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      Once an Ultiori Elite, Benedetta’s psyche crumbled under the corrupting mind control inflicted on her by her evil master. She begged for release by the immortal dragon who loved her, and her death in his cleansing fire severed their bond forever.

      But a new force in the world has resurrected Benedetta’s essence from the ashes left behind. Life magic has blended with fire and reached back through the Bloodline, lighting a spark and calling to a soul that never really perished.

      Alive once more and free from the bond to her old immortal lover, her lonely soul cries out for a mate, but who can fill the void left by the Void himself?

      A trio of Shadow dragons, that’s who.
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      Thank you for downloading this book! If you enjoy it and would like to learn more about Ophelia Bell’s dragon world, simply subscribe to the Beasties mailing list. Subscribing gets you a direct line on new releases, appearances, giveaways and other bonuses.
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      Being resurrected felt almost the same as dying. My death had begun with dragon fire, blooming with intense heat through my body, the flame blinding. The difference was that when I’d died, the sooty blackness of the aftermath dragged my soul under fast. This time, instead of being sucked into darkness, I hurtled toward the fire itself, yanked unwillingly into the core of its blaze and held there, suspended while the light sent searing pinpricks into extremities that I hadn’t felt in eons.

      It hurt, but it wasn’t the same pain as dying. It was the pain of numbness dissipating as circulation returned to a limb. My body hadn’t existed for a very long time. I didn’t quite know how long it had been, but some core of my awareness told me long enough.

      Long enough for the maddening sticky ichor that had once corrupted my mind to be no more than a niggling memory. Long enough that the overwhelming love and pain that had filled that deadly fire had long since faded to ash and blown away on the wind.

      When the numbness finally cleared and the painful tingling stopped, I opened my eyes, unsurprised to find myself hunched naked amid a pile of pale-gray ashes. I stared down at my hands, splayed on the ground, and curled my fingers into the soft powdery substance. The scent of charred bones still lingered. My bones. But the heat of the fire that had done this was long gone, leaving nothing but cold, charred earth behind.

      I expected a pang of grief, of loss and abandonment, of betrayal or hurt. Any number of feelings should have existed inside me. I had loved my murderer, and he had done this to me. Yet all I felt was emptiness.

      A gritty, sardonic laugh erupted unexpectedly from my chest, sending a puff of ashes into the gray air. It was fitting, wasn’t it? I’d loved an immortal dragon everyone called “The Void,” and all that was left of that love was an empty void inside me.

      “You saved me though, didn’t you?” I asked, tilting my head back and staring up at a colorless sky that seemed to arc above me like glass. Breathing deeply, I stood, surprised that my limbs and joints didn’t protest. I felt…disturbingly normal. The sensations and emotions of my being were just as gray and colorless as my surroundings.

      The memories were far more interesting to dwell on, and with the clarifying filter of time, I could see the truth of that day. The day I’d died.

      I’d become a monster. I was recruited into the rarified ranks of the Ultiori Elites by a powerful general who had once been beyond reproach and therefore had my trust.

      That general, Nikhil, had been my closest friend since childhood, before joining the pharaoh’s army and working his way up to becoming her warlord. Then, through a tragic twist ending in the pharaoh’s death, he’d taken her throne for himself, swearing vengeance against the dragon race who had taken his wife and lover from him.

      When he returned to our village and asked me to join him to avenge her death, he’d been different from the man I remembered. He was dark and brooding and set on a mission I was only too happy to take as my own. I knew he’d wedded the pharaoh herself—all of Egypt had celebrated the day—and that she’d been killed on their wedding night, so I was happy to lend my own sword to his cause. Anything for my best friend.

      What I hadn’t realized was the depth of the darkness that corrupted his soul at the time. Not just the darkness of grief and rage, but something far more sinister. Something I was unprepared to fight when it ultimately infected me too.

      I was just as unprepared to fight an unbearable attraction to the dead pharaoh’s dragon brother, the very target of Nikhil’s coldest rage. My enemy, and my eventual downfall.

      Everyone else knew the immortal dragon as either Osiris or the Void, but in the heat of our affair he was only Ked. We’d been drawn to each other with the same strange pull, at first ignorant of my diminishing lack of control over my own mind. Ultimately, the darkness inside me warred with my love for the immortal Void.

      The conflict drove me mad.

      Ked had saved me by killing me. He had recognized the corruption tainting my mind, turning me into a monster like the thing Nikhil had become. Ked had made the impossible choice to turn his fire on me, a choice made out of love.

      Only now, I believed that thanks to that love, I hadn’t truly been allowed to die.

      So even though my bond with Ked had been severed, and I felt less than nothing about what we once were to each other, I still had a soul. I still had consciousness.

      I just wish I knew where it was I’d been resurrected to. This gray wasteland couldn’t be the remains of my world, could it? Had Nikhil’s thirst for vengeance gone that far?

      Staring down at my hands, all I saw was translucent gray, the remnants of ash coating my darker-hued skin. Skin that still wasn’t quite here even though it felt sensation. Light still passed through when I held my hands up, as if I was an empty shell of glass, waiting to be filled with light. Like a ghost, trapped halfway between purgatory and true resurrection. How do I complete the journey back to the world of the living?

      I turned to survey every direction. The horizon stretched in an even line of pale, powdery ash for as far as I could see, except to the east I saw a shape. It was no more than a shadow against the drab background, but its disruption of the sameness in this world was enough to make me take the first step toward it.

      Whatever a tree was doing in this stark landscape, I would find out.
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      Chilly October wind carried sea spray into my face as I stared over the rail of the ferry to Bear Island. The island itself was a dark shape in the distance, shrouded in an eerie fog. The cool air felt good on my skin, cleansing some of the heaviness from my soul, but I’d have rather flown and let the icy air high above strip away whatever mundane baggage lingered after shifting into dragon form.

      Flying wasn’t an option to this place, sadly. But that didn’t ruin the anticipation and hope hanging on the new job I’d accepted.

      A throat clearing beside me took me out of my reverie. I turned an irritated glare to the unwanted companion who’d interrupted my brooding. “What?”

      The largest Shadow I’d ever seen besides the Void himself stood a few paces away. He was familiar, though I couldn’t say from where, with telltale black eyes and neatly trimmed black hair swept back from his forehead in a wave. A dark eyebrow lifted at my terse question, and the man let out a deep, reverberating chuckle. “I’d heard you’d turned into a bitter asshole after the war. I didn’t want to believe it, but I guess they were right.”

      “Who the fuck are ‘they’?”

      He shrugged. “Other Shadows I know. Other Guardians. Word travels. I figure it doesn’t make you less of a hero though. You’re entitled to feel however you feel.”

      “I’m not a goddamn hero. I wish people would quit calling me that.”

      He moved to lean against the rail beside me, his bulky shoulders blotting out what little sun was to be had today. I gritted my teeth, shooting him another glare, which he ignored.

      “We’d have never had the advantage we did without the intel you recovered and brought to Nikhil. You saved your squad in the process.”

      My throat tightened, and I swallowed hard to dislodge the knot. Voice strained, I said, “I couldn’t save them in the end though.”

      He sighed and shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. And I didn’t mean to come dredge up old memories. I just wanted to meet you since we’ll be partners for this gig.” He tilted his head in the direction of the dark, looming shape the ferry slipped ever closer to. We’d be docking within the hour.

      I gave him a wary, sidelong glance. “Yeah? What’s your name?”

      He stuck out a hand. “Errol. Former Shadow to Belah Blue.”

      It was my turn to lift an eyebrow as I took his hand and shook. That was where I knew him from. He was one of the Shadows who used to guard one of our immortal leaders before and during the war. “I’m Razik. But I guess you knew that already.” He shot me a crooked smile that made his face look less stern and his dark eyes look more hopeful. I eyed him closely for a moment before turning back to the rail. “That had to have been some job, shadowing an immortal. Were you with her from the start?”

