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      This flame will burn for all time…

      Three key firestorms mark the culmination of the Dragon’s Tail Wars, pitting the dragon shifters known as the Pyr against the evil Slayers. The Slayers have struck a blow against mankind, bringing a pestilence from the ancient world, which is spreading like wildfire. Sloane Forbes, the Apothecary of the Pyr, knows it is his duty to find the cure, but the solution is elusive, his beautiful neighbor is distracting, and time is running out.

      In moving to a remote farm in the California hills, Samantha Wilcox has left her demanding career behind by choice and on principle. It’s too painful to remember her own failures as both mother and physician, so she’s determined to start fresh. She’s going to live differently, following her instincts and savoring life’s pleasures—like the hot sex with no commitment offered by her mysterious neighbor. Sloane Forbes is no more an herb farmer than she is a tarot card reader, but Samantha is determined to keep their illusions intact—at least until she discovers that Sloane’s one of the Pyr, the dragon shifters responsible for the epidemic that stole her son’s life. As Slayers and Pyr gather for the final battle, can Samantha and Sloane work together to save the world and build themselves—and their respective kinds—a future?
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      And so we come to the final book in the Dragonfire cycle of paranormal romances. Sloane’s story has been a gleam in my eye from the very inception of this series: I always knew his firestorm would be the last one of the Dragon’s Tail Wars, because it had to be the Apothecary of the Pyr who healed the earth. This book is longer than other titles in the series, as there were more details to resolve. Conveniently for me, the end of the Dragon’s Tail node of the moon is marked by three lunar eclipses in relatively quick succession, so there are three firestorms in Firestorm Forever and a slightly different structure to the book to accommodate that. Many of you have written to me to express your wish that the series continue, but all wars must come to an end.

      All species, however, do not.

      Dragonfire was always intended to be a finite cycle of books, with somewhere between ten and twelve titles in all (Firestorm Forever brings us to eleven books, a short story,  and three novellas, as well as the spin-off YA trilogy, the Dragon Diaries) but it was never intended to be the sum of my writing about dragon shape shifter heroes. I have another series in progress called the Dragons of Incendium, which features dragon shifter princesses from space, which I’ve been writing while awaiting the reversion of rights for the Dragonfire books. Now that the reversion is complete, more Pyr can have their stories told, too.

      You’ll meet a new villain in Firestorm Forever, as well as learn more about Theo, the current leader of the Dragon Legion. Theo has a starring role in my new paranormal romance series featuring the Pyr, which is called The DragonFate Novels. This series begins with Maeve’s Book of Beasts.

      If you’d like to learn about my new releases and sales, as well as have access to special content for subscribers, please subscribe to my Dragons & Angels for my paranormal romances.

      And now, I’ll let you dig into Sloane’s story and the culmination of the Dragon’s Tail Wars. I hope you enjoy reading the finale of Dragonfire as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      Until next time, I hope you have lots of good books to read.

      All my best,

      Deborah
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        April 2014—Chen’s lair in the mountains of Tibet

      

      

      The Slayer Jorge was determined to consume every drop of the best source of the Elixir he’d found in years. Chen had finally fallen, and the lacquer red and gold Slayer was sprawled before Jorge, dead. Chen promised to be a generous feast, and Jorge was glad that Chen had expired in his dragon form.

      It would prolong the pleasure of the meal.

      Unfortunately, Lorenzo and Thorolf had damaged the cavern beneath the mountains that was Chen’s lair and summoned an earthquake. The ceiling was cracking overhead and rocks were falling all around Jorge. The other pair disappeared in a flash of light, and Jorge knew it was time to move his meal elsewhere.

      He was currently without a lair himself, but there wasn’t a lot of time to think about it. He seized his prize and willed himself to manifest elsewhere. He gripped Chen’s body tightly as that familiar wind swirled around him and wished to be somewhere safe.

      He was flung down hard, as was so often the case, and opened his eyes to find that he still had hold of his trophy.

      But Jorge had no idea where he was. The tranquility was a startling contrast to the collapse of Chen’s lair and it took Jorge a moment to realize that he was safe.

      The chamber appeared to be a library. The walls were covered with bookcases, all of which had locked glass doors, and the shelves rose to the very tall ceiling. The decor was ornate, with no expense spared, which suited Jorge well even if it was a bit old-fashioned. There was a massive stone fireplace on one wall and he breathed dragonfire to light a blaze there, since the room was damp enough to make him shiver. Carpets were piled underfoot and there appeared to be no electricity—the chandelier contained candles.

      That made him wonder when he was as well as where.

      Jorge lit the candles easily, and the room filled with a golden glow. It was warming up and was much cozier.

      That was when he realized that the room had no door.

      Was he imprisoned? Or was the door hidden?

      There was a rumble and a distant clatter, the walls vibrating ever so slightly until the sound faded.

      It could have been a train, which only encouraged his curiosity. He listened intently and heard the murmur of distant conversation, discernible only because of his keen senses. People. Jorge’s eyes widened. Speaking Russian. Could he be close to home again?

      He prowled the perimeter of the room, his excitement rising when he realized that one wall contained books in Russian, at least according to the gilded letters on their leather spines. The other books were in a variety of languages—Hebrew, Latin, and some he didn’t recognize. One glass-doored case held curiosities instead of books, all of them lovingly displayed.

      A collection. How quaint. Jorge peered through the glass, wiping the dust from its surface to see better. The glass was rippled and contained bubbles, and he knew it was float glass. In the middle of the case, in the position of pride, was what looked like a stone egg. No, it was closer to an olive in size, green with red veins across its surface. Jorge forced open the locked door and sniffed the stone, knowing immediately what it was. He replaced it with care.

      He looked around then and guessed his location. There was no better or safer lair than a place that had been lost for centuries, yet was still rumored to exist, like the library of Ivan the Terrible. There was no better item to have at his disposal than a legendary cure for all ills, such as the Dracontias.

      And there was no better feast than the corpse of his most deadly opponent, Chen. The Elixir in Chen’s body would only fortify the Elixir that coursed through Jorge’s own veins.

      It might be prophesied that only Pyr or Slayers would survive the Dragon’s Tail Wars, and he might be the last surviving Slayer of note, but Jorge had a definite sense that the tide had just turned in his favor.

      Perhaps he would be the only survivor.

      He loved the sound of that.

