophecies. You know such things.”

      “I am untrained. I cannot predict⁠—”

      “Cut her wings.” His terse command cut short her protest. She watched, incredulous, as a topaz yellow dragon moved to do Boris’s bidding. The one who held her neck indicated a tender spot, scratching it so that she flinched; then the yellow one took pleasure in showing her his sharpened talon. It was long and black and had an edge that looked wickedly sharp, especially against the pale delicacy of her own skin.

      Sophie choked on her shock. “But it is forbidden to injure the Wyvern!”

      “We do not play by the old rules,” Boris said in old-speak, his tone contemptuous. “Times demand that useless formalities be abandoned.”

      Sophie knew she would never erase the echo of his hatred from her thoughts. “But...”

      The topaz dragon slid his sharp talon across the tendon at the root of her wings and giggled. Sophie felt the pain of the cut, could not mistake the warm trickle of her own blood across her flesh.

      “Hers is red,” exclaimed the topaz dragon.

      “You’ll have to make her bleed more to be sure,” insisted her turquoise captor. “Go on. Cut deeper.”

      Sophie closed her eyes as the talon carved into her flesh, hating that she had no choice. His nail bit deeply, more deeply than any natural nail could have done.

      It wasn’t the pain that persuaded her. It was the fact that there’d be no chance of escape if she couldn’t fly. She had to escape. She had to survive.

      Whatever the price.

      She begged the Great Wyvern to forgive her weakness.

      “Her name is Sara Keegan,” she said in a quiet rush, knowing she might be condemning the woman to death.

      In the same moment that Sophie uttered the woman’s name, the name of the Pyr who would mate with Sara became clear. Sophie blinked as she felt a whisper of hope.

      “And the Pyr who will feel the firestorm?” Boris demanded.

      “You cannot ask me that. It is forbidden.”

      “I have just asked you.”

      “You said one name.”

      “I lied,” Boris said easily. “It’s a bad habit of mine. Tell me who he is.”

      “I don’t know.” The Wyvern gritted her teeth, not wanting to tell these villains more.

      “Liar! Cut her again.”

      The talon of her tormentor cut so deeply that Sophie cried out in pain. They would cripple her without a moment’s regret and abandon her in this endless desert. She’d die, and where would the Pyr be then? Without a prophet as they entered the greatest battle of all time. She owed her kind better than that.

      “It is the Smith,” she confessed, hating the choice she had to make. She felt their shock and awe.

      “His name. Confirm his name.”

      The talon touched her flesh. “Quinn Tyrrell. You knew that already.”

      “I thought he was dead,” Boris mused, sparing a cold glance to a golden dragon who had thus far been silent.

      “I never believed he was,” said that dragon, with a defensiveness to his tone. This one, too, was old, and his scales gleamed with the mysterious lights shared by tiger’s eye stones.

      “He lives because you failed,” Boris said coldly. “Here is your chance to finish what you began, Ambrose. Try not to make a mess of it this time.”

      The golden dragon inclined his head as if submissive, but Sophie saw the flash of fire in his gaze. She would never turn her back on him if she had the choice.

      Boris looked back to the Wyvern, and she dreaded what he might say. “You can keep her until the next eclipse in August, Everett,” he told her captor, and that dragon laughed. Sophie’s blood ran cold. “Don’t wound her. Not yet.” Boris tickled her chin with his talon, as if she were a favored pet, and she yearned to bite him. “She has shown some talent for usefulness.”

      That wasn’t all of it, though. Boris leaned closer, his breath as hot as a desert wind. Sophie closed her eyes but she couldn’t evade his voice. “I would not recommend you giving Everett any trouble. He tends to be somewhat volatile and forgets his own strength.”

      Everett chuckled and poked his talon into her wound. The Wyvern knew it was no accident.

      She was glad her eyes were closed. Let Boris think her weak. What these Slayers did was wrong and they would be exterminated. Little did they realize that their wickedness gave her strength. Justice would prevail, evil would be vanquished, and the true Pyr would triumph.

      She was the Wyvern.

      She would ensure that they paid for their crimes.

      Somehow.
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        * * *

      

      The eclipse could not be fully viewed in Traverse City, but its pull could be felt all the same.

      Quinn was ready.