      By “start,” I meant from the moment the ancient immortal dragon stepped foot outside the cloister of the Glade and into the world to seek out her mate. As dragons, we’d all been hunted then, and Belah Blue more than others, so she required an entire team of Shadows to serve as a security detail. That was pretty much our lot in life: to be the secret protectors of those more important than us. We were the spies, the infiltrators, the covert operatives of the dragon race, thanks to our unique power of manifesting our breath as shadows and projecting our awareness into the world. Some of us, descendants of the Void, could even dematerialize at will and become the shadows. The skill hadn’t made me any safer from the Ultiori during the war though.

      Errol’s expression shuttered, and he pressed his lips together before nodding. The shift spoke of regret, but the tightness eased with a smile. “She was worth the trouble. I admit, I spent a lot of time beating myself up when things got out of control, but it all worked out in the end. I guess Fate doesn’t take into account the collateral damage that can happen when the immortals are making their way to their mates though.”

      Both my eyebrows shot up, my own dark mood disappearing in favor of curiosity. “So you were there? When the old Nikhil found her, before he reclaimed his mind? When she met the North brothers? How in the hell did you not wind up hating her and the Void after how cavalier they were with your lives? They sent you straight into Ultiori territory to help them get laid.”

      His eyes flashed from Shadow-black to ultraviolet as if I’d just insulted him, not his former employer and her brother. I knew the pair personally, so they’d have just laughed at the insubordination, but it had always amazed me how divided opinions of them could be. Like before, he managed to control the reaction.

      “You understand loyalty better than anyone. But they were guided by Fate so could not have changed things even if they wanted to. Besides, I could never hate any of them. We are blood, after all. You know that’s why we were chosen, right? Us two and one other. I think I caught sight of his Shadow lurking around somewhere near.” He shifted his eyes without turning and cocked one eyebrow.

      I’d felt the presence of our third partner already. He was a clever one but not quite clever enough for either of us. Knowing Errol sensed him too made me relax a little. Our skill levels were well matched, but I was irritated that I felt myself longing for that kind of connection again. I’d been close to my team before they were killed, and it felt like a betrayal to them to let myself trust anyone that deeply again.

      I set my jaw and nodded, still not sure how I felt about any of this. I was still reeling over having my longest suspicions confirmed a mere week ago that I was one of a handful of direct descendants of the Void. I considered Ked a friend. He and the entire Dragon Council had taken turns expressing gratitude for my part in ending the war, so I considered them all friends now. Despite my talents as a Shadow eclipsing the others I’d trained with, it had never occurred to me that we were that closely related, that he and I were only a few generations removed despite how ancient he was.

      This new job evidently required Shadow dragons with our specific lineage because of the security measures in place on the island. The source of power was somehow linked to the Void’s bloodline and could be manipulated only by individuals with that genetic fingerprint.

      I was still fuzzy on the details, but in the three years since the war, I’d been aimless, working one security gig after another for dragons more important than me. Being friends with the Immortals didn’t imbue my life with any sort of blessing. On the contrary, my prospective employers were even more prone to skepticism about my abilities. As if all the fame had somehow dulled my talents as a Shadow, or they believed I only received the recommendations by association, not due to actual skill.

      Hopefully, this one would stick. I’d be answering to three Guardians and a former Ultiori Elite, after all—four individuals who would have normally deferred to me under other circumstances. To say it would be an adjustment was an understatement. Not to mention having to acclimate to partnering up with new Shadows when I’d worked alone for the past three years.

      “Don’t start thinking that makes us brothers,” I groused. “Trust that deep is earned.”

      “I get it.” His sympathetic look made me itch, and I clenched my teeth, fixing my gaze on the island once again.

      “Pity won’t get you anywhere either.”

      He made a disconcerted noise, shifting his gaze away and facing Puget Sound again. In his profile, I could see his resemblance to Ked and imagined if strangers met us together, they’d assume we were brothers.

      “I’m not your enemy, Razik. I lost people in the war too. I just wanted to introduce myself, not insinuate myself into your life or anything. I don’t expect to live up to any of your squadmates—they were all heroes—but I wouldn’t mind a chance to earn your trust.”

      I almost snapped that I didn’t exactly have a choice but suddenly grew too weary of the fight to keep everyone at arm’s length. He was reaching out as a fellow Shadow who’d seen his share of death already. Which was more than I could say for our other teammate, who remained in the shadows nearby.

      With a sigh, I nodded. “Fair enough. So, since you seem like someone in the know, why not start by telling me what you know about this gig? Cassandra’s interview was light on details about the island.”

      Errol turned and propped his butt on the rail, crossing his thick arms and looking at me again. I leaned against my hip, facing him.

      “She didn’t tell me much either, but I’ve learned over the years never to go into a situation blind if I can help it. I did some digging. Turns out the island is an art school for Bloodline humans, and the woman who owns it is Bloodline herself—a chimera, if you can believe that.”

      “Like Deva Rainsong?” I asked, eyes widening.

      “Not exactly, but strong enough to manifest strong dragon and ursa power, and to have a harem of mates from both races.”

      I let out a low whistle. Gone were the days when it was forbidden for a human to take more than one dragon for a mate. Usually, it was the other way around. Even as recently as my own childhood, five centuries ago, dragons kept harems of human mates for sex and breeding. They were never members of harems themselves. How the tables had turned.

      “Stands to reason three Guardians would start an art school.”

      Errol nodded. “April—the chimera—is a glassblower, so it was her brainchild. Naturally, all six of her mates help run it, teach most of the classes too. They also handled security on the island, but after enough disruptions from curious dragons and turul, they realized they needed a formal security team so they could focus on the school and not worry about uninvited guests, especially since both Fate and Chaos still seem dead set on fucking with the Bloodline. I think the security is as much to keep them out as any of the others.”

      “If the focus of those two is off the higher races, that’s fine by me, but how does the school manage to keep people out? Does the fact that we’re on a goddamn ferry instead of flying in have something to do with it?”

      He turned and tilted his chin toward the island. “Take a real look. You should be able to see it now.”

      I did as he suggested, shifting to my dragon sight when I looked at the island. What I saw stunned me. The misty cloak around the island was no longer an amorphous cloud, but a perfect dome reminiscent of the barrier that protected the ursa Sanctuary from unwanted visitors.

      “Sweet Mother. How do they generate enough power for a barrier like that? Does it cover the whole island?”

      “That’s the secret that made me decide to take the job. I have to find out. It takes pure Source magic to power something that strong. But the bigger question is, why are we—members of Ked’s bloodline—such ideal candidates to maintain it?”

      The barrier around the island shimmered, reflecting the gray sky above. Errol was right to wonder. How the hell did they manage it, and more importantly, why were we so important?
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      I let my shadow linger at the edge of the deck just inside a doorway while Razik and Errol talked. Spying on my future coworkers was probably bad form, but they were strangers to me, and I knew better than to trust strangers without gathering intel first. But they’d piqued my curiosity by sensing my presence, and as much as I despised what linked us, I wasn’t about to renege on my promise to Cassandra out of spite.

      A glimmer of purple light flickered in the corner of my eye, and I redirected my attention, remaining silent in the darkened doorway. The gray, foggy light was perfect camouflage for my shadow. On the Shadow plane, the world looked different—starker in contrast, the shadows darker and the light a little brighter, but all in monochrome without an ounce of color. Which was why the flash of purple stood out.

      The large, dog-shaped ghost creature I saw was an unexpected passenger aboard this ferry. It didn’t see me, but seemed homed in on Razik and Errol. It trotted up to them, sniffed the air around each of them, then sat back on its haunches and warbled a strange melody.

      The atmosphere within my shadow vibrated, pulsing quickly in time with the heart that still beat within my body a floor above inside the ferry’s passenger area. I wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but if I was looking at a fate hound right now, that meant my two future teammates had been targeted. Should I be envious or relieved? It meant either Fate or Deva Rainsong were meddling in their lives. I’d just as soon stay clear of either of their webs.