      Jorge crossed the floor, chose his first bite, and bent to devour his prey. He had plenty of time to enjoy the meal—and to plot the destruction of the Pyr.
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        Wednesday, October 8, 2014—California

      

      

      Sloane Forbes, the Apothecary of the Pyr, was frustrated.

      He was exhausted by his efforts to find a cure for the plague ravaging the Pacific Northwest and knew he’d spent more hours in his lab than were healthy. He was discouraged, though, because he’d made so little progress. Every time he thought he had a good lead, it came to a dead end, and he had to start over again.

      Yet another one was in the petri dish in front of him. This vaccine had showed promise, killing the virus as he watched through the microscope. Within minutes, though, the tables had turned and the ridiculously efficient virus was encircling and destroying the antidote that should have finished it. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. There had to be dozens of scientists working on this, with better equipment and better training.

      They didn’t have his sense of responsibility, though, or his conviction that a plague begun by dragon shifters should be halted by dragon shifters.

      By the Apothecary of the Pyr.

      Sloane grimaced and shut down the lights. He sealed up the lab, ensuring that the virus was contained. He had a smaller version of a lab designed for working with Level 4 biohazards, buried into the hill under and behind his house. He followed all the protocols in locking up and cleansing himself, then wearily climbed the stairs to his house. He was nude, but it didn’t matter. The house was sealed from human eyes, and the dragonsmoke barriers were piled thick against curious dragon shifters.

      The fact was that while Sloane searched for a cure, people were dying. That knowledge burned. It was the responsibility of the Pyr to defend the treasures of the earth, which included humans, so he felt like a failure. That this malady had been brought from the ancient world by one of his own—well, by Jorge, a Slayer but still a dragon shifter—only multiplied his sense of duty.

      Tempted by the sparkle of water in his pool and the option of a way to work off his frustration, Sloane strode into the yard. He dove into the pool and began to swim laps, working his body furiously.

      If nothing else, he’d make sure he slept.

      The worst of the worst was that there would be another full moon on this night, and another lunar eclipse. That meant there probably would be another firestorm, and another Pyr would feel the spark light that identified his destined mate. Sloane had always been patient about the firestorm, trusting that his time would come, but his patience was disappearing fast. He realized that he’d always assumed he’d have his firestorm before the end of the Dragon’s Tail cycle of eclipses.

      Once it had seemed as if the Great Wyvern were steadily working her way through the ranks of the remaining Pyr, and that his own firestorm had to be soon. Now, there were dozens of new Pyr, thanks to the darkfire crystal and Drake’s adventures in the past. The odds were skewed decidedly against any of them having a firestorm next.

      Thorolf had had his firestorm in April. There would be an eclipse tonight, another in April 2015 and the final eclipse of the cycle next September. Only three left, before the fate of the Pyr was decided forever.

      Sloane was beginning to feel as if he were being punished for his failure to solve the riddle of the plague.

      In addition to that, the presence of his new neighbor made him resent the fact that he couldn’t choose his own mate. He turned underwater and roared through another pair of laps. Samantha was exactly the kind of woman he’d have chosen for himself. She was blond and delicately built, but clever and sensitive. He suspected that she was stronger than even she knew. She was feminine but pragmatic, too, which had to be the most enticing combination.

      He’d met her when she’d moved in and talked to her again when she’d come to buy herbs from his greenhouse. She was a tarot card reader who said she sometimes cast spells with herbs for her clients. She had a secret, though—Sloane could smell it on her—and a vulnerability that got him right where he lived. Something had hurt her badly and she’d made a big change in order to deal with that injury. Sloane wanted to help more than he knew was sensible.

      The thing was that until he had his firestorm, he couldn’t promise anything more than a short fling to any woman. He sensed that Sam needed more than that and plowed through another half dozen laps disliking that he didn’t have more to offer.

      The moon moved, the first shadow of the eclipse touching its radiant glow.

      Sloane swam harder.

      He closed his eyes as a firestorm sparked, his heart sinking with the realization that it wasn’t his. He reached the end of the pool with a growl, pulled himself out of the water, then caught a whiff of jasmine and musk.

      Sam’s perfume.

      She was standing at the gate, watching him in silence.

      Sloane froze, braced on the side of the pool, and stared, transfixed. It was as if he had conjured her out of nothing, willing her to appear. He halfway thought she was a vision, but he could sense her uncertainty. He saw her swallow and wanted to reassure her.

      No, he wanted to protect her forever from whatever she feared.

      And he wanted to spend the night making love to her first.

      Sam evidently took his silence as an invitation, because she opened the gate and stepped into the paved yard. She slipped out of her flip-flops and eased the linen shirt from her shoulders. She was wearing a bikini so small that Sloane’s mouth went dry. She flicked a glance at him, then smiled as she unfastened the clasp in the middle of the top. She bared her breasts to the moonlight, then slipped out of the bikini bottom. Sloane could have been turned to stone.

      She walked toward him, and he told himself he had to be dreaming. The moonlight made her skin look silver and her eyes luminous. She sat down on the lip of the pool beside him and put her feet into the water. She smiled, licked her lips, then touched his shoulder.

      “I was so hot,” she whispered, her gaze clinging to his. He didn’t dare survey her again, because he didn’t want to spook her, but he could see the patina of perspiration on her upper lip. He wanted to kiss it off. “It made me think of you,” she admitted, and her words astonished him.

      She wasn’t lying.

      So, he wasn’t going to.

      “I was just thinking of you,” Sloane admitted, and she smiled with pleasure.

      “But you’re too much of a gentleman to have done anything about it,” she charged, then shook her head.

      Sloane might have defended himself, but she was right. He wouldn’t have gone knocking at her door on a moonlit night, no matter how much he wanted to do so.

      “Is that why you were swimming laps so hard?”

      Sloane dipped his head and grinned that she’d guessed at least part of the reason for his frustration. “Caught,” he murmured, daring to look into her eyes once more.

      She was pleased by that and her eyes started to sparkle. She looked good enough to eat, but whatever happened had to be her choice. Sloane was keenly aware of her vulnerability, an indication of an emotional wound, and instinctively wanted to help her to heal. He sensed she was trying to make a change, to move past something, and it was in his nature to facilitate that.

      Which meant he had to wait.

      He wasn’t sure how long they stared into each other’s eyes before Sam reached out and touched his mouth with her fingertip. “I’m hoping you’re not too much of a gentleman to do something about this,” she whispered, then bent closer and replaced her fingertip with her mouth.