      He fired his forge in anticipation. It was unlikely he would have company with the snow piled outside, but he took precautions anyway. He locked the doors of his studio and covered the windows, ensuring that no one could witness his secret. It was no accident that he had kept it so well for so long. It took diligence to work iron, diligence to hold a secret, diligence to train to meet one’s destiny.

      Quinn didn’t have to see the progression of the eclipse to feel when it was complete. He knew, right to his marrow, when it was time. He took a deep breath and shifted to his dragon form, memories crowding into his thoughts.

      It was the first time in centuries that he had permitted his body to do what it did best; he realized only as he changed how much he had missed the transformation. The sense of power was magnificent, heady, and addictive. He felt joyous and strong and powerful.

      And this time he was. The past had forged him into what he was. He was tempered and strong and ready to claim his mate. It was time for the Smith to ensure his own succession.

      Quinn breathed fire into the forge, sending its flames higher and hotter than coal and coke could have made them. The heat would have driven him away in human form, even with his protective gear, but his dragon form welcomed the fire.

      With his talons, he removed the mermaid door knocker from the fire where she waited. She was red-hot, gleaming and glowing, on the verge of turning into liquid. He finished the end of her tail with sure strokes. He had known when the iron took this feminine shape beneath his hand that his turn had come; he had known that he could finish the work only in dragon form.

      His firestorm was coming.

      The others, good and bad, would follow the beacon of its heat.

      This time, he would triumph.

      This time, he would protect what was his to defend.

      He exhaled mightily, sending sparks dancing throughout his workshop, infusing the hot iron with his desire. The mermaid glittered as if she were made of fire, caught in a magical wind of Quinn’s making. She looked to be filled with sparks, but in truth, she was filled with the power of his will.

      He was the Smith.

      His talisman was struck.

      Let them try to stop his firestorm.
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        Ann Arbor—the following July

      

      

      Sara was tired and hungry and hot by the time she left the New Age bookstore that had been her aunt Magda’s pride and joy. It was late and it wasn’t the first time she’d thought that taking over the business might not have been such a good idea.

      That wasn’t just because the stock was weird.

      She’d made a lot of changes in six months and it was only natural that she’d remember the good bits of her past life when her present life challenged her. She yawned as she locked the door of the shop, tucking her reading choice for the night under her arm. She felt the emptiness of Nickels Arcade behind her and reminded herself that she’d left the big city behind.

      Sara glanced down the silent pedestrian passageway and wished that she had her aunt’s psychic gene.

      Some things didn’t change—she still walked as briskly as a city girl. She was still organized and efficient, still an ace accountant, still had a plan of attack for every obstacle in her path.

      Including Magda’s records, which seemed to have been kept in Sanskrit.

      Sara would conquer them, one line item at a time.

      She got only halfway to the State Street exit before something fell to the sidewalk behind her. It rattled, then rolled, the sound of metal on stone echoing in the arcade.

      Sara had a bad feeling, but she looked over her shoulder anyway.

      Whatever had fallen glittered. It was right on the threshold of her shop, and it hadn’t been there a minute before. It was small and round and it winked, as if calling her back to pick it up.

      As if.

      Sara spun to continue and stopped cold.

      A man stood in the exit. He was right in the middle of the center arch, the streetlights behind turning him into a menacing silhouette. He hadn’t been there before and Sara guessed the coin had been thrown to distract her.

      “I do love predictable women,” he said, and laughed. It wasn’t a friendly laugh. He pulled a balaclava ski mask over his face before stepping out of the shadows.

      Sara quickly considered her options. There was an exit at the other end of the arcade. It was darker on Maynard Street and less busy, but given the alternative, Sara could live with that.

      She pivoted and ran.

      She heard the man coming after her. His steps were longer than hers; she heard him gain on her with every step, and her heart thundered with fear. She remembered every track meet she’d ever competed in and pushed herself to go faster.

      This was a race that she had to win.

      Sara ran as if her life depended on it. Quite possibly it did. With every step, she was more certain she was going to make Maynard. She was half a dozen steps from the doors. She was reaching for the handle... she brushed it with her fingertips

      He seized her shoulder, hauling her to a stop.

      Sara screamed.

      The man flung her against the display window of the last shop with terrifying force. She fell against the glass and wished it had broken. The alarm might have summoned help. She came up fighting, swinging her book at her assailant’s head while she had the chance.

      She missed, but only because he ducked.