      With one long inhalation, I summoned my shadow back to my body, but in the split second before I opened my eyes, another flash of purple appeared. This time, a different hound was clearly seated on its haunches right in front of me, its nose hovering a few inches away from the center of my sternum.

      “Fuck off!”

      I yelled the words as my consciousness snapped back into place and my eyes flew open. The hound was gone, but a faint melody still floated through the air around me, the echo of my expletive a dissonant reverberation beneath it.

      This could not mean what I thought it meant, could it? Two hounds on the ferry, targeting the three of us. My skin went chilly, a heavy weight sinking into my belly, but at the same time, heat burned in a deeper part of me.

      There were enough rumors among the higher races about what fate hounds meant, what they were capable of. They were instruments of Fate itself, targeting the higher races to direct them to the mate or mates whose strings Fate pulled. In more recent years, a handful had come under the control of Fate’s protégé, Deva Rainsong, but I had no way of knowing which of them these two hounds belonged to.

      I just hoped to hell it didn’t mean that somehow those two Shadows down on the lower deck and I were meant to be together for more than a business arrangement. Not that I wasn’t keen on having a mate, but two other Shadows? And men at that. I was a dragon, so naturally, the idea wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. But them?

      I knew Razik by reputation, of course. There weren’t so many Shadows in the world that I’d have been confused about his identity. He looked more world-weary than the last time I’d seen him years earlier. His hair had grown out to a messy swath of waves that fell down over his forehead and around his shoulders, and he didn’t take care to prevent facial hair from growing. I supposed he was entitled to being an unkempt war hero. During the war, his team had infiltrated an enemy camp and succeeded in bringing crucial intel back to our general. He grew in renown after the war simply by virtue of surviving when the rest of his team had died.

      It wasn’t as if they were the only casualties though. Just some of the few who had earned the gratitude of the immortals.

      But I had no issue with Razik. I’d fuck him and would enjoy it, no doubt. It was Errol who rubbed me the wrong way with his deference to and adoration of his abusers. He’d clearly never been tortured by the immortals before, or he’d have been far less defensive of them.

      But we were meant to be a team, and regardless of what I had seen, I intended to behave as if that were still the case. Which meant I had to find a way to endure living in close quarters with them both, which included being willing to sate each other’s needs. We were moving to an island, and sources of fresh energy wouldn’t exactly be easy to find. I just wasn’t sure how well the pair of them would accept a dragon like me.

      Determined to attack the issue head-on and face them sooner rather than later, I stood. I grabbed my duffel and made my way to the steps down to the lower deck, bracing myself for the introduction but having no clue how to behave in the wake of spying a pair of fate hounds lurking around.

      Just as I reached the bow where they’d been standing, the gate clanged open, and they disappeared down the gangplank onto the dock, their rucksacks slung over their backs.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. I hadn’t realized how close we were, and I had to jog to catch up. I slowed when I spied a woman with close-cropped dark hair, dressed in snug black jeans and a black tank top, comfortable despite the chill. She stood beside a burly man with curly blond hair and beard. The couple greeted Razik and Errol, then the woman shifted her attention to me, her eyes narrowing.

      “That must make you Salem. I’m Cassandra St. George. This is my mate, Andrew Vincent.”

      I eyed her outstretched hand for a beat before taking it. Her grip was strong, the greeting brief. Then I shook the man’s. His grip was firmer than strictly necessary, and the look in his eyes held a warning as if he sensed my suspicion of his mate. He crossed his arms when he released my hand, giving Cassandra a slight nod without speaking.

      Yet another reason to be wary of this job was the woman who had hired me for it. Even though all the former Ultiori Elites I knew had been conscripted and forced to serve under duress when the enemy was active, I still didn’t know her. She was an enigma. Unlike Marcus, Naaz, and Sterlyn, the three Elites who had been prominent figures among the dragon community for four years now, Cassandra had remained in hiding. It stood to reason that the woman whose own mother had been the chosen vessel of the evil enemy might be a little hesitant to appear in public after what went down. That didn’t make it easier to trust her though.

      I muttered a greeting, ignoring the pointed stares of both the other men, my neck prickling with a combination of self-consciousness and curiosity. So much for easing my way into things. Now they probably thought I was an obstinate loner who’d be impossible to work with.

      I couldn’t exactly destroy that illusion—mostly because it was true, even though I was more curious than anything now. I hadn’t grown up with other dragons, and I was still trying to understand how to behave around my own kind.

      “I’m Errol,” Errol said, giving me a bright smile that had no place on the face of a Shadow who’d lived under the boot heel of the Blue Beast. I may not have grown up with other dragons, but my parents had told me enough stories to know who was who. I scowled at his outstretched hand.

      “I know. And he’s Razik. I’m not an idiot. I knew who you were before I took the job.”

      His smile faded, and he dropped his hand. Razik snorted. “I remember you. You’re one of the Unbound that joined up to fight in the war at the last minute. I was always surprised you joined Nikhil’s army under the circumstances. You didn’t train with the other Shadows.”

      “That doesn’t mean I didn’t train at all. I spent ten years in the human military while you lot were hibernating. But human wars are child’s play compared to ours. I wanted a challenge. Besides, I couldn’t let the rest of my race live in fear if there was anything I could do about it. Continuing to hide would have been cowardly.”

      With that, I glared at Cassandra, but she didn’t flinch. Her head turned, but her gaze remained on me for a second before sliding back to the others. “Welcome to the St. George School,” she said, stretching her arms and turning to gesture up the small, wooden dock.

      I was a little miffed that she hadn’t taken the bait; getting a rise out of her would have been satisfying. I’d been part of the battle, unlike her. At the time, I’d expected more recognition than I got. In the end, I’d been punished, not rewarded, simply for having parents who broke dragon law by refusing to follow the renunciation. They went underground rather than commit ritual suicide at the appropriate time. They’d remained alive, living among the humans, and were still shunned by their own kind despite serving out their sentences. By contrast, former Ultiori like Cassandra wound up in positions of prominence among the Higher Races government. Many of the former Elites were even mated to the immortals themselves.

      I fell into step behind the others, stewing over being ignored as she led us up the dock.

      At the end, a stone path curved up a hill into the trees, broken up by several short flights of stone steps. We were surrounded by enormous fir trees with pale moss hanging from their branches. The mist had barely cleared, but through the gray, I caught glimpses of a large house with a wide, screened-in porch wrapping around it. As we drew closer, the sprawling building came fully into view, three stories of pale stone that stretched across the hillside, with windows overlooking the Sound.

      “This is the Cedars building,” Andrew said. “Otherwise known as the big house. Your quarters are in here, as are most of the staff and the higher profile students. You can leave your things in the foyer while we take the tour of the grounds.”

      He pushed the wide double doors open and gestured to the flagstone floor just inside. I waited for Razik and Errol to deposit their rucksacks before leaning mine against the wall and slipping back out.

      “We saw the barrier on the way in,” Razik said. “That’s pretty impressive security for a place like this.”

      Cassandra nodded, taking a turn at the bottom of the steps and cutting around the side of the big house, along a path bordered by beds of lush greenery. “It was necessary considering the clientele. We only host about two dozen students per three-week session, but they are almost all Bloodline. You may not be aware of this, but there are certain gods who see the Bloodline either as a commodity or as a potential threat, so we needed to take steps to ensure their protection.”

      “A threat?” I asked, incredulous. “They’re still human, right? I mean aside from traces of higher races blood.”

      She eyed me over her shoulder. “They’re about as human as I am,” she said, raising a hand. An ultraviolet flame bloomed from her palm, then disappeared.

      “But you’re an Elite.”

      “I was,” she said. “The Void’s blood is what powers me. There were only two other Elites created with his blood. And while most of the Bloodline don’t have immortal blood, what they do have is divine blood that has awakened the higher races nature within them, so some have the potential to exhibit power like mine. Or more to the point, like the higher races they’re connected to.”

      “So why is it so important to protect them here? It’s not like they have any such protection before they arrive,” I asked.