      Her lips were soft and sweet, her kiss gentle, her scent beguiling him as little else could have done. Her mix of boldness and vulnerability kicked all of Sloane’s desires into overdrive. Before he could think twice—much less be cautious and responsible—she was in his arms and he was slanting his mouth over hers, deepening his kiss.

      That distant firestorm burned hotter, sending fire through Sloane’s veins.

      It wasn’t his firestorm.

      It might have been a thousand miles away.

      But the funny thing was, Sloane no longer cared.
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        Virginia

      

      

      She’d always known that he’d come.

      Yet when she turned and saw Drake watching her, Veronica Maitland couldn’t believe her eyes.

      It had been more than four years since she’d last seen Drake, more than four years since he’d brought her the news she’d dreaded but had needed to hear. A thousand times, she’d remembered the flicker of compassion in the depths of Drake’s dark eyes, felt the crinkle of the photograph he’d brought to her from Mark’s corpse, remembered the firmness of his cheek beneath her lips as she impulsively granted him a kiss of thanks.

      Drake had been both strong and gentle, tough and kind. He was a warrior, just as Mark had been, and she’d recognized that on sight. He had a family, she’d guessed that immediately, because he’d known just how to talk to Timmy. Drake had been a rock for her, when she’d most needed something to cling to.

      He had delivered the most devastating news with respect and understanding. Ronnie would never forget him, or that.

      Those first years without Mark had been challenging. She’d had to adjust to raising her son alone, which had never been part of her plan and was a change she deeply resented. It had been lonely, as well as difficult. She’d had to go back to school and finish the degree she’d abandoned when Timmy had been conceived, but do it when she was older and had more responsibilities. She’d started a new job and a new career, beginning at the bottom with more bills than her co-workers. She’d had to find a place for them to live and get Timmy settled in a new school, as well as figure out how to be a working mom on her own.

      She’d had to stop crying herself to sleep at night.

      There was something about triumphing against adversity that had made Ronnie feel strong again. She had built them a new life and Timmy was thriving. At eleven, he looked more like his father every day. He was hardworking and a good kid, the kind of son who would make any mother proud. She’d stopped worrying about him quite so obsessively and dared to think that there might be a future for her, as well.

      That had led her thoughts back to Drake. She’d known that she’d never be able to find him on her own, though she had asked both the embassy and Mark’s commanding officer about him four years before. It seemed that no one knew anything about him, but Ronnie was sure that was just proof that he was also in covert operations. She hoped that Drake’s fate was better than Mark’s and began to include him in her nightly prayers.

      It probably shouldn’t have been a surprise when Drake showed up in her dreams.

      It should have been less of one when he started to star in her fantasies. He was a ruggedly handsome man, unabashedly masculine, but it had been the gentleness that tempered his strength that captivated Ronnie.

      She’d added Drake’s family to her prayers, remembering her conviction that he was also a father, but also recalling the shadow that had touched his eyes when she’d asked him about it. Had he lost them? Was that why he’d understood her grief so well?

      It seemed Ronnie would never know.

      Until the evening she hefted a bag of groceries out of the trunk of her car, turned around, and Drake was there.

      She nearly dropped the bag in her shock.

      Yet, it felt absolutely right to see him again.

      There had been a lunar eclipse earlier and Ronnie had felt shivery all day. Timmy was staying at a friend’s before they departed on a school trip to the capital the next morning, and she’d assumed she was on edge because she always worried about him when they were apart.

      But that unsettled feeling intensified as Ronnie stared back at Drake, and she realized it was rooted in a much more earthy response than fear for her son.

      She wanted to be touched.

      By this very man.

      Joy had teased her about having a hot date tonight, and Ronnie had rolled her eyes, unable to even imagine herself having sex again. That part of her life had died along with Mark. She hadn’t been able to even think of bringing another man home when Timmy might discover them, and in all honesty, she hadn’t been sure she’d be able to survive falling in love again.

      In this moment, though, many things seemed possible again.

      Drake stood, eyes narrowed slightly, watching her from the shadows surrounding the entrance to her townhouse. He studied her so closely that Ronnie wondered whether he could read her thoughts. He was completely motionless, still dressed in olive drab, though these were casual clothes instead of a uniform. She surveyed him, hungry for details of how his life had changed these past four years.

      He was still muscled and stern, still tanned and resolute. His hair had a little bit more salt than pepper now and was still cut short. His gaze was just as unwavering, his attention absolute. He still looked coiled to strike and ready for anything, and she again had no doubt that he could kill with his bare hands.

      Ronnie’s heart was pounding and her mouth was dry. She told herself it was just that she’d had a start, but she knew better.

      Drake was back.

      And she was glad.

      Ronnie tried to act as if she weren’t surprised and probably failed completely. This man missed nothing.

      It would have been part of his training.

      “Hello, Drake,” she managed to say. She took a step closer and felt the dampness on her hands. “How are you?” It was a lame question, but she couldn’t think of what else to say.

      “Well enough,” Drake said, his gaze sweeping over her. A glint of appreciation lit his dark eyes, and she felt both flustered and pleased. “You look well, Veronica.”

      She liked how he said her name, how deep his voice was and how slowly he spoke. Had he ever called her by name before? She was sure she would have remembered it if he had. There was that foreign inflection to his words that she remembered, and he still spoke with a formality that made her think English wasn’t his native tongue.

      That glimmer of admiration in his eyes was unmistakable as she stepped closer. “How is Timmy?”

      Of course, he would think of her son. He had seemed to have such an intuitive connection with him.

      Ronnie smiled, unable to hide her pride. “Taller! He looks so much like his father now.” She faltered and licked her lips, wondering whether she’d said the wrong thing, but Drake simply waited. He didn’t look offended. “This week, he wants to be an astronaut.”

      A ghost of a smile touched Drake’s mouth, lifting one corner an increment before disappearing from view again. “Good. A boy needs confidence to have dreams. You’ve given him that.”

      “I’ve tried.”

      They stared at each other for a moment that seemed too long to Ronnie. She felt flustered and warm and knew she was blushing. Maybe that was because of her fantasies, and her fear that Drake knew what she was thinking.

      Well, if he knew that and was like most men, he’d push his advantage.

      But Drake didn’t move.