      He snarled and caught her wrist in his hand. He twisted it quickly behind her back and the book fell from her grasp. He slammed Sara’s chest against the window so hard that it vibrated. It still didn’t break. Sara clenched her teeth in pain. She blinked back tears, realizing that he didn’t care whether he hurt her.

      Bad news there.

      Sara wasn’t going to whimper, even if she was terrified. She opened her eyes to find dozens of empty ring boxes displayed in the jeweler’s window in front of her. The reflection of her attacker’s silhouette loomed over her, dark and menacing.

      She wished he weren’t wearing the balaclava. She wanted to give the police a good description.

      Assuming she got out of this alive. She didn’t need Magda’s tarot cards to have a very bad feeling about her own future.

      “I don’t have much cash,” Sara said, surprised to hear herself sound so calm and collected. “But you can have what there is.” She held out her purse with her free hand.

      He seized it without releasing her. Sara had a heartbeat to hope before he flung her purse across the arcade. Its contents scattered noisily.

      “Money isn’t what I want,” he whispered. Sara saw the flash of his teeth as his hands closed around her throat from behind. “I hope you’ve said your prayers, Sara.”

      He knew her name. Sara had time to be stunned before he squeezed.

      Then she couldn’t take a breath. She panicked as his fingers tightened relentlessly around her neck.

      He was going to kill her, right there.

      Sara struggled. She scratched and bit and tore at his hands, but his grip didn’t waver.

      She let herself shiver and go limp, hoping he’d think she was weakening. He chuckled just a little, but it was enough to show that he had let down his guard.

      With her last bit of energy, Sara drove her heel up hard, aiming for his crotch. At the very least, she might cramp his style.

      She missed.

      She saw his fist coming in time to duck. He still caught her shoulder, the force sending her tumbling to the pavement. He was stronger—or angrier—than she’d realized. The skin tore on Sara’s knees and her dress rose up to her thighs as she tumbled. She tried to roll to her feet, but he landed heavily on her back. He pinned her down with his weight, his knee on the back of her waist, and locked his hands around her throat again.

      “Feisty,” he whispered in her ear. Sara shuddered. “I like my women with some fire in them.” He seemed to find this funny. He tightened his grip and Sara immediately felt faint.

      She couldn’t move because of his weight on her back. She struggled and tried to scream, but only managed a gurgling noise. She fought for her own survival, even knowing the odds were long. Her vision began to get dark around the edges and she fought harder.

      She was losing.

      Then Sara heard a hiss and saw a flash of light. Maybe this was what dying was like. The bookstore was loaded with books that talked about going toward the light.

      Funny, but she’d thought it was supposed to be a white light. This one was orange, like firelight.

      Then the weight on her back was gone and Sara was lying alone on the pavement, gulping at air. She felt weak and dizzy. She scrambled away from her attacker, instinctively putting distance between them, then flinched at the crackle of flames.

      She looked for the fire and knew that she was hallucinating.

      There wasn’t a fire in the arcade.

      There was a dragon.

      Sara blinked and looked again, but it couldn’t have been anything else. It was a dragon, just as they were drawn in children’s books, but alive. Here. Sara couldn’t make sense of what was illogical and impossible. She stared as the fabled beast reared up on his hinds, his leathery wings spanning the width of the arcade. He was silver and blue, gleaming in the night like a jeweled brooch.

      But much, much bigger.

      He was furious. Sara could tell by the way his tail swung, by the way his eyes glittered, by the smoke coming out of his nostrils.

      Sara backed away. Her attacker was lying on the other side of the arcade, as if he’d been snatched up and flung aside. There was a trickle of blood beneath him.

      He moved when the dragon exhaled fire and the flames licked his boots. The man leapt to his feet. He took one look at the dragon—as if he couldn’t believe his eyes, either—then ran. The dragon leapt in pursuit, sending a furious bellow of fire after him. The floor of the arcade shook with each bound the dragon took and Sara thought that the glass in the shop windows really would break.

      Her attacker just ran.

      There was smoke in the arcade after his footsteps faded from earshot. Sara watched, transfixed, when the dragon turned his attention on her. He moved slowly, deliberately, and she couldn’t swallow the lump of terror in her throat. She backed away but found the glass of a shop window behind her.

      She wasn’t sure her situation had improved.