      Cassandra led us down another path to the edge of the water, then paused beside Andrew. “Because Deva Rainsong’s fate hounds are the ones who find the students, and they only bring us the ones with enough power to require honing. We aren’t just an art school, but a place to help initiate the Bloodline who have the potential to exhibit power. Channeling their power into creative pursuits, as it turns out, is the perfect—and safest—way to train them. To help them understand who they are.”

      Errol crossed his arms. “I thought the fate hounds were meant to match the Bloodline up with mates.”

      “They have several uses.” She shot a twinkling gaze back at us, suggesting that he wasn’t too far off the mark.

      She swiped her foot across the sand then, revealing a glimmering glyph in a round stone embedded on the shore. “These are placed around the island’s perimeter. There are a dozen of them, and their power signatures are all visible from the air with dragon sight. The three of you will work in shifts, which you will need to arrange among yourselves. As Shadows, you’re uniquely capable of viewing the underlying essence of the magic that powers the barrier and keeping it flowing. Most of the time, all you need to do is monitor things, but the link to the power source needs to be renewed once a week, sometimes more often if we’ve had attempts at breaching it. That’s why we didn’t just need three Shadows, but three Shadows descended from the Void. Your blood itself is required to refresh that link.”

      “So that’s the big secret, is it?” Razik asked, shaking his head. “I still don’t get it. Why is it Void blood that powers this thing? Aren’t three of the island’s owners ursa? Why not use Source magic like they do in the Sanctuary? What is the actual source that powers this barrier anyway?”

      “Follow me, and I will show you.” Cassandra turned away, walking up the path toward the rear of the house. “The blood link is my doing, indirectly. My daughter, April, is a chimera, like Deva Rainsong. Not as strong as Deva. She’s no goddess, but she’s still quite powerful in her own right. Andrew is Bloodline with concentrated ursa blood. With ursa blood, April is powerful enough to tap into fertility magic. Into the Source itself. But given her link to me, that means her dragon side originated from the Void. Both her essences went into creating the power source for the barrier.”

      When we rounded the corner of the house, my breath caught. Beside me, Razik let out a low whistle.

      An enormous sculpture of a tree took up much of the clearing just beyond the rear patio of the house. All three of us stopped short and gaped up at it.

      It wasn’t real. At least it wasn’t wood and leaves. It was made of polished metal all the way from its roots to the tips of its branches, and the red and golden-hued leaves were all glass. Rather than simply whispering in the breeze, a tinkling melody filled the air whenever the wind blew. And dangling from several of the branches around the tree like strange, magical apples, were dozens of globes filled with miniature autumnal landscapes that all glowed like so many tiny fairy worlds captured within glass.

      I’d had little exposure to the magic of the higher races for most of my life. My parents had raised me among humans, after all. Only in the past three years had I seen some of what we were capable of, but this was beyond anything I’d witnessed so far.

      As I rounded the tree in amazement, one of the globes stood out starkly from the rest. I stopped and stared. This globe was a pale ashy gray inside, as if a blight had taken hold of one piece of this spectacular, magical thing. Yet it glowed just as brightly, like a large snow-globe hanging from one of the branches. A spark of light flashed in the center, and my breath hitched.

      I coughed to cover up the noise, moving a few paces around the tree and redirecting my gaze to Cassandra. “This is the source?” I asked, staring up at the tree, avoiding making eye contact with the strange globe again. Something about it gave me an odd feeling. A humming vibration in my center that I wasn’t sure whether I liked or not.

      “Yes. It’s the pure physical manifestation of April and her mates’ power combined. It’s their baby, to put it simply. It’s about three times larger than when it was first crafted and planted here, and three times as powerful. The barrier’s glyphs are linked to the tree, so when you refresh the magic, all you need to do is draw blood, like so.” She took out a blade and swiped it cleanly across the pad of one thumb. “Then press to the trunk of the tree. Then repeat the process with each of the glyphs.” She stepped in close to the trunk and held her thumb up, then nodded at us, waiting for each of us to do the same.

      We all took out our blades, repeating the process as she had done, then surrounded the trunk of the tree. As a unit, the four of us pressed our bleeding thumbs to the metal. A shock of awareness flashed through me, jolting my shadow from my body for a second.

      In that moment, I saw Razik and Errol’s shadows push free as if shoved backward out of their bodies, and we stared at each other across the Shadow plane.

      And in between the two of them, staring at me from beneath that strange, pale globe was an ethereal image of a beautiful black-haired woman who hadn’t been there before.

      “It’s about fucking time,” she said.
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      The abrupt yank on my shadow stunned me for a moment. When I got my bearings, the stark, monotone world came into focus. The tree in front of me glowed with pale, pulsing light, threads of magic flowing through it as if it were, in fact, a living thing rooted to the earth. Salem’s shadow form was visible across from me, shaved head gleaming and eyes blazing with shock at a spot between Razik and me.

      Then I felt the new presence and turned my head. A ghostly figure of a woman stood between Razik and me, her face flickering between flawless pale skin and stark, shadowed bone. I couldn’t help but grimace reflexively at the macabre sight, but then her face solidified into something more human and ethereally beautiful. She glanced around at each of us.

      “It’s about fucking time.” Her ultraviolet eyes flashed with annoyance, and a shock of utter certainty spiked into my gut. She was the reason I was here.

      But a split second later, my physical body reclaimed my errant shadow with a snap, and the world came back into focus, the colors returning and the sounds clear and unmuted. I inhaled sharply, the sound echoed by the other two men.

      The woman was gone.

      “Everything okay?” Cassandra asked, giving us concerned looks. “You all looked like you touched a live wire. That’s never happened before.”

      Razik cleared his throat, still staring at the spot between us where the ghost woman had stood just a moment ago. “Um, there’s some serious power in this thing. But I think we’ve got it covered. Is there anything else we need to know?” He gave Cassandra a pointed look.

      “Patrolling the glyphs and ensuring the barrier remains intact are the most important things. I’ll give you a map of the island with the location of each glyph marked. Beyond that, your time is your own.”

      I held my tongue. Clearly, she had no idea there was a ghost lurking around this tree. I didn’t want to alarm her without investigating the issue first, and a glance at Razik and Salem told me they were just fine remaining mum on the issue too. Perhaps they were curious for the same reason I was. There had been something about her. Something I didn’t want to share with just anyone.

      “You’re welcome to audit any of the classes,” Cassandra continued. “Just please don’t fraternize with the students. If you ever feel drawn to any of them, we’d prefer you not act on it until we can verify a soul link. April and Deva Rainsong are in close contact about the use of the hounds. The school is designed to allow for mating between Bloodline and the higher races, but we don’t encourage it. The hounds are the ones who ultimately determine the best matches between two souls, and we trust their choices. But the school is here first and foremost to train the strongest members of the Bloodline.”

      I couldn’t say whether I would be drawn to a student unless the mysterious woman I’d just seen was one, but after catching sight of her, I highly doubted I’d have any such urges with the others.

      “You just mean don’t fuck the customers,” Salem said. “Which is not a problem. I think Razik, Errol, and I are fully capable of taking care of each other when the need arises. No need to disturb your precious Bloodline.”

      He flashed me a challenging stare, and my eyebrows shot up. I couldn’t help but smile, which only seemed to irritate him. His taunt turned into a scowl that made me wonder if he’d even meant it. Did he think I wouldn’t like him?

      Razik laughed. “Don’t worry, Cassandra,” he said. “I’m sure we can manage our energy levels on our own, like Salem says.”

      She seemed relieved at his assurance and nodded. “Good. Then Andrew will show you to your rooms. Dinner’s served at six.”

      We fell into step behind Andrew, who led us into the house through a set of french doors. Taking a detour to the front to get our things, we then marched together up the wide staircase.

      “Tell me you saw her.” I couldn’t contain my curiosity any longer and broadcast the statement to the other two Shadows.

      “Clear as day. I’ve never seen a ghost before, but I don’t know what else to call her,” Razik said.

