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      I felt as though I were asleep—a restless sleep, though, full of tumult and disconnected but vaguely familiar thoughts and images. I exited a tall brick building, passing by men in long, formal coats and women in large, poofy dresses, a dark-skinned man in a top hat walking toward me. I stood in a wide open field, watching the same man drive a team of horses pulling a plow. And then I was wearing a toga, watching this same man defend his life in the center of an arena, blood staining the ground around him.

      I was trapped on the edges of a whirlwind, spinning around and around, the embers at my core blown into a raging flame, consuming me entirely in a hot white flash.

      Cold. Voices. Awakening was a slow, fractured event, noticing first this thing and then another. I opened my eyes to a canopy of soft, dappled green. My hands clenched at my sides, gripping the detritus of the forest floor.

      There was a shout nearby and I sat straight up.

      I sat in a circle of ash. My hands were blackened with it, and wiping it off on my thighs simply smeared it on a different part of my body. Why was I naked?

      The image of a dragon flashed across my memory, and the last moments before his attack came to me in a sudden wave. The Master had been captured, and I with him. The strange warriors who had been assisting the shifters had been escorting us through the woods, and then the dragon came, seizing the Master and setting fire to everything, and everyone. I had run, my clothes and skin on fire, which I did my best to control, to consume with my own internal fire. I must have succeeded. I wasn't dead.

      The voices came closer. I had to move. Either the warriors had escaped the dragon's wrath or the shifters had come to see what had happened to their friends, and either way, they would not treat me well.

      I sprang to my feet and ran. I had no destination other than away. The shifters had driven us from our home, had captured my protector, my family. Without them, I had no way to tell who was friend and who was foe.

      I was alone.

      As I ran, my dreams pushed their way to the surface of my mind, distracting me, slowing me down. They plagued me, and the longer I was awake, the less they felt like dreams and more like memories. My foot landed on a sharp rock and a yell of pain escaped me, but I kept pushing forward. The pain was good. The pain helped me focus.

      When would I stop? What would I do when I could run no more? I had been nothing, I had been no one before Master. An unwanted child, passed from family to family before finally phasing out of the system at eighteen, I'd taken whatever jobs I could to survive. I had been working at a gas station when Master had found me, told me I was special, that I could be so much more. I walked out of that gas station and never looked back. He and the others taught me how to find my fire, a dim ember that had barely any life in it, and they taught me to feed it and to use it.

      For the last year, they had been my everything.

      What now?

      My feet pounded to the beat of that question. What now? What now? What now?

      Master had always said that one day, we would approach his father the Dragon King and be welcomed with open arms. Well, the Dragon King had come and gone, and I was alone, my friends captive.

      I had to free them. I had to free them just like he had freed me.

      With that realization, I stopped running. What was I afraid of? The shifters would never have dared come against me on their own, and their warrior friends were dead.

      I would rescue my friends, my family, and together we would find the Master and rejoin him.

      The fire in my soul flamed brightly. What power could those animals have over me?

      I was the Phoenix.
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      The artreans were dead. Burnt to crisps by the black dragon that had swept through with all the fury of hell. After all we'd done to capture Wamp and his pet phoenix, they were gone.

      I couldn't look at the bodies. Even though I'd never seen the aftermath of my family's mass suicide, I'd overheard enough about it from my parents' hushed talks that it had filled my nightmares for years. This was too much like those nightmares come to life.

      With nothing better to do, I shifted and circled the perimeter, taking refuge in my lion's simpler view of life. There was little gray when I submitted to my animal instincts. There was good and evil. Pride and enemies. I snorted the musky acrid scent of dragon fire from my nose. It was completely different than the fires we'd been investigating over the last couple of years, the fires set by Wamp and, later, his phoenix; fires that had killed family after family.

      I shook my head and snorted again, moving further away from the scorch zone. I couldn't leave my pack to deal with it alone... but I couldn't be in the middle of it, either. I circled the area, feeling completely useless. In the midst of my self-berating, I suddenly realized that the musty acrid scent I had been growing used to had changed. I still scented fire and ash, but something tingled my nose, not like pepper but like… mint. I looked down. I stood in a small patch of ash, separate from the main scorch, and there was the light hint of dragon fire, but the main scent was more familiar than that. It smelled like when Kurt had been blasted by a fireball. When we had pulled Ben's former mate from their burning house.

      The phoenix.

      The scent led away from the main scene and kept moving. If anyone could have survived that inferno, it would definitely be another fire creature.

      Fire creature. Phoenix. Dragons. Seers. Since when had this become my life? To some people, it wasn’t much crazier than men who shifted into animals. But that had been my entire life. This craziness had only come into it recently.

      The scent led directly away from the others. I knew I should call Dallas or Asher, let them know what I'd found, but this was something I could do. I couldn't give our friends' bodies the respect they deserved, but I could track down and capture one of the reasons we were in this position in the first place.