      Sara heard a low growl in the dragon’s throat, almost like a purr, and wondered what he had planned for her. She looked left and right, but knew she had no chance of outrunning this creature. She glanced up, thought she saw the silhouettes of other dragons through the glass roof of the arcade, and decided she was losing her mind.

      That was the only rational explanation for seeing dragons.

      The dragon eased closer, his movements surprisingly graceful for his size. This time he made no noise as he moved, and she could faintly hear traffic in the distance. His scales seemed to be made of metal and gleamed with each step he took. She could see his strength. His eyes were bright and when she looked into their fathomless blue, Sara’s heart fluttered. He leaned closer and seemed to smile at what he saw.

      Her.

      Lunch.

      Sara closed her eyes, said a prayer, and feared the worst.

      It didn’t come.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you all right?” A man’s voice persuaded Sara to open her eyes again. It was a wonderful voice, as rich as bittersweet chocolate, low and persuasive and masculine. Maybe she was dreaming.

      Maybe she didn’t want to wake up.

      “Hello?” he said again. Sara opened one eye with caution.

      A man crouched beside her, looking concerned. He was a few feet away, as if uncertain whether to approach or touch her.

      There was no sign of a dragon, or of a murderer wearing a balaclava. Sara checked.

      Twice.

      She and the man with the great voice were alone in the arcade. He hadn’t been there before, even though Sara was sure she’d closed her eyes only for a heartbeat.

      Had she passed out? She tried to swallow and knew she hadn’t imagined that the attacker had tried to choke her. Her throat was aching and she’d probably have a major bruise. Trauma could make people lose track of time, couldn’t it?

      “Where did he go?” she asked, surprised that her voice was so husky.

      “The guy with the balaclava?” At her nod, the man indicated the State Street exit. “He took off. Are you all right?”

      Maybe she had blacked out and imagined the dragon.

      Instead of the more likely case of a passerby intervening.

      This passerby.

      Sara looked at the man in front of her. He wore jeans and a black T-shirt and laced black boots that might have been military issue. His hair was dark and wavy, his muscled build impressive.

      His voice made her want to shiver, but in a good way.

      “I think so,” she admitted, and saw the brief flash of his smile.

      “Good.” He seemed relieved, which was nice. He was handsome in a rugged way, and Sara decided it would be a bad plan to ask him whether he’d seen any dragons around.

      It was bad enough to be wondering about her sanity herself.

      He watched her, and the intensity of his gaze made Sara feel all hot and tingly. It was almost as if he were memorizing her features. Or fascinated by her. He was six or seven feet away, but she could see that his eyes were a brilliant blue.

      Just like the dragon’s had been. Her delusion was starting to make a bit of sense. Kooky sense, but that was better than no sense at all.

      Maybe she needed to stop reading the stock in Magda’s store.

      Sara was keenly aware of the torn flesh on her knee, her loosened ponytail, her slipped bra strap.

      Her gender.

      As opposed to his gender.

      “What happened? Do you know that guy?”

      Sara sat up and smoothed her skirt, feeling disheveled. “No. He just jumped me.” Sara’s hand rose to her throat. “I think he was trying to kill me.”

      “I’m glad he didn’t succeed.” He offered her a hand to get up, and Sara couldn’t see a reason to decline any offer of help. His hand was warm and she could have sworn that a spark danced between their fingertips.

      But that was impossible.

      As impossible as a dragon saving her from a thug, then disappearing as if he’d never been. Maybe she needed to get something to eat. She’d worked through dinner, after all.

      He stepped away from her, as if sensing her uncertainty. “Why don’t you pick up your things? I’ll keep an eye out.”

      “Thanks.” Sara couldn’t understand her strange sense that she was safe. She certainly didn’t trust it. She forced herself to think the worst.

      She didn’t know this guy, either.

      They could have been working together.

      She folded her arms around herself and tried to sound collected, even if she couldn’t look it. “What do you want?” He smiled, ever so slightly. The smile claimed his lips slowly, as if he had all night to smile, and that slow motion made Sara feel warmer than she had all day.

      Which was saying something, given the current heat wave and the unreliability of the air-conditioning unit in the bookstore.

      “I’d just like to see you safely on your way.”

      “In return for?”

      “Knowing that you’re safe.”

      “That sounds very chivalrous.”

      His eyes twinkled. “Who says chivalry is dead?”

      “Well, I have, once or twice.” Sara felt she had to admit it.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have stopped then,” he said, but she knew he was teasing.