      Ronnie knew he wasn’t like most men. He was waiting for her to decide what would happen. The fact that he was standing in front of her probably said it all, as far as he was concerned. Nothing like a man of few words.

      Ronnie was aware that they were standing fifteen feet apart in the parking lot and that it was only a matter of time before one of her neighbors came home.

      She should invite him in for dinner.

      Yes. She should.

      Ronnie took a deep breath and strode toward Drake with purpose. “Look, you never let me really thank you for what you did…”

      He raised his fingertips to touch his cheek, and Ronnie could have sworn that was the exact place she’d kissed him. “Your expression of gratitude was more than sufficient.” He swallowed and his voice dropped low. “Indeed, I owe you my thanks.”

      “Really?”

      “You gave me new purpose, Veronica,” he said solemnly, his gaze clinging to hers with such intensity that she couldn’t look away. “That has no price and leaves me forever in your debt.”

      It was impossible to believe that she had given this man any more resolve than he already possessed, but Ronnie wanted to believe it was true. “How can that be? What do you mean?”

      “I had lost faith in the battle,” Drake confessed quietly. “I was no longer certain that there was a reason to fight.”

      Ronnie had a lump in her throat. “Finding Mark can’t have helped with that.”

      “Giving you the answer you needed did help.” His eyes glittered. “I understood then that the battle was about the people who don’t fight, about defending them, that you, and others like you, were the reason to fight for good.”

      His focus upon her made Ronnie shiver. It was remarkably warm for this time in the early evening, and there seemed to be a golden radiance in the parking lot, one that hovered between her and Drake. She hugged her groceries, forgetting the carton of eggs. “But you’re here. After all this time. Why?”

      “To give you a choice,” Drake said with soft heat. “I can stay or I can leave.”

      She knew exactly what he meant, and the prospect made her mouth go dry. “But…”

      Drake lifted a hand either to silence her or reach for her. Ronnie wasn’t sure which because a brilliant orange spark leapt from his fingertip. She stared at it, not believing her eyes, but the spark flew directly toward her. She flinched when it exploded against her shoulder and gasped at the wave of heat that rolled through her body from that point. She rubbed her shoulder reflexively but there wasn’t a burn mark on the fabric.

      Just a simmering heat beneath her skin.

      No, the heat was simmering lower than that, making Ronnie keenly aware of how long she’d been alone.

      And wanting to do something about it.

      Had she imagined the spark? There was no question that she felt she’d been touched by fire. She was hot, and she was shivery.

      She was also more aroused than she’d been in years.

      She stared at Drake, recalling all those fantasies and adding another few. She caught her breath and took a step closer, knowing with complete clarity what she wanted from him. His gaze sharpened and it seemed that there was a halo of flame around his body. She reached for him and he caught her hand in his, his touch sending a jolt of heat surging through her veins. There was brilliant orange light around their joined hands, so bright that she couldn’t see their fingers but she could feel the strength of his hand holding hers.

      Ronnie sensed that Drake was tempering his strength, that he was being gentle with her by choice.

      She looked up at him, mystified by the light, and was awed to see him smile again.

      “You decide,” he whispered, and she heard the tremor in his voice.

      He wanted her.

      He’d returned to her.

      Which meant there was no choice to be made. Ronnie didn’t understand the sparks and she didn’t care. The man she’d been waiting for, the man she’d been dreaming about, the man she’d yearned to see again was standing right in front of her.

      Ronnie had learned that you could never count on having a second chance.

      “Come and have dinner with me,” she invited, feeling both bold and shy. “I’d like to cook for you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She stretched up to kiss Drake for the second time in her life, but this time, Ronnie touched her lips to his, answering him with her touch. His arm locked around her immediately, lifting her to her toes and drawing her against his chest, surrounding them both in a blaze of brilliant yellow light. Ronnie opened her mouth to his kiss, hungry for all he had to give, letting him taste her deeply.

      He felt so good.

      Her bag of groceries was crushed between them, but Ronnie wasn’t worried about the eggs any more.

      In fact, this hunger would only be satisfied by Drake’s touch.
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        Seattle

      

      

      Jacelyn settled deeper into the couch to watch the video for the millionth time. Her throat was tight with unshed tears, but she’d cried enough. This time, she watched the video with a hardened heart, greedy for details about those bastard dragons called the Pyr.

      It was their fault that she’d been cheated.

      Now Jac was going to make them pay.

      The video showed a golden dragon suddenly appearing in the middle of a throng of people in downtown Seattle. There was blood on the dragon’s scales and a severed human arm in its mouth. People screamed and started to run, but not fast enough. The dragon shook the arm and blood flew through the air.

      The virus was transmitted by the exchange of body fluids. Sam had told her that.

      The person whose arm was in the dragon’s mouth clearly had been infected.

      The dragon gnawed on the arm with savage glee, making it bleed more profusely. Then he took flight, dripping the infected blood over as many people as possible. There was a lot of screaming and panic in the streets, and even though it was just a video, when the golden dragon turned his glare upon the camera, Jac shivered to the bottom of her feet.

      She’d better get used to that look, if she was going to hunt these vermin.

      Jac stopped the video before the worst part. She played the beginning again, fighting her instinctive response. She had to learn about her opponent. This Pyr was huge, easily twice the height of every person in his vicinity. He was all muscled power, raw strength and agility. He was a fighting machine, or a weapon of war in his own right. He breathed fire and slashed at people with his powerful tail, snatched and tore with his claws. He looked invincible but that couldn’t be the case.

      Every creature had a weakness. Clearly, these dragons weren’t susceptible to this disease, because the gold dragon had the infectious blood all over it. But they had to have another vulnerability.

      Even if this dragon looked as if he were armored in gold.

      He had to sleep sometime.

      Didn’t he?

      There were more of them. Maybe there was one he cared about. Maybe he had an emotional vulnerability.

      Although he didn’t look like he cared about much other than slaughtering humans. He shimmered blue and disappeared in the blink of an eye at the end of the video, which made Jac play it again. What exactly were his powers? How could he appear and disappear so quickly?

      Or had he shifted shape, becoming human, then blended into the crowd, like the other one had done? Jac navigated to Maeve O’Neill’s website, the one called Dragons Bite, and went through the list of other amateur videos. Maeve’s broadcasts, calling for people to exterminate the Pyr, were all there, too. Jac chose the older video that showed a big blond guy changing into a moonstone and silver dragon in Washington. He’d changed into a human, proof of his shifter nature. The other reporter who had a fascination with the Pyr, Melissa Smith, said they were dragon shape shifters. As skeptical as Jac had been, this video made it look so real.