      “Whatever she is, she sounded kind of bitchy. Not sure I want to know more,” Salem said, but an undercurrent of curiosity still tinged his voice.

      “Let’s meet after we get settled in,” Razik said. “I want to make a round of the island tonight in shadow form, maybe we’ll see her again and will have the chance to find out her story.”

      Salem’s irritated voice chimed in. “I wasn’t joking about replenishing. Whatever that tree is, it sapped my strength with that touch. If that’s how this is going to work, we need to get used to each other fast because I don’t see another option for refilling our wells. I’d like to get it over with.”

      For all Salem’s scowly, prickly nature, his eagerness to get busy didn’t sound so much like a need to “get it over with” as something else. Like he couldn’t admit to himself that he wanted what he wanted. I couldn’t pin him down, but decided his attitude was just part of his personality. I didn’t mind it. I always enjoyed a challenge.

      Andrew led us to a third-floor landing and motioned down a long hallway. “Take your pick. Two have an adjoining bathroom. The other has a private. There’s a fourth room fitted out as a lounge. That door at the end leads to the stairs to the widow’s walk on the roof. You can take wing easily from up there. This floor is all yours and will be off-limits to anyone else. Cassie’s hung up a bulletin board in the lounge with the map and a schedule for you three to work out your shifts. Mealtimes are also listed, and there’s always more than enough food. Otherwise, that’s about it. Any questions?”

      I figured now was as good a time as any to fill in a couple blanks. “Does the tree always look the way it does, or does it change with the seasons?”

      Andrew nodded slowly. “I figured you guys had to be curious about that. It was crafted using dragon and ursa magic, so there’s a bit of the seasons powering it. It changes with them. On Winter Solstice, it’ll turn all frosty. The leaves don’t fall, but they gradually turn to icy blue.”

      “And the globes… There was one that didn’t match. What’s the deal with that one? Did it turn early, or is it a sign of blight or something?”

      His brow furrowed and he shook his head. “No, nothing like that. We don’t really know what it is. It’s been part of the tree since Spring and so far hasn’t caused any issues. April calls it the dragon globe because it looks scorched half the time and filled with ash the other half. Her dragons tried breathing fire into it to see what happened, but it didn’t make a difference. We decided to just leave it be unless it causes trouble.” His frown deepened. “Do you think it’s a security risk?”

      “I couldn’t say for sure. It’s an anomaly, for sure though, so it bears watching. We’ll keep an eye on it.”

      “Good,” he said, then departed back down the stairs.

      I glanced at my watch, then at the other two men. “Do you think the ghost is a threat? Should we try to investigate now or take care of other business?”

      Salem tossed a glance back at me as he headed down the hallway toward the room Andrew indicated was the lounge, though I doubted we’d do a hell of a lot of lounging while we were here. “I don’t know what the fuck she is, but we need to find out. They hired us to protect this place, so it would be stupid to assume she isn’t a threat. And that globe… It definitely had an aura like the ghost’s, white, not purple like the tree itself, or like Cassandra’s or our native auras. The purple indicates Void magic, and if the tree is infused with Void blood, it stands to reason it’d carry the same energy.”

      Razik peeked through one doorway after another then seemed to settle on the room Andrew said had the private bath. That left the other two with the adjoining bathroom for Salem and me. I didn’t argue. I had no problem sharing. Somehow Salem struck me as the kind of guy who’d be difficult no matter what, but I actually looked forward to finding out what made him tick. He may have been resigned to the idea of us relying on each other for replenishing our power, but I hoped to prove to him that he could actually enjoy it with the right mindset.

      I did a brief sweep of the room I chose for anything out of the ordinary but found nothing. It was simple yet comfortable, with a large bed, a chest of drawers, and a small closet. I peeked through the bathroom door and was impressed to see a large shower stall with an enormous bathtub beside it and side-by-side sinks. I didn’t foresee any issues sharing such generous accommodations. After the brief tour, I stowed my things then slipped back down the hall to the lounge.

      Inside, Razik’s dark head was bowed over a table, studying a map. On one side of the room was a small kitchenette featuring a sink, a small fridge, and a dishwasher. Cabinets with glass insets hung above, filled with a small assortment of dishes. Salem filled a coffee pot with water from the sink and started brewing a fresh batch. He’d stripped out of the dark sweater he’d been wearing and was now in short sleeves, dark tattoos twisting around his muscular arms.

      It hit me what was different about him. He seemed so much more human than most dragons I met. The way he carried himself, the way he behaved around other humans. Most dragons behaved like the superior race we were. He was far more standoffish, as if he felt threatened by authority figures, even resentful.

      Still, I thought the three of us made a pretty sweet little team, though I couldn’t know how well we’d work together until we actually got down to business. But before that could happen, we had more pressing concerns that both their auras made apparent. If we couldn’t coordinate well enough to fill each other’s wells, then we probably had no business being on the same security team.

      I cleared my throat. “We can make it quick and business-like, or we can actually try to have fun with it. You know, break the ice.”

      Razik glanced up at me, his eyebrows tilting inward in confusion for a second before he caught on. Then his lips curled into a smile, and he stood up and crossed his arms. Behind him, Salem scowled again and leaned against the counter.

      “It’s not a fucking game,” Salem said. “It’s work.”

      “Sure, but there’s no law that says work has to be a drag,” I offered.

      “I like the way you think,” Razik said, raking his gaze down my body. Then he turned to Salem. “Lighten up. Maybe our pretty ghost gets off on watching.”

      He closed the distance to Salem, who stiffened and leaned back when Razik crowded close. I propped my shoulder against the doorjamb and watched, entertained by the way Razik took control. I had a feeling this move was meant as a sort of hazing ritual. Salem must have thought the same thing. He shot me a glare over Razik’s shoulder, but he was trapped. Razik tilted his head so his lips were close to Salem’s ear. I could easily make out his whispered words.

      “You’re weaker than me right now, friend. Don’t tell me you don’t want this. Or would you rather go feral until we can find you a female? Maybe the ghost can somehow find a way to fuck your shadow.”

      The suggestion seemed to work. Salem’s aura flared bright, and Razik chuckled. My jeans felt too tight in the groin, and I reached down and cupped my erection, shifting my package to a less-constricting position. The sound of a zipper coming down across the room made my adjustment useless.

      Salem’s shaved head thunked back against the cabinet, and he groaned. All I could see was Razik’s broad back, his dark head tilted down, and his mouth still against Salem’s ear. One hand was braced against the counter and the other hidden between them, and his arm moved with slow, rhythmic motions that revealed enough.

      I stepped into the room and quietly closed the door behind me, locking it for good measure, then made my way over to them. Razik pushed up Salem’s shirt, revealing a swath of tattooed skin, and bent his head, teasing his forked tongue over Salem’s nipples.

      Salem’s hostile glare followed me across the room. I didn’t understand his bald hatred; we’d only just met. But when I shifted my vision to view his aura, it told a different story. Not hatred toward me, but the opposite. His aura was tinged yellow with shame, as if somehow he believed himself unworthy of being our partner. Mixed in was the blue flash of awe. Over what, I wasn’t sure. Perhaps at what he realized was about to happen as I stalked closer.

      Razik was on his knees when I reached them, lips pressed to Salem’s navel. He held Salem’s erect cock loosely, palming his balls. I reached down and grasped his shaft and squeezed. Salem made a strangled sound, staring at me in disbelief.

      “What is it?” I purred. “We’re just three Shadows, seeing to each other’s needs.”

      “But I’m not… You two are…uh…” The words caught in his throat, but he managed to complete the thought telepathically. “I’m the son of two Unbound. Lawbreakers. You two are practically members of the Court. You’re friends with the fucking Void. I hate him.”

      Razik chuckled. “He’s just another dragon. Hating him is a waste of energy. All you need to think about now is how my dick is going to feel when I start fucking you.”