      Sara couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe I had it wrong.”

      “Maybe.” He smiled, as if he found her fascinating and attractive.

      Given her current state, that was almost as nutty as her thinking she was seeing dragons. It was time to go home, have something to eat, and get some sleep.

      Sara picked up her scattered belongings. She ensured that she faced him every time she bent down, telling herself it was only sensible to be skeptical. He didn’t seem to mind. She jammed everything back into her purse, not caring that it was in a jumble. She’d sort it out after she had a locked door between herself and the world.

      Meanwhile, her savior waited patiently. Sara had a weird sense that he would wait for as long as she chose to take. He was very still, but watchful, and it was easy to feel safe in his presence. Sara closed her purse, then picked up her book. He seemed intrigued by her, in a way that was both sexy and disconcerting. In another time and place, she’d have been flattered.

      Right now, she wanted to be home. “Okay. That’s everything.”

      He tilted his head to read the title of her book. “Guardian Angels Among Us?”

      Sara felt herself blush. “Who knew that there really were any?”

      His smile made her feel warm. “An angel is one thing I’m not.”

      Sara watched him, struck by his choice of words. “That sounds as if there’s more to you than meets the eye.”

      He held her gaze for a moment, as if deciding what to say, then changed the subject instead. “Which way is most convenient for you?”

      They were closer to Maynard, but Sara didn’t like how dark and quiet it tended to be. She wasn’t going to jump from the frying pan to the fire. “State Street,” she said, gesturing to the other, more distant, exit.

      He indicated for her to precede him, a gentlemanly gesture that might have been intended to put her at ease.

      Instead, it made Sara nervous. She didn’t like her pervasive sense that she was safe.

      It was illogical, after all, to trust a stranger.

      Even if she sensed that she should.

      Sara walked to the end of the arcade as fast as she could, feeling his presence behind her. Her own footsteps echoed, the heels of her sandals clicking so loudly that she couldn’t hear his steps at all. She was hot and tingly, as if sparks were dancing over her flesh, and she was pretty sure it wasn’t just adrenaline.

      Would he want something from her? Her name? Her number? A champion’s kiss?

      Sara stepped out of the arcade and took a deep breath in relief. The streetlights gleamed brightly. There were students in the Diag and a few more on the street. The all-night coffee shop was busy and two couples were coming out of the Mexican restaurant at the end of the block. The organizers for the art show were chatting as they chalked booth lines on the sidewalk and road in preparation for the show the next day. One glanced up and smiled at her.

      It was like another world. It was hot enough for the sidewalk to melt, because evening hadn’t brought much relief from the heat wave. But still, this was all familiar.

      And safe.

      Sara was safe. Her knees weakened.

      She turned to thank her savior for intervening, but there was no sign of him.

      Where could he have gone so quickly? Sara looked down the street. She peered into the arcade. She even looked up into the glass ceiling covering the arcade.

      He was gone. He might have vanished into thin air.

      But he had been there. He had helped her. Sara knew she hadn’t been hallucinating.

      Well, except for the dragon bit. There was a bit of blood on the floor of the arcade, which convinced her that she hadn’t completely lost her mind.

      That was when Sara realized that the golden glimmer that had been in front of her shop was gone, too.

      Had she imagined that? Or had it rolled out of sight?

      Sara wasn’t going back to check.

      It was time to go home. She gripped her book and her purse, stepped out to the curb, and hailed a cab.

      One thing was for sure: herbal tea wasn’t going to settle her nerves on this night. She’d pour herself a single malt Scotch, from the bottle she’d gotten from her parents’ home. She’d salute the man who had helped her and the one who had taught her not to give up without a fight

      Then she’d savor every drop.

      Even if she choked on it.

      If nothing else, the Scotch would help her sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn was too old to believe in coincidence.

      It wasn’t an accident that he had met his destined mate right when someone had tried to kill her. He had no doubt that the assailant was a Slayer, and not a random thug.

      His mate needed his protection.

      Since she didn’t yet know that they were destined lovers, he didn’t want to frighten her. He would protect her without her being aware of what he did.

      Quinn followed the cab that she had taken, moving like a shadow on the side streets. He didn’t have to keep her in sight, not now that he had caught her scent. He was aware of her presence, as long as she was within his proximity. He let his intuition guide him and caught up when she was stepping out of the taxi on a quiet street in the west end.