      She had her doubts about the photographs taken by Cassie Redmond, the ones that supposedly showed a man becoming a dragon in the desert. It defied belief that they could be real, but she couldn’t find a flaw.

      They did say that truth was stranger than fiction.

      Jac went back to the first video and slowed it down, trying to see whether the gold dragon had changed into a human. He didn’t. He just shimmered and disappeared. She sat back and drummed her fingers on the arm of the couch. She couldn’t exactly learn every detail of her opponents from YouTube videos, even such a long list of them as on Maeve’s site. They were glimpses of the fiends, no more than that, and Melissa Smith’s broadcasts were clearly just pro-Pyr propaganda.

      But where else would she find more information?

      She wrote an email to Maeve, using the contact link on the reporter’s website. That woman might know more, but Jac was skeptical she’d get a reply.

      If she documented what she did know, some patterns might appear. She took a new notebook and printed out the best shot of each dragon from each video. She gave each one a page of his own and noted every detail she could—where the video had been filmed and when, the color of his scales, his human appearance if it had been visible. She even guessed at their alliances and antagonisms, since they sometimes were filmed fighting.

      There wasn’t nearly enough information to make a plan, but Jac had moved to Seattle to hunt dragons, and she had to find a way.

      She was going to succeed at something before she died.

      Even if she died doing it, it would be a noble way to go.

      At least embarking on this quest made her feel less numb and less alone.

      The light was weird on this day, and Jac had heard there was supposed to be a blood moon. She shivered and reviewed her notes, seeing that she’d included everything she knew. It wasn’t nearly enough. She grabbed her jacket, deciding to go to the gym again and work out some of her frustration. There was a kickboxing class at ten and she could use every bit of exercise and fighting experience she could get.

      She opened the door to find a dark-haired guy standing there with a package in his hand, his other hand lifted to knock at her door. He was the hunk who had moved into the apartment above her the month before. That in itself was interesting—people were moving out of Seattle to get away from the plague, and the apartment building had been getting progressively more empty. Jac thought there were only three or four apartments rented now.

      But this guy had moved to Seattle.

      She had also moved to Seattle, and it was intriguing to have that in common.

      It didn’t hurt that he was gorgeous. Jac had seen him at the gym a couple of times—they evidently had a membership there in common, too—but didn’t know his name.

      He smiled slowly at her, as if he liked what he saw, and offered her the package. “I think this is yours.” His voice was low and husky enough to give her shivers.

      Good shivers.

      Jac looked down, seeing that the parcel had her name but his apartment number. There was no return address, and it was wrapped in brown paper and tied up with string.

      Maybe it was somebody’s favorite thing.

      “I’m not expecting anything,” she said, then took it from him.

      “Maybe it’s a gift from a secret admirer,” he said, obviously having also noticed that there was no return address.

      Jac smiled. “I should be so lucky,” she said, then tucked the parcel under her elbow. “You’d think with so few people left in the building, the delivery guy could get it right.”

      “The odds would seem to be on his side.”

      “I’m Jacelyn,” she said, offering her hand. “But people call me Jac.”

      His smile started in his eyes and they were twinkling long before his lips curved. “I’m Marcus,” he said, his hand closing resolutely around hers. “But people call me Marco.”

      Jac smiled because she couldn’t do anything else, not when the hottest guy she’d met in years was holding her hand, smiling at her, and looking as if he felt the same powerful attraction she did. Was her luck turning? Or was he another good-looking loser who would use her, break her heart and disappear forever? She had a gift for finding them.

      Jac couldn’t quell her optimism. That was a gift, too. “We go to the same gym, don’t we?” she said. “I was just going down for the kickboxing class.”

      “Sounds good, but I’ve got a commitment this morning.” Marco’s gaze dropped to the parcel. “Maybe you should open it, in case it’s important.” Then he released her hand and stepped back. “Nice to meet you, Jac. Maybe I’ll see you at the gym one day.”

      Maybe?

      She’d make sure of it.

      Jac took a good look at Marco’s tight butt as he strolled down the hall and admired it mightily. Then she shut the apartment door and considered the parcel. Maybe it was important. It couldn’t hurt to find out and she did have a few minutes.

      She tore open the corner to find a plain box inside. She got the scissors from the kitchen to cut the string and opened the package, surprised by the weight of it.

      There was an old book inside, but no note or message of any kind. She looked through the paper, but she hadn’t missed anything.

      She turned the book over. Habits and Habitats of Dragons: A Compleat Guide for Slayers by Sigmund Guthrie.

      A shiver slipped down Jac’s spine.

      Seriously?

      She flipped open the book to discover that it was about the Pyr.

      Even better, it specified how best to hunt and kill them.

      How had anyone known to send her exactly what she needed? She fanned the pages, amazed by the age of the volume, and started to read. In no time at all, she’d forgotten all about kickboxing class.

      But not about her new neighbor.

      It was only when her hunger compelled her to put the book aside that she wondered. Did Marco know more about this parcel than he’d let on?
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        Chicago

      

      

      Erik Sorensson, leader of the Pyr, awakened suddenly. The shards of his dream were fading quickly, but he remembered that he had seen his lost son, Sigmund, in his dream. He had dreamed that Sigmund had come to him with a message, and that his son had been agitated.

      It had been the second time he’d had the same dream.

      This time, though, he could remember Sigmund’s words.

      The blood moon will ripen the eggs.

      He could still hear Sigmund repeating the words, his anxiety increasing each time. That was probably because Erik hadn’t understood his meaning and Sigmund had known it.

      The blood moon will ripen the eggs.

      Erik frowned and rolled out of bed, striding to the living room for a pen and paper. He wrote the words down, but could make little sense of them.

      What eggs?

      He knew that the Dragon’s Tail of the moon’s node would culminate with three blood moons in succession, three lunar eclipses in which the eclipsed moon would appear to turn a russet red color. He knew the first one had occurred earlier today, on the morning of October 8, 2014. Actually—he checked his watch—it had occurred the day before. It was after midnight. The next would be on April 4, 2015 and the third on September 28, 2015. The moon’s node would turn to the Dragon’s Head on October 1, 2015, ending the prophesied cycle of rebalance and retribution.