      Salem’s cock jolted in my fist, growing slippery from the fluid that escaped his tip. “Sweet Mother,” he muttered. “I didn’t expect you guys to get on board with the idea so fast.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “We’re a team now. That’s what we do. Or have you never worked with other dragons before?”

      His abashed look told me all I needed to know. Salem had truly been an outsider, which stood to reason if his parents had indeed both been dragons. That alone was an offense bad enough to warrant being punished by the Void. One dragon mating another was one of the worst offenses among our kind, before our laws were changed. They’d mated each other, rather than seek out human mates.

      The realization gave me new respect for Salem, and I took his face in both hands. His mouth was open, his breathing heavy from the attention Razik was giving his cock, but he met my gaze, feverish yet hopeful. “Forget everything you believed before tonight,” I told him. “The three of us are like brothers from here on out, got it?”

      His eyebrows went up, and the corners of his mouth quirked as he shot a quick glance down where Razik’s lips were wrapped around his cock. I shrugged. “Okay, maybe not exactly like brothers. But we’re a unit. We have each other’s backs no matter what. Our trio comes first.”

      “Wrong,” he grated out, and I furrowed my brow at him. He gasped, jacking his hips. He dropped his hands to Razik’s head, tangling his fingers into Razik’s dark hair. “I’m coming first.”
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      I couldn’t stay away, now that they’d arrived. When the trio had touched the tree, it had taken all my strength just to show myself to them, even more to speak, and it hadn’t lasted long enough for me to know whether or not they’d actually seen or heard me. Frustrated by their departure, I slipped up through the cold autumn air to the window of their floor, hovering at the sill and peering in. They were clustered on one side of the room in a strange embrace, naked limbs tangled. I closed my eyes and manifested inside the room with them, needing a closer look.

      What I saw made me ache to have a body again, to be able to insinuate myself between the tangle of muscled limbs, groping hands, and seeking tongues. I wanted so badly to be the focus of their attention. To be wrapped in those strong arms. Kissed with those lips, bitten with those teeth.

      One had a shaved head, a sun-kissed complexion, and dark tattoos winding across his shoulders, arms, and chest. He seemed to be the target of the other two’s attention, hesitant at first, then giving in entirely while they pleasured him, his rough moans reminding me of my old lover’s.

      The one on his knees looked world-weary with thick, black hair that brushed his shoulders and fell across his forehead as he lowered his mouth onto the first one’s beautiful cock and sucked as though savoring his favorite meal. The third was the largest, a glorious, sculpted masterpiece of dragon flesh, skin and muscles unmarred with any markings or even hair, aside from the perfectly trimmed and styled wave combed back from his high forehead. He and the tattooed one kissed while the tattooed one dropped his hand and tugged at the fastening to the other’s pants, soon freeing his hard cock and grasping it in his fist.

      They looked like Ked, each in their own way, be it a rough, gravelly voice, or a hungry glint in the eye or a tilt of the mouth, but were also nothing like him. They reveled in their shared pleasure in a way he never had. He’d always taken lovemaking so seriously, but these three seemed to be having fun with it, and I wanted in on the fun.

      But they couldn’t even see me now, much less touch me. Still, as they stripped each other and stroked each other, heat built deep inside me. I moved closer, able to scent their manly musk as I leaned a hip against the counter beside them.

      I could touch myself, so as I stood there watching, I pulled open the lace bodice of my dress and plucked at one nipple, pretending it was one of them sucking on it. With my other hand, I gathered up my skirt until I could dip fingers between my thighs, into the wetness they’d caused.

      They were dragons in the truest sense, hungry for the magic they could only give each other through the release they worked toward. If only I could touch them, I could give them mine too. I’d happily let them take as much from me as they wished. Impulsively, I reached out, touched the cheek of the tattooed one. My fingers passed through, but there was still a sense of his energy crackling around him. He tilted toward me and let out a shuddering breath, as if somehow he sensed my presence.

      “Do you think she’s watching us?” he asked.

      “If she is, she’s getting a show,” said the broody one from his knees. He stood, and without a word, they shifted positions. The big one hooked an arm around the tattooed shoulders of the one with the shaved head, and they resumed their kiss, chests pressed tight and their hips tilting against each other. Their cocks were two stiff, smooth rods trapped between their bellies. The broody one moved behind and slid both hands down his friend’s tattooed back until he gripped him by both ass cheeks and squeezed. Then he dropped to his knees again, burying his face between those two muscular cheeks and delving in with his tongue.

      The resulting moan caused my core to clench and spasm, and I tore my eyes away from the sight to look at the man it had originated from. His dark eyes flashed with an inner fire, fixed on the place where I stood. I could almost imagine he was looking at me, even though I knew better. I touched his cheek again, then leaned closer, fingers still between my thighs, stroking slowly.

      “I am here,” I whispered against his ear. “I want to come when you do.”

      He groaned, and his eyes fell shut. “Fuck me, Razik,” he demanded. “Let’s give her that show.”

      Elation and pure pleasure flooded me like wildfire when the other one—Razik—stood again, and in a fluid thrust sheathed himself in the tattooed dragon’s ass.

      The trio lost themselves in each other, the tattooed one sandwiched between the other two, being fucked from behind and fondled and kissed from the front. He held tight to the big one, who dropped his hand between them, grasping both their cocks together in a huge hand and stroking.

      I stroked myself in time, matching them breath for breath, until my cry mingled with theirs as the three of them climaxed with harsh grunts and grinding hips.

      My orgasm was an ending, at least. A resolution, but it felt nothing like what I’d witnessed. Like my incorporeal body, my climax lacked substance, lacked truth. It lacked energy.

      I wanted more.

      They disentangled themselves and silently cleaned up then dressed, as if what they’d just shared was no more than a transaction, despite all its passion. I wasn’t ready to leave, so I stayed and watched them return to their separate business. Razik bent over a map on a table, then called over his shoulder, “Salem, pour me a cup too. Errol, you want coffee?”

      Salem. Errol. Razik. I played their names over and over in my head as I observed them. They stood around the map together, mugs in hand. The way they tilted their heads evoked memories of Ked too.

      How I could reminisce about him yet feel nothing was perhaps a blessing, but I felt everything for these three. More than fascination, it was desire, need, hope, all rolled together.

      Then the moment of silent observation ended. They slipped up to the roof and shifted, one by one launching themselves off the widow’s walk and into the air to soar above. I willed myself into the air after them, my incorporeal body able to defy gravity, but I only got to the tops of the trees before an invisible tether yanked me back.

      Try as I might, I could only stray so far from the tree, from my small glass prison. Each time I stretched out far enough, I snapped back down into the ashy cell.

      Enraged by my confinement, I banged and cursed at the glass until I exhausted myself into sleep.

      I woke to the gray, colorless plane of my current existence and didn’t move, too demoralized by my own impotence to bother rising. The world outside was bustling with activity now, with familiar voices.

      After several seasons within this prison, I’d learned that the tree I was bound to was on the grounds of an art school and that new students arrived every month, stayed for three weeks, then departed again. The place was quiet for a week, the permanent residents alternately relaxing and preparing for a new group of students.

      I’d come to enjoy the rhythm, even though I wished I could participate more actively, to learn the skills the students were so excited about discovering, the powers they learned to hone and strengthen. I’d had powers once, as an Elite. I wasn’t a dragon, but I had been infused with dragon blood. It had given me the ability to wield dragon fire, to slip into the shadows like one of the black dragons, to obscure the thoughts and feelings of a human until only the one thing I wished them to think or feel was at the forefront.

      Now I was only a memory, trapped among my own ash and bone. Forced to watch from inside a bubble as the world moved on around me.

      I didn’t hear their voices that next day, but when it grew dark, I sensed a presence just beyond my cell wall and sat up, looking out into the night. Razik, the brooding one, stood beneath the branch of the tree, solemnly staring up at me, though I knew he couldn’t see me. He had a look of pure longing in his eyes before shaking his head with a sigh and walking away.