      I heard a yelp ahead of me and knew I wasn’t far behind the bastard. I pushed myself harder.

      When I found him, we literally ran into each other. He came barreling around a pine tree, slamming into my snout before falling backward onto his ass. I roared and pounced forward instinctively, my giant paws landing on his shoulders. Instead of black centers, his eyes were burning embers, a hot red-orange that matched his hair. When I had seen him previously, I'd thought he was a kid, just like the rest of them that we had saved. Up close, it was clear he was a young man. His body was too developed, his anger too deep for him to be a child.

      I opened my mouth to say something, anything to unburden myself of the deaths that this man had been part of, deaths that I had failed to prevent. All that came out was a roar.

      Frustrated, I pressed my large body against the man so that he couldn't move while I shifted. Now it was my hands holding him down, not paws, and I had an actual voice.

      But what could I say? What could I possibly say to cause this man half the hurt he deserved? He'd killed entire families with his fire. He'd nearly murdered my friend and pack mate.

      Why should I be the one to speak? He should be the one defending himself. What reason could he give for his actions? Nothing would satisfy me.

      The fire in his eyes swirled slowly, almost pulling me in with their flickers. His anger was fading, though his fire was not. What was going on in his mind?

      "Say something," I growled.

      His body relaxed beneath me, and I tensed, ready for whatever trick he was thinking of pulling.

      "I remember you."

      "I should hope so. You nearly killed my friend Kurt. I was in the midst of the melee your friend Wamp ignited, trying desperately to avoid hurting those kids he brainwashed."

      "No... I remember you from... before..." His voice was soft and dream-like, as though he weren't fully awake.

      His skin began to burn underneath mine, and I suddenly realized how utterly naked we both were. I didn't know what his powers were other than throwing fireballs. Was he trying to burn me with his skin? Could he do that? The smart thing to do would have been to jump away, to avoid burns and live to capture him another time, but I was determined that at least one of our enemies would face justice. He couldn't control the burn if he was unconscious.

      I lifted one hand and pulled it back to punch, but I stopped in surprise. Something soft and light tickled down my side. I followed the phoenix's gaze as his hand traced my muscles, an unexpected response igniting in my groin.

      "What are you doing?" My voice was harsh, almost unrecognizable.

      "I know you." The phoenix's eyes flashed up to mine, and this time they enraptured me completely. In them I could see the beauty of flame flowing freely in the dark depths of the universe. The faint mint scent of his deepened, brightened. What was that hint? There was another strain of something… lime. It was... glorious.

      I came back to earth as the phoenix cupped my face with his hands. When had I lost my grip on him? He pulled my face down and kissed me, his tongue sparking on mine, like the fizzle of rock candy that popped in your mouth.

      "I know you. Why do I know you?" the phoenix muttered as he pulled back, but my mind had lost all interest in questions. It had forgotten the fear and anger I felt toward this man. Suddenly, all I felt was need. I needed to be in this man, to claim him, because he was already mine. I knew this with a bone deep certainty. Like I knew the sky was blue and grass was green, I knew this man was mine. I kissed him with primal ferocity and he met me with equal power. I should have been marching him back to the others. I shouldn't be touching him in this way, needing him like this. But any thoughts of hesitation burned away in the fire that consumed us.
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      The dark-skinned man of my dark dreams was here, in the flesh and in broad daylight. He was real. The press of his hips against mine was so familiar. Why? I had never been this close, this intimate with another person before. As a lion, he'd been terrifying. As a man, he was captivating. My body relaxed underneath his. I knew he wouldn't hurt me, no matter that the furrow of his brow might say otherwise.

      "I remember you."

      His eyes flashed in anger, and I tried to remind myself he was a shifter, one of the men who had attacked and captured us. He had been at the battle last night. But that wasn’t how I knew him.

      "No... I remember you from... before..."

      The dream memories were flying across my vision with more frequency, the pain in my foot fading to nothing in their onslaught. I couldn't stop the stream, even if I cared to try right now. More images came to me of this man naked, kissing down my chest. Of him between my knees, taking my cock in his mouth. Of me returning the favor. Of the feel of him in the dark, no sight, just touch and scent and emotions. His sweet, earthy smell surrounded me, and the name of it came to me in an instant: sycamore fig . How did I know that?

      He drew a hand back in a fist, and my arm rose of its own accord, my hand going to his side in the echo of a memory. I remembered touching him like this, caressing him like this.

      "What are you doing?"

      His deep rasp was like a rake over coals, stirring up banked embers and flaming them to new life. He sat back, releasing my shoulder, but that was too far. I reached forward to pull him back, to pull him to me, to kiss him.

      I knew his lips as if I had kissed them a thousand times, yet their touch sparked like a brand-new flame. "I know you," I murmured, pulling away to study his eyes. "Why do I know you?"