      That would also mark the end of the Dragon’s Tail Wars. Erik didn’t want to jinx the result by speculating on whether it would be the Slayers or the Pyr who survived. One kind of dragon shifter would be eliminated from the earth by that final eclipse, and Erik knew which kind he wanted it to be.

      There were few Slayers left, and he knocked his knuckles on the wood desk for luck even as he thought as much.

      Erik also expected the three lunar eclipses to spark three important firestorms for the Pyr. Did Sigmund refer to the eggs of the women who would be the mates of those three Pyr? It seemed an unnecessary detail to confide in Erik, and somewhat more intimate than he preferred.

      But what other eggs could Sigmund have meant?

      He spun in his chair, then booted up his laptop, verifying that there were three full moons in a row. There were photographs online of the one that had just occurred, including some dramatic shots from Hawaii.

      Erik looked up “blood moon,” because he knew that humans had a number of superstitions about them. In fact, there were four blood moons in a row, the one the previous April that had sparked Thorolf’s firestorm being the first of the sequence. He found a Blood Moon Prophecy, which declared this sequence of eclipses to be a mark of the end times, based on a line in the Book of Joel, a minor prophet. Erik supposed that wasn’t overly different from the Pyr’s view that karma must be rebalanced before the end of this cycle of the moon’s node. He knew that the first full moon after the equinox was called the Harvest Moon and the subsequent one, the Hunter’s Moon, but wasn’t sure it mattered which this one was.

      He pushed back the laptop with disgust, just as Eileen came into the living room. She yawned when she saw him, then smiled. “Oh good, you’re still here. I thought maybe there was some drama over the firestorm.”

      “Not so far.”

      “Excellent. I do love a world with fewer Slayers.” Eileen frowned then. “Unless there isn’t a firestorm?”

      Erik closed his eyes and smiled as he attuned himself to the spark. He could feel the firestorm, even at a distance, and the heat of its burn. “Yes. In Virginia.”

      “Are you staying up? Do you want coffee?”

      “No and no.” Erik went toward the couch, extending a hand to his partner, mate, and lover. “Come sit with me for a minute.”

      “Whose firestorm is it?” Eileen asked, curling up beside him on one of the black leather couches.

      “Drake’s.”

      “Really!” Eileen twisted around to smile at him, as if she didn’t believe him. “I thought he’d had one before. He had a son he left behind, right?”

      Erik tightened his arm around her. “He wouldn’t be the first to get a second chance.”

      “True.” Eileen nestled against him with satisfaction. “Maybe a new life means a new firestorm.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Well, either way, I’m pleased to hear that. I like Drake.”

      “I didn’t realize you’d talked to him much.”

      “I haven’t, but I have a weakness for strong, silent types,” Eileen confessed with a smile, then kissed Erik’s cheek when he snorted. She studied him for a moment. “Why are you up if there’s no trouble?”

      “A dream.”

      Eileen sobered. “The same one?”

      Erik winced. He got up and retrieved the pad of paper, then gave it to Eileen.

      “What eggs?” she asked immediately.

      “I don’t know.”

      There was a shuffling then and their daughter Zoë appeared at the end of the corridor that led to her room and Eileen’s office. She’d be six in November, but already resembled Erik so strongly that Eileen joked that she’d been just a womb for rent. Erik saw his partner in his daughter, though, in her creativity and her intelligence, as well as the warmth of her smile. Zoë was carrying her favorite stuffed toy of the moment and looked like she was sleepwalking.

      “The blood moon will ripen the eggs,” she said, her words devoid of inflection.

      The hair on the back of Erik’s neck stood up. Had Sigmund appeared to Zoë in a dream, as well? Or was this some mustering of her prophetic abilities as Wyvern? He would have gone to their daughter but Eileen moved first and more quickly, and he settled back against the couch with reluctance.

      His desire for Zoë to show her abilities sooner rather than later was a sore point between himself and his mate, so he tried to temper it.

      Erik didn’t feel any more successful than he usually did.

      “Shhh,” Eileen counseled, then went to Zoë and picked her up. “You’ll get cold,” she whispered. “Let’s get you back to bed.” She kissed her daughter’s temple as she picked her up, grimacing at the weight. Erik bit back a smile when Eileen glanced his way. Zoë curled instinctively around her mother, settling against her shoulder to doze contentedly.

      Erik beckoned, wanting his family close for the moment, although he couldn’t have said why.

      “She’s growing up so fast,” Eileen whispered, guessing the wrong reason for his invitation.

      Not quickly enough for Erik, although he tried to savor every day. The fact that he and Eileen had had a daughter indicated that Zoë would be the Wyvern of the Pyr, the only female of their kind and the one Pyr with the powers of prophecy. Zoë, though, seemed to have no such powers, and Erik suspected she would develop them at puberty—if at all—which was when male Pyr came into their powers.

      Eileen carried Zoë back to the couch, settling beside Erik, and he pulled a blanket over the two of them. Zoë looked like any other child then, nestled against her mother and spared any dark dreams. Erik had a moment to hope that the Pyr would triumph in this war with the Slayers, even without the assistance of a Wyvern and her abilities, before the glass in the living room window shattered.

      Zoë awakened immediately. Eileen gasped and clutched their daughter close.

      Erik was on his feet, already shifting shape to defend his family.

      Because there was a large ruby red and brass dragon on the other side of the cracked window, and he was swinging his tail to finish what he had started. He was the spitting image of Boris Vassily, the Slayer Erik had killed, dismembered and incinerated seven years before.

      But Boris didn’t look as if he were dead anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ronnie hadn’t realized her kitchen was so small, not until Drake was in it. He leaned against the counter at one end of the room and watched her, his presence so powerful that Ronnie almost forgot her own name. She was keenly aware of him, and hotter than she could have believed possible.

      She was aroused, too, all of her fantasies about Drake at the fore of her thoughts. That bright yellow light she’d noticed in the parking lot seemed to be even brighter inside, and it might have been the middle of summer. She felt flushed and self-conscious, aware now that they were alone in her kitchen that it had been decades since she’d had a first date.

      If that’s what this was.

      “It’s so warm in here! That thermostat must be off again,” she said, hurrying to the living room to adjust it. It looked fine and was set low, but there was no doubt that the kitchen was hotter than a July day in Texas. She closed the drapes over the windows and was amazed by how cozy her home felt.