      I ran to the tree at the edge of my prison, the replica of the one outside that acted as a portal, and shoved my essence through it, emerging in the darkness outside. I chased after him, hoping to catch up, though I didn’t know why. Something about his look made me long to try again. As if simply willing him to see me, to hear me, might be enough if we both wanted it.

      “Razik, wait! Please stop. Please see me. Hear me. Please!”

      He was nothing more than a shadow up ahead, slipping silently through the trees down to the edge of the water like a panther on the prowl. I wouldn’t be able to chase him far. I could already feel the tightening of my tether like a noose around my neck.

      “Please stop. Just look at me. I’m here!”

      He disappeared, and my leash snapped taut. I fell to my knees, unable to go farther but unwilling to go back. Near tears, I swallowed the lump in my throat, closed my eyes, and tilted my face to the sky with a low wail of despair. They’d seen me once. Why couldn’t they see me again?
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      The prickling sense of being followed dissipated the farther I got from the house, but my agitation grew. I couldn’t shake the conviction that the woman I’d seen the night before was still here, that the globe was connected to her, and that she wanted something. As a Shadow dragon, my instincts were honed to fine points, so I couldn’t ignore the sense of being watched. Even last night, when Salem had surrendered to Errol and me, and the three of us had finally broken that barrier between strangers and friends, I’d sensed another presence in the room and hoped it was her.

      When I reached the edge of the water, I squatted down and pressed my palm to the glowing rune. It was at full power, which I’d expected, but this was a habit I needed to build, even though we’d just recharged the barrier the day before. I stared over the water into the darkness, then back over my shoulder where some sixth sense heard the keening wail of someone in despair. It was a ghostly sound that made ice race up my spine, but at the same time, my body came alive with awareness.

      It was the same presence I’d sensed last night but hadn’t seen. Could it be the woman from the tree? We’d been forced into the shadows when we’d first seen her, so perhaps that’s what it would take now.

      I exhaled a shadowy breath, expelling the air from my lungs and more, until every cell of my body had dematerialized into the darkness around me. Then I slipped back the way I’d come, winding my way through the trees back toward the house. I paused at the edge of the clearing where the house sat, frozen by the sight of the kneeling woman crying in the middle of the flagstone path.

      She was beautiful and sad, her face tilted to the sky as if her answers lay among the stars. Her face flickered between perfect porcelain flesh and stark, bleached bone. The black lace gown she wore fading to the cracked black of charred flesh.

      I slipped closer, wondering if she would notice me, but she remained oblivious. Her haunting wails had ceased, and now she only wept silently. I moved close enough to scent her, to fill my nose with the sweet aroma of gardenias with an undertone of fire.

      Stopping a few feet back, I drew the shadows into me as tightly as I could without resuming my physical form. I didn’t want to risk losing sight of her.

      “Why are you crying?” I asked. Her eyes flew open, and she rose and turned with a swirl of ghostly white smoke. She was more lovely now, despite her shock. I couldn’t help but chuckle slightly at her expression. “I’d say you look like you saw a ghost, but honestly, I think you are the ghost in this scenario.”

      She scanned me from head to toe and took a step closer, hand reaching out. “You see me?”

      “Clear as day. And I take it you see me too, which is a feat for mortal eyes. Who are you?”

      She didn’t seem to hear, her eyes wide with wonder and fascination. She closed the distance with her hands out, and I remained still, bemused by her behavior. When her fingertips met the planes of my chest, she inhaled sharply, eyes darting to mine, then she flattened both palms against my pecs and slid them up.

      “You’re solid. I can touch you. Why can I touch you? Oh, but this is wonderful.” Her eyes remained on mine only briefly before she dropped them again, examining me with curiosity, hands sliding up over my shoulders and down my arms.

      I remained still, curious to see what she’d do. She made a slow circuit around me, hands roving over my skin in a way that made me feel like little more than a specimen. But when she disappeared behind me, I was startled by the feel of her arms slipping around my middle and her cheek pressing to my back as she embraced me with a deep sigh.

      “Oh gods, you are really here, aren’t you?” she murmured against my back. My skin prickled with goosebumps at her contact, so real, so solid, so very warm. Her full breasts pressed against the center of my back had my cock rousing with interest, and her hands seemed unable to stop caressing as if she was completely unaware of the effect she had. I didn’t want her to stop, so I had to brace myself, my stomach tightening and my jaw clenching as she slipped her hands lower.

      I was entirely nude in this form, since even conjured clothing had enough weight to make noise if I moved, and she was extremely close to discovering the state she’d put me in. But I couldn’t bring myself to stop her, to turn and face her yet. Some part of me wanted to let her have me however she wished, as if she had earned the right to objectify me, and it was my duty to allow it. To indulge her.

      I’d have never endured this kind of pawing interest from any other woman. I had no idea why she was so special, but I knew she was, nonetheless. Some deep part of my soul burned with the certainty that this was what she needed, and I had to give it to her.

      So I only stood there, blood on fire with the heat of her roaming hands that grew bolder with every stroke, her breathing quickening against my back as she grazed them down over my hips and slid in a vee to my crotch.

      I couldn’t suppress a groan when she grasped my hard, aching shaft in both hands and stroked. One hand reached the tip and froze, toying with the row of small barbells that pierced the ridged head of my cock. There were four adorning the upper side of the head, plus a fifth through my frenulum, and she made a point of touching each one, the deliberate nudges sending jolts of need deep into my balls.

      “Careful,” I growled in warning.

      She answered by digging her teeth into the flesh of my shoulder then releasing with a delicate lick.

      “You feel good. So good,” she rasped, her earlier sadness evidently forgotten.

      “I want to see you,” I said, finally regaining some focus over the desire to let her keep doing what she was doing. “We’ve barely been introduced. This is…a little unconventional.”

      She released my cock, and I turned. Her face glowed with pale light, as if she were pure aura, pure energy, pure fire, based on the heat she emitted.

      “You’re a dragon. I know you don’t dislike sex; I saw you with the others last night. Are you mated to them? Is that why you three were so comfortable with a tangle out in the open like that?”

      “So you were there. I had a feeling we had an observer. And no, the three of us were strangers until yesterday. We just needed to get acquainted fast. Call it a bonding exercise.” I smirked, thrilled by the knowledge that she’d watched us.

      “Then why is this unconventional? I’d like to bond with you too. Have dragons changed so much that they only do that with each other now?”

      Her comment made me tilt my head. “Changed? Not really. Wanting sex is kind of our M.O. and always has been. But if you mean why I wanted to talk to you more than have you jerk me off, it’s more to do with curiosity.” I reached out and touched her cheek, grazed my fingertips behind one ear and down her neck, marveling at her solidity and warmth, even though she was no more than a translucent figure, the opposite of a shadow with her pale glow. “What are you? I couldn’t see you in my human form, but I can touch you now. Are you some kind of tree nymph, bound to April’s magic tree? Is that it?”

      Her grimace answered for her, and she shook her head. “Nymphs are vile things who’d sooner hypnotize you for sex if that’s what they wanted. Never trust their kind.”

      The bitterness in her tone struck me as odd. She knew of nymphs at least, so that suggested she was more than familiar with the higher races in general, not just dragons. And she wasn’t wrong about how they had the power to hypnotize. But the nymphaea also preferred their partners willing when it came to sex. Their powers of hypnosis were usually used to gain information or compel other behavior from their targets. It wasn’t enough to incite her level of hatred and disgust.

      “What’s your name?” I asked again, more insistently now. “Seriously, I have to know who you are. Maybe I can help somehow. This can’t be your entire existence.”

      She darted a haunted look at the tree, then back at me. “Who I was is not important. I want to be someone new. If it’s even possible to live again.”

      “So you are some kind of ghost. But one I can touch, at least on the shadow plane. What killed you? Who killed you? Do I need to avenge your death? Is that what needs to happen to resurrect you? A little help here, please.”

      With a pleading look, she closed the short distance between us again, hooking her hands around my neck and looking up into my eyes. “You can’t kill him, so don’t waste your time trying. What you can do is make me feel alive again. Touching you was akin to igniting a flame inside me. I need more.”