      He lingered in the shadows of a hedge, remaining so still that he didn’t attract attention. She looked tired and a little jangled, and he wished he could have anticipated the attack before it happened.

      She had fought back, though. He liked that tenacity.

      She might need it before the firestorm had passed.

      She pushed a hand through her long fair hair when the cab pulled away, and only seemed to realize then that her hair was loose over her shoulders. It gleamed like spun gold. She pulled it into a ponytail and twisted it back, then rummaged in her purse for a way to fasten it. Then she jingled her keys as she walked toward an exterior staircase on a neat little Cape Cod house.

      Evidently, she lived on the upper floor. Quinn watched her climb the stairs, seeing exhaustion in her every move. He waited until she was inside her apartment, certain that she would lock the door against intruders.

      Maybe she would lean against it and sigh with relief. She wasn’t, however, as safe as she might think she was.

      Quinn would fix that.

      He waited to ensure that she wouldn’t see him. She opened her windows a small increment to let in some air and turned on a couple of fans. He watched through the kitchen window as she got a soda from the fridge. She rolled the cold can across her forehead, and the sight of her pleasure made Quinn smile. When she dropped the blinds low and disappeared from view, Quinn heard water running. She was in the shower. Knowing she wouldn’t see him, he circled the house silently.

      He liked the strong aura that the house had. If he’d had to pick a house for her to sleep in, this would have been the one. It sang to him of the psychic gift his mate was prophesied to possess. Her foresight would protect her, but Quinn would give her even more insurance. With a Slayer hunting her, she needed a better protection than mere locks could provide.

      The sky was clear and he couldn’t sense any other Pyr in his vicinity—that didn’t mean there weren’t any, though. Quinn wasn’t the only one who could disguise his presence, especially in human form.

      He pulled the coin from his pocket, the one he had picked up from the arcade. It was gold and he shook his head at the fleur-de-lis that was embossed on it. On the other side was John the Baptist in his hair shirt, It was a florin, a medieval coin from the Italian city of Florence, and Quinn remembered the first time he had ever seen one.

      He wondered whether the Slayer meant to challenge him personally, or just to make it clear that he knew Quinn’s firestorm involved this woman.

      It didn’t matter. Yet.

      He’d diffuse the challenge and prove he was the Smith. Quinn closed his hand over the coin and breathed into his fist. He listened to the rhythm of the metal and shaped his song to persuade it to his will. Three times he exhaled into his hand, willing the coin to become his own.

      When he opened his hand, the coin had changed. A mermaid adorned one face of it and a hammer the other. Quinn smiled at the appropriate combination. Sometimes the metal knew the truth better than he did.

      Then he flicked the coin skyward, demanding that it find its place. He saw its gleam as it landed on the chimney, spun, and settled. It would warn any attacker who approached from above that this territory was claimed and defended. Quinn knew without seeing the coin that the hammer side was up. His mate’s home was an extension of Quinn’s lair.

      But he could protect it even more.

      Quinn circled the house, keeping his distance as he identified all of the exits and entrances. He strolled through the side streets, keeping the house in view, memorizing its openings.

      Its weak points.

      Then he began to exhale his smoke, weaving it and guiding it to enclose the apartment in a protective cocoon. Once the building had been encircled three times, Quinn walked back downtown. He kept the vision of the apartment clear in his thoughts and focused on weaving an unbroken wreath of smoke.

      Only another Pyr or a Slayer would be able to see the smoke. It would be a sign of his mate’s presence and his own, but the time for secrecy had passed. She had been targeted. Somehow the Slayers knew more about her than Quinn did.

      The source of their information was irrelevant; all he cared about was preventing a repeat of the past.

      He owed Elizabeth’s memory at least that much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Help me, please!”

      The woman’s cry instantly brought Sara awake. It was so loud, as if it echoed inside her head, and so filled with pain that she couldn’t ignore it. She leapt out of bed and went to the window.

      It was sunny and bright, even this early in the morning, and the neighbor who loved to garden had her sprinklers on. Birds chattered as they flew through the water, but the grass was turning brown despite Mrs. Shaunessy’s efforts. The heat was already shimmering above the road and there was so little breeze that the trees were barely moving.

      Sara scanned the street, but couldn’t see anyone who might have been calling for help. Nigel Shaunessy, as rumpled and amiable as always, ambled out to move the sprinkler. The woman across the street was on the porch with her toddler, looking as sleepy as the child was active.