      She’d already hung up her jacket and now removed her cardigan, casting it across the back of a chair on her way to the kitchen. She felt that her skin was a bit pale for a sleeveless top, but Drake didn’t seem to have any issues with her appearance.

      In fact, his eyes glowed when she came back into the kitchen and her pulse raced when he surveyed her with obvious approval. She felt competent and composed most of the time, had felt feminine a few times since Mark’s death, but hadn’t felt sexy in a very long time. It was good to be with a man who was obviously attracted to her, especially as the feeling was reciprocal. Ronnie knew that Drake wasn’t always easy to read, and she appreciated that he was letting her see his reaction so clearly.

      Maybe he’d noticed her nervousness. Ronnie stepped past him to retrieve her groceries and felt the heat emanating from his body. The light in the kitchen seemed brilliant but it wasn’t a harsh light—it seemed to gild everything, making Drake look delicious. She had to hope it did the same trick for her. Ronnie opened the fridge and piled the groceries in, a part of her mind concluding that it would be a miracle if any of those eggs survived. She felt a trickle of perspiration slide down her spine, yet her nipples were as tight as pebbles.

      She was glad she’d worn this flattering skirt and heels to work on this particular day. She felt more like a woman and less like a mom in this outfit, even though it had been more expensive than what she usually bought for herself.

      She pivoted to find that tiny smile on Drake’s lips and her heart skipped. Had there ever been a man so still, so patient, as this one?

      It would take forever to make love to him—or for him to make love to her. Ronnie felt dizzy in anticipation.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee?” she asked, losing her nerve for a moment.

      She reached for a mug from the cupboard and her hand shook so much that she dropped it. She didn’t see Drake move, just found his solid strength suddenly beside her. He caught the mug, then his hand closed over hers as he gave it back to her. His other hand landed on the back of her waist. It wasn’t an embrace, exactly, but she felt surrounded by him.

      Protected.

      Safe.

      Ronnie let out a long breath, knowing she could get used to this sensation. It wasn’t easy to parent alone, but she was getting way ahead of things to assume that Drake wanted that much of a part in her life.

      She licked her lips. “It’s been a long time,” she whispered, hearing how husky her voice was. “There’s been no one since Mark.”

      Ronnie wasn’t sure what she expected from Drake, but when he bent, his lips touching her ear, she shivered with need. “No one since Cassandra,” he murmured.

      She looked up at him at this confirmation of her earlier guess that they had both known grief. “Your wife?”

      Drake nodded, and she saw again that shadow touch his features.

      “How long?”

      “Too long.”

      There was a weariness in his tone that touched Ronnie deeply. They had this in common, this loss of a beloved, and she lifted a hand to his chest. “I thought once that you had a son, too.”

      Drake frowned and his throat worked. “Theo is also lost to me.”

      It was an odd way to express it, but Drake often spoke formally and there was no mistaking his pain. Ronnie didn’t know how she would have survived if she’d lost both Mark and Timmy: many of those early days, she’d dragged herself out of bed to keep up appearances for her son. She flattened her hand against Drake’s chest and felt the steady pulse of his heart beneath her fingers. To her surprise, their hearts seemed to be beating at the same rhythm, and she glanced up to find Drake gritting his teeth.

      When he opened his eyes to look down at her, his eyes glittered with a thousand lights. “Veronica,” he whispered, as if he were powerless to do anything else.

      There were so many similarities in their experiences. That was why this felt right. He’d said she’d given him purpose before and on this night, Ronnie knew she could give him solace.

      Perhaps they also understood each other’s unspoken needs. He’d certainly gone into danger to get the answer she’d needed, four years before. He’d filled her dreams, but had given her time to heal. He was trustworthy. He was honorable. He was precisely the kind of man she found most appealing.

      And even though there was a lot Ronnie didn’t know about Drake, she realized she knew more than enough.

      “I don’t want coffee,” Drake whispered, his voice hoarse.

      “Neither do I,” Ronnie admitted and put the mug down on the counter. She turned to face him. Her heart was racing and she couldn’t take a full breath, but she knew what she wanted and she wasn’t going to chicken out now. “I want you, Drake,” she said, amazed by her own audacity. Once she wouldn’t have been able to say such a thing aloud, but Ronnie had changed.

      She hoped Drake would still want her.

      Drake’s smile was so satisfied that Ronnie could have no doubt. He moved slowly but with purpose, his hands locking around her waist. His grip almost encircled her, and he made a little growl in his throat, as if that pleased him. He pulled her closer, so that her breasts collided with his chest, and backed her into the counter. It felt good to have his erection press against her and the radiance of the light between them—never mind the heat it generated—made Ronnie gasp in awe.

      She might have asked after it, but Drake’s mouth closed over hers in a possessive kiss. Ronnie surrendered completely. His was a kiss that turned her blood to fire and destroyed any vestige of doubt, a kiss that melted her bones and branded her with his touch. It was a kiss that claimed her, a proprietary kiss of such passion that she knew she’d remember it forever.

      She was Drake’s, at least for this night, and Ronnie Maitland was glad.

      In fact, she couldn’t imagine anything better.
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      The firestorm was a gift unexpected.

      That it should spark for Drake again was good fortune beyond any he had ever known.

      That it should burn between himself and this woman, this woman who had haunted him for four years, was a marvel he refused to question.

      He could have found Veronica even without the spark of the firestorm, for the scent of her was seared into his very being. It had been her blend of resilience and vulnerability that had snared him four years before, her fragility matched with a conviction that she could change her own circumstance. She wore her heart on her sleeve, and her thoughts were clearly read in her eyes, but she had a resolve that would surprise most people.

      Veronica fascinated Drake. Contrast seemed to characterize her, not just in her nature but in her choices. He had to think it would have been simpler for her to have married again than to have raised her son alone. He hoped she was a person guided by principle and that they had that trait in common. He liked that though her life was modern, the necklace she wore was of pearls old enough that they’d been perfectly matched. Her home showed the same contrast, being simply decorated but elegant, with a few well-chosen pieces. It felt like a sanctuary.

      He’d known four years before that he could love this woman, that he likely would idolize her, given half the chance, but when they had met, she had just lost her husband. He’d known she had to grieve her loss.

      He’d checked on her at intervals, without her knowing of his presence, because he felt protective of her. He liked to think that someone had taken an interest in his lost wife Cassandra after he had failed to return from battle. Drake had noticed that on occasion, Veronica seemed to sense his presence, but he was sure she had never seen him.