      Instead of answering, he pulled me back into a kiss, and whatever anger and hesitation had been holding him back whisked away, ash on the wind. He rocked his hips against mine, stroking our cocks together as if that alone could ignite a fire. There was no need. A fire already consumed us. With his body pressed against mine, I realized I felt whole, as if a piece of me had been missing my entire life, and only now that I'd found it did I realize I'd been broken.

      I didn't want to lose that feeling of wholeness. I wanted to solder the ties between us, bind them, make us one. My body knew what to do before my mind did. I wrapped my legs around his waist and reached between our bodies, grasping his erection and pumping it a couple times. Bumps popped underneath my hand, so different from my own cock, and yet once again familiar. I rocked my hips forward and guided his length behind me to my entrance. I had never done this before, but instinct led the way. This was too fast... too soon... too perfect... too right.

      I pressed back, my entire body tingling as the tip of his cock pressed against my wet hole. I pressed back further, and he slid inside me, the stretch burning, but not as hot as the fire between us. Someone moaned, and it took me a moment to realize that it was me.

      The burn of the stretch was surprising, but at the same time I knew that this was normal. I wiggled a little to get myself used to the sensation faster, and distracted my mind with the play of my tongue on his. The distraction worked, and it wasn't until his hips flexed and drove him deeper inside me that I realized I was ready. I rocked back and forth, pushing him farther in. The bumps that had swollen under my hand tugged deliciously at my entrance as they slid back and forth through the ring of muscle holding him deep within me.

      The lion had seemed content to let me lead until this point. Once I managed to sheathe him fully inside me, he took over, pounding into me like a machine. Part of my brain told me it was too much, but another part told me that I had been waiting for this for years.

      Something was building inside of me. Something greater than a simple orgasm, of which, like any young man, I had had quite a few. But this… This was my body, heart, and soul rising together as one, consumed by an unstoppable passion that would either leave me burnt to a crisp or dissolved into a blast of steam. Who I was in this moment would not survive the moment to come.

      My lover’s thrusts had become quick and shallow, but no less mind blowing because of it. He grazed his teeth over my collarbone, resting them gently on the crook of my neck. Yes. Yes, this was what I wanted, what I needed, though I wasn't sure what it was.

      And then he was coming, and something deep inside me expanded, exploded, rolled over me like a white-hot wave. But it wasn't until he sunk his teeth deep into my skin that I let out my own cry of ecstasy and lost myself to the blaze.

      My entire body clenched, my fingers digging deeply into his sides. I was flying up, up, up to a white sea of bliss.

      And there I stayed. Rather than descending back to reality I rested in this empty mental space while memory after memory, lifetimes’ worth of memories, flew toward me, burying themselves in my mind and in my heart, reminding me who I was. I wasn’t simply a phoenix, I was the Phoenix.

      When I came to, it was in a sudden silence. The flow of memories stopped, and my eyes flew open to meet the gaze of my one true mate.

      I remembered everything. I remembered this life, my life of blindness, and all the other lives that had come before. Yet, looking into his eyes, I knew he only saw the dangerous young accomplice of the man who called himself the Master. I was that person. But that person was so small in the grand history of all that I had been.

      My lion pushed away from me, his face stricken with confusion and regret. We both yelled as his vortex, locked deep within me, tugged painfully between us.

      "What did you do to me?" he growled.

      How could I explain this to him? Although I had found him many times, through many lives, and many different ages, I was the only one who carried the memories of our shared times together. Each time was the first time for him. How could I explain my involvement with the Master when I had yet to come to terms with it myself?

      "What the fuck is going on here?"

      We both jerked our heads to meet the eyes of my lion’s leader. My lion attempted to pull out once more, causing us pain again. His leader snapped his eyes shut.

      "You have some fucking explaining to do, Ryan. I'm going to turn my back, and as soon as you release yourself, we are going to talk."
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      It didn't take long for my vortex to go down after being interrupted by Asher. Still, I had to endure several minutes of awkward silence, left alone with only my thoughts.

      What the fuck had happened? Sex had been the last thing on my mind before I had pinned that little devil to the ground, but then all of a sudden, it was as if my body had risen up and rebelled on me.

      What kind of magic had the phoenix worked on me? Was it still working on me? Even now, with my Alpha waiting for me to explain why he'd found me balls deep in the enemy, my mind was still repeating, "Mine, mine, mine."

      My eyes skittered over the body of the man beneath me, and I flinched at the raw, red mating mark on his neck. I had done that. I had bound myself to a monster.

      Do you really think me a monster? The words in my head were soft and sad.

      Get out of my head, dammit. I jerked my body away from the phoenix, and this time I broke free with a painful wrench. How could I possibly be compatible enough with this—I hesitated to use the word monster again, even in my head. The deep sadness in his voice tore at me. But how could I be compatible enough with him that he could mindspeak me? "I'm free," I informed Asher.

      He turned around, his face an impassive mask, a guaranteed
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