      But someone had called for help.

      Sara went into the kitchen and opened the blinds, because that window looked out the other way. The house she had inherited from her aunt was a sweet little house on a corner. There was a bit more traffic on the other street, and a man standing on the opposite sidewalk.

      He was looking directly at her.

      That had to be her imagination.

      Was it Sara’s imagination that he looked to be about the same size and build as the guy who had attacked her the night before?

      She closed the blind with a snap. Her hands shook as she made a pot of coffee and told herself that she was silly. She’d known it would be different living in a small town. She’d known the pace would be slower and she’d expected to miss the good bits of her high pressure job.

      She didn’t miss airports; she did miss travel to different places, on the company’s expense account.

      She didn’t miss working all night, several nights in a row, fighting to make the numbers crunch in a better way for a proposal; she did miss the triumph of being part of the team that made the deal come together.

      She didn’t miss high blood pressure, indigestion from eating the wrong food at the wrong time, stress, loneliness, or the sense of having no real home or roots.

      She had to admit that she missed the sense of being a part of something bigger.

      She hadn’t expected being alone to feel lonely.

      Was she so lonely that she was making things up, to make her life sound more dramatic and interesting than it was? Sara had never craved drama particularly and she thought she was too practical for that kind of thing.

      She went back to the window and flipped up the blind. The opposite sidewalk was empty and she wondered whether she had imagined the guy standing there.

      Just the way she’d imagined someone calling for help.

      And a dragon coming to her rescue the night before. Uh huh.

      It was just a plain old Wednesday morning, and the sooner she got her thoughts collected and headed to the store, the sooner she’d get the store computerized. Sara poured herself a cup of coffee and felt more human after the first sip. She made herself a proper breakfast, because Magda’s books would wait, and felt better again.

      As well as more logical. Clearly, she was under stress and her mind was working overtime. She might not have her aunt’s psychic abilities, but she certainly had plenty of imagination. It made perfect sense that she would have a nightmare after her scare of the night before, even more sense that she’d see threats where there weren’t any. She carried her coffee into the bathroom and stopped cold when she saw her reflection.

      The bruises on her neck clearly showed the mark of the man’s fingers. He had wrapped his hands around her neck to squeeze the life out of her.

      And he had called her by name. The hair rose on the back of Sara’s neck.

      Or had she imagined that, too? Sara decided that she must have. After all, it wasn’t logical for her to have a stalker. She wasn’t rich or gorgeous or sexy. Accountants, no matter how ace they were, didn’t have those sorts of problems. Women in their thirties who ran New Age bookstores, reduced, reused and recycled, and lived quiet sensible lives didn’t have stalkers.

      Movie stars did. Heiresses. Maybe porn stars.

      Sara spied the empty glass by her bed and guessed the likely reason for her nightmare and her paranoia. Having a shot before bed might have worked for her father, but it clearly wasn’t the solution for her. She took her father’s beloved single malt and poured it down the drain.

      She topped up her coffee and treated herself to a piece of her European chocolate stash from the fridge.

      Better to stick with what she knew.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn liked doing outdoor art shows; the look of busy booths in the sunshine, the rumble of happy crowds, the sound of street musicians and the smell from food vendors brought back a thousand memories of a thousand times and places.

      At this particular show, though, Quinn was restless.

      The sight of his mate had haunted him all night long. He could still see her, fallen and lifeless as her attacker tried to squeeze the life out of her. Even the memory made his heart jump and his guts clench. He should have been there sooner.

      He’d been late, one more time.

      But there was more to his mate than met the eye: she’d picked herself up and carried on. She was slender and small and full of unexpected passion. She was a fighter, and Quinn liked that.

      He could still feel the heat of the spark that had lit between their fingers.

      The thrill of the firestorm, though, was tainted by the threat against her. She had been targeted because of him, after all, and Quinn couldn’t forget that, much less how familiar it was.

      He could sense her presence in his vicinity, but as soon as she had come downtown in the morning, he’d lost her in the hustle and bustle. The show was too crowded and her scent was too new to him for him to accurately target her position.

      She was tantalizingly close, but he didn’t know where.

      He didn’t have to like that.