      He’d never dared to hope that she might remember him with more than kindness.

      Never mind that she would melt into his arms so readily, a desire in her eyes that fueled his own. He was amazed that she had no questions, that she made no demands, that she needed no explanation of the firestorm and its sparks.

      She must be one of those humans who now knew about the Pyr and must understand the import of the firestorm. Relief surged through him that there were no questions to answer and no explanations to make. It was all so simple between them that he could believe in destiny again.

      That he had come to her appeared to be enough for Veronica.

      That she wanted him was certainly sufficient for Drake.

      He wanted to make love to her slowly, but the firestorm combined with Veronica’s enthusiasm to undermine his intention. When he’d seen her in that short skirt, the hem of it fluttering around her knees, he’d been sure that no woman had such perfect legs. When she’d turned in the parking lot to find him waiting for her and smiled, her eyes lighting with such obvious pleasure, his heart had started to thunder.

      The firestorm’s heat had doubled and redoubled with every step she’d taken toward him, the inferno of its demand obliterating everything from his world other than Veronica. That she’d kissed him of her own volition had been enough to take his desire to a fever pitch. Snared in the brilliant yellow heat of the firestorm, he’d felt her every breath, her every shiver, and her touch had filled him with a burning need to possess her. When his heart had matched its pace to hers, he’d felt disoriented with desire.

      Drake backed her into the counter, holding her captive there with his hips, gripping her waist as he lifted her to his kiss. She wrapped her arms around his neck, stretched to her toes and returned his kiss with more fervor than he could have hoped. Her breasts were pressed against his chest, so full and soft that he wanted to cup them in his hands. Her hair was shorter than it had been, falling just to her shoulders like chestnut silk. He found his hands tangled in it, his fingers bracketing her face, his kiss deepening as she pulled him ever closer.

      “Too many clothes,” she whispered when he broke their kiss. Her impish smile made her look younger and less careworn. He liked that she was forthright, as it would make it easier to ensure that she was pleased.

      Veronica seemed to feel the same need for haste, and the same desire to feel skin against skin. Her hands were on his jacket, unzipping the front and pushing it over his shoulders, tugging his shirt free of his pants. The first touch of her hands on his bare back was electrifying and he caught his breath, which made her laugh.

      Drake had never heard such a wondrous sound.

      It made him playful.

      He spun her around and found the zipper on her top, then the one on her skirt. He peeled her out of those clothes, casting them aside with impatience, then cupped her breasts from behind. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against hers, fingering her nipples through the soft fabric of her bra. He kissed her neck and her ear and her nape, loving the way she squirmed against him. She was so responsive, and the smell of her arousal gave him a primal pleasure.

      Veronica gasped and arched her back, leaning against him with an abandon that made his heart clench. He unfastened her bra and cupped her breasts in his hands, awed by the softness of her skin. She was as perfect as a goddess. He rolled each nipple between finger and thumb, and she moaned.

      “Don’t tease me,” she whispered and spun in his embrace. Her eyes sparkled as she held his gaze, and she stripped off the rest of her undergarments. He could only stare, and made no effort to hide his admiration.

      She reached to unclasp the pearls but he stopped her with a fingertip. “They suit you,” he murmured. “And I like how they glow against your skin.”

      “Naked except for my pearls?”

      “A beautiful woman needs no other adornment.”

      Veronica laughed with pleasure and tugged at his T-shirt. “It’s no fair that I’m the only one naked,” she said. He peeled off his shirt and her fingers fell on his belt buckle, shaking a little in her haste to strip him bare. In moments, his khakis were on the kitchen floor and he was as naked as she.

      She took a breath, her lashes sweeping her cheeks as she eyed the size of him, then her fingertips landed on the tattoo on his upper arm. It was a dragon rampant, the mark of the Dragon Legion, and the sparks that flew between her fingertips and the tattoo made it burn as if it were new again. “Your company,” she whispered, her eyes aglow. “Mark had a tattoo for his, too.”

      If she found similarities between him and her dead husband, Drake could have no issues with that. He knew her husband had been a man of merit and honor, and he was glad that she found him of the same ilk. Indeed, he saw much of what he had admired in Cassandra echoed in Veronica, and the similarities made him think well of the future. The differences made this all seem new.

      He reached for her, sliding his fingers along the softness of her jaw, and she pressed a kiss into his palm that electrified him. Their gazes clung for a potent moment, then she was in his arms again and his mouth was locked over hers. She slipped her tongue between his teeth and closed her hand around him, making a few demands of her own. Drake was only too glad to provide whatever Veronica wanted of him.
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      How could Boris be back?

      Erik shifted shape at first glimpse of his old adversary, roaring with rage that the Slayer was back again. Boris breathed a plume of dragonfire, the orange flames brilliant against the night. As he turned, his ruby and brass scales glittered in the light. He looked fit and fighting trim, and his eyes shone with that familiar malice.

      It was impossible. Boris was dead!

      But the Slayer swung his tail hard and broke the massive window, the force sufficient that shards of glass flew into the apartment. Eileen bent over Zoë, protecting her from the flying splinters, and Erik leaped through the gap to fight his foe.

      They locked talons in the ancient fighting pose and flew high above the city.

      “Back from the dead again?” Erik taunted in old-speak. “You need a new trick, Boris.”

      “This is a new trick,” Boris said, then laughed. “I’m reborn as myself!”

      Erik failed to see the humor in that. “Too bad you didn’t trouble with any improvements.”

      “You’re more observant than that, Erik Sorensson.” Boris laughed as his tail entwined with Erik’s. “You have to have noticed that each time, you get older and weaker, while I keep getting younger and stronger.” His eyes narrowed and his old-speak dropped to a threat that resonated in Erik’s thoughts. “Maybe this is the time that the balance will be tipped.”

      Erik had a definite sense that Boris had some advantage that he wasn’t in a hurry to reveal, but he didn’t care. He’d finish the old Slayer as many times as was necessary.

      “Let’s find out!” Erik breathed fire, scorching the red plumes that trailed from Boris’s wings and tail. Boris bellowed in outrage as they pushed away from each other. They retreated, eyed each other, then the battle began in earnest.

      The two dragons collided with enough force to make the windows rattle in the darkened towers of the city. They snatched and bit and grappled for supremacy, each as slippery as an eel and
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