      To the casual observer, Quinn might have seemed to be a man at ease, even if, in reality, he was anything but. He sat at the back of his booth in an old lawn chair, his straw fedora pulled low over his eyes. A passing shopper might assume he was dozing in the humid heat of July, but Quinn seldom truly slept and he wasn’t going to do so now.

      He’d never liked waiting.

      It was late morning when Quinn felt a prickle of awareness that meant the presence of another of his kind. He deliberately held his casual pose when a man stopped and glanced into the booth.

      It was another Pyr.

      There was nothing remarkable about the man, nothing that would hint of his abilities. He was tall and his hair was jet-black with a touch of silver at the temples. He wore jeans and a black leather jacket, despite the heat.

      Their gazes met. An electric shock jolted through Quinn. It was an unmistakable sensation, one that Quinn recognized even though he hadn’t felt it in centuries. It wasn’t the same man who had attacked Quinn’s mate the night before—this man was taller and leaner. He also moved differently. He was lithe and possessed a sinewy strength, while the attacker had had a stockier build.

      That didn’t prove his innocence. Anyone could have accomplices. Quinn studied him through narrowed eyes, memorizing his features.

      Two Pyr in his presence in rapid succession meant that Quinn’s firestorm had drawn interest from his fellows.

      He would have preferred to have been wrong about that.

      The stranger glanced at the sign hanging at the front of Quinn’s booth and smiled as he read it. He moved slowly into the booth, making every appearance of browsing Quinn’s wares. Quinn simply waited: he wasn’t going to make this easy.

      “You should breed,” the stranger said.

      Quinn was startled. It had been centuries since he had heard old-speak, the guttural communication favored by his kind. Old-speak was brief and deep and ancient. Its low frequency sounded like a faint rumble to perceptive human ears, but was clear to the keen senses of the Pyr.

      “Why?” he responded in kind, his lips barely moving.

      The stranger picked up a door knocker in the shape of a fist, as if considering a purchase. “We are too few.”

      Quinn didn’t see this as his problem to resolve, although it was interesting to have the argument made so soon after his encountering his destined mate. Again, he doubted that it was a coincidence. “You breed, then.”

      The stranger glared at Quinn, his eyes a blaze of green. “We are too few. Better we all breed.”

      Quinn owed this stranger no answers. He sighed, as if weary. “But, so few princesses.”

      The stranger smiled again. “Fewer virgins, perhaps.” Their gazes met and held, some camaraderie flickering to life between them.

      Quinn didn’t trust it. He didn’t trust any Pyr and he didn’t want to make any friendly connections. He glanced over the crowd that filled the street. One woman paused before Quinn’s booth and returned his glance with a boldness that made him smile.

      “Perhaps,” he conceded.

      The stranger snorted, his cutting glance toward the woman making her move on. He surveyed the street in his turn. “No shortage of damsels in distress,” he mused.

      Quinn’s eyes narrowed.

      The stranger took a step back and stared pointedly into the throngs of people. The street was packed with bodies in the sunshine. Quinn saw the crowd part, seemingly of its own volition.

      But the break was too neat and too many people moved in unison.

      It wasn’t an accident.

      Especially since directly in Quinn’s line of sight was his destined mate. She looked more tidy and composed, her hair twisted up and her linen sundress neatly pressed. She had a bright scarf knotted around her neck, but Quinn didn’t need to see the bruise to know that it was his mate.

      Or that the other Pyr knew it, too.

      Quinn sat straighter, unable to hide that he was impressed.

      “Tasty,” the stranger said with another appreciative survey of Quinn’s woman. He put the door knocker back in place on the display, glanced at Quinn, and smiled a knowing smile. “Breed. While you can,” he counseled, then left.

      “Hey!” Quinn called audibly, but the stranger didn’t look back. Quinn got up to follow, but his visitor had disappeared into the milling crowd.

      As surely as if he had never been.

      Which was saying something, given Quinn’s keen eyesight.

      Quinn stood at the entry to his booth and pushed up the rim of his straw fedora, looking for a hint of the stranger’s passage even as he knew he wouldn’t find one. The other Pyr was old and skilled; he had powers Quinn hadn’t even known were possible and he was more aware of the location of Quinn’s mate than Quinn was.

      This didn’t look good.
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        * * *

      

      Sara blinked.

      It was the strangest thing. She’d gone out for a coffee, as morning business was slow in the shop, and had been pushing her way through the throngs of shoppers. The art fair had drawn a lot of tourists, and South State was jammed
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