      She arched her body against me, and my cock twitched with interest. I could take her. She wanted me to. I stared down into her eyes, hands resting at her waist. My fingers clenched with the urge to hoist her up and press her against the nearest tree as I plunged into her. Instead, I dipped my head and kissed her, one slow, deep kiss before I released her and murmured in her ear, “Tell me your name if you want me to fuck you.”

      The agony on her face told me I wasn’t going to get my answer. I clenched my jaw and stepped back. If she couldn’t do me the courtesy of sharing that one little piece of information, I wouldn’t indulge her. I had work to do and needed to get on with it.

      “My name is Razik,” I offered in one last attempt to nudge the detail out of her. “But if you were watching us last night, you probably know that already.”

      She nodded and gave me a half-smile. “Razik is a good name.”

      “But you won’t give me yours. Why?”

      “Because it means nothing but pain and suffering for dragons. And for me. I’d rather forget it.”

      I frowned at that comment. Who the hell was she? “Then give me something. Make one up. What do you want me to call you?”

      I was getting frustrated, as much from the need to follow through with what she wanted as to learn something about her that I could use. She was an enigma, and it was my nature to want to solve whatever mysteries haunted me. She was by far the biggest one I’d ever encountered.

      She sighed and took a step back. “You are as stubborn as he was. And every bit as beautiful. But I can’t let you see me for the woman I was. Better that you don’t see me at all.”

      When she turned, I lunged. “Wait! Just tell me! What harm could it do? It’s just a fucking name!”

      My anger at her intransigence got the better of me as I grabbed her elbow and swung her back around. Heat welled in my throat before I could tamp it down. I’d meant to merely ask why again, but the next thing I knew, black fire surged out on a frustrated roar.

      Her eyes went wide, and she cried out, yanking free of my arm and stumbling back. The edge of her bodice burst into flame, and she smacked at it frantically. Eyes wild, she stared at me and in a shaky voice, said, “This is why! Because this wouldn’t have been an accident if you knew, and I’m done being burned alive by the men I love!”

      With that, she simply disappeared, leaving me in darkness. I caught a brief flash of pale light coming from the direction of the house, and the tree in front of it.

      I’d mean it if I knew her name? How could anyone mean to burn her alive?

      I had to force myself away from that spot, staring after her. The part that kept playing on repeat was the very last thing she’d said: “I’m done being burned alive by the men I love.”

      Was I one of those men? And what man—or dragon, because that was the only possibility—had done it to her to begin with?

      As I shifted into dragon form and rose into the air to finish my nightly round of the island, I couldn’t shake the sense that even though she refused to give me her name, I should have known who she was.
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      The creak of floorboards beside my bed roused me just enough to sense Razik hovering in the pre-dawn darkness.

      “The fuck, dude? It’s Errol’s shift. Go to bed and let me sleep.”

      “I know. Roll over.”

      I cracked one eye at the gruff reply. He was in shadows, but the flare of desperation in his aura was as clear as day. I’d bet my left nut he wasn’t here to snuggle.

      Pondering the wisdom of obeying him and risking this becoming a habit apparently took too long for his taste. The next thing I knew, he ripped the covers off and climbed on top of me, shoving my legs apart and hovering over me. He was naked and hard as steel, light faintly glinting off the jewelry adorning the head of his cock. His balls softly grazed my flaccid dick, which hardened in two seconds.

      “We can do it face-to-face if you’d rather,” he growled.

      “What the fuck’s gotten into you?”

      “Nothing. Just end of shift frustration.”

      He leaned down to try to kiss me, and I twisted, grabbing him around the shoulders and flipping us both. He landed on his back with an “oof,” and I pinned his wrists above his head.

      “Bullshit. I may not know you that well yet, but this isn’t just blowing off steam. Our job isn’t that hard. Unless…” My eyebrows shot up. “You saw her again, didn’t you? She’s what got you all riled up.”

      My cock hardened fully at the thought of the mysterious woman. Razik’s grimace answered the question.

      “Tell me everything and my ass is yours,” I challenged.

      “Don’t fucking torture me. I can’t think straight right now, much less talk,” he grumbled.

      “Is she that big a cocktease? You poor thing.” I reached between us and gripped his shaft, and he let out an unholy groan, jacking up into my hand. Wow, he was desperate, and I really wasn’t down with inflicting torture, especially not to someone I actually kind of liked.

      I squeezed, and he uttered another plea, stretching his arms above his head and gripping the bars of the bed frame. I stroked him, engrossed in the way he surrendered so fully.

      After our little get-to-know-each-other session last night, I expected he’d always be the dominant one, but this told a different story. It was kind of endearing to see the war hero falling apart at the seams over a woman, to the point he’d probably let me do just about anything to him. I was a little envious that he’d had contact with her, but clearly, it hadn’t been particularly satisfying contact, or he probably wouldn’t have run to me this way.

      But the faster I got him off, the sooner he’d spill details, so I went for broke. I scooted down, grabbed him behind the knees, and pushed his legs up as I dipped down and swept my dragon tongue around his pierced cockhead and down the shaft. The skin of his balls tightened as he groaned, then relaxed when I took them both into my mouth and sucked, salivating until he was coated with my saliva sliding down his crack.

      “I changed my mind,” I said, propping myself on one hand as I stroked his cock and balls, spreading the viscous liquid over every inch of him.

      He stared at me with fevered eyes flashing deep purple with his need. “What do you mean?”

      “I was gonna let you fuck me again, but I think this time I’ll fuck you. How would you like that?” I emphasized the question by dropping my hand lower, stroking past his balls and parting his cheeks. I pressed two slick fingers to the tight ring of his anus and pushed in. Surprisingly, he gave in, relaxing for me as he tilted his head back and moaned.

      “Sweet Mother, yes. Just don’t fucking tease me anymore.”

      His need bordered on beautiful, and I was tempted to make him beg a little harder, but I wasn’t a sadist. I gave his cockhead one more sweep of my tongue before pushing his knees higher. He gripped the backs of his thighs, spreading himself wide. I positioned my cock at his glistening hole, and at his urging, slammed in hard and fast.

      Pleasure rocketed through me at the tight clench of him around my cock, and I kept my gaze fixed on his face for any sign of pain. His eyes were closed, a mask of ecstasy and need still contorting his features as he wrapped his legs around my waist and rose to meet my steady thrusts. I held onto the headboard, matching his fevered rhythm as my own desperation grew.

      “Fuck yes,” he muttered, opening his eyes to look at me. “Make me come.”

      Breathless with the effort of chasing my own release, I obeyed, gripping his cock between us and stroking him hard and fast. He grunted, and our grinding rhythm increased, the bed banging so hard against the wall I hoped we weren’t waking the whole house. He saw my glance toward the headboard and laughed, then expelled a dark breath. I grinned, realizing his intention, and added my own, the two black clouds condensing together and slipping between the bed and the wall.

      The noise became muffled, but our frenzied fucking only increased in tempo. He released the headboard and grabbed me by the neck, hauling me down to his mouth for a hungry, desperate kiss filled with biting teeth and lashing tongues. Then with a sudden explosive burst of magic, we both hit the pinnacle.

      My cock spasmed hot and hard in his ass just as his flexed and erupted in my fist, hot semen spilling over my knuckles and onto his belly. His nirvana rushed into me just as hard, so potent it must have been building up all night. I released him and fell flush against him, grinding into him a few more times for good measure as his cock kept pulsing between our bellies and mine gradually grew soft inside him.

      Spent and panting, I rolled off him onto my back and lay there with his cum cooling and drying on my belly.

      “Fucking hell of a way to wake up,” I commented, glancing down at the sticky mess on me, and then the matching one on him. “Want to explain what happened to get you so worked up? You weren’t like this last night.”

      He sighed and draped a forearm over his eyes. “You’re right. I saw her again. I touched her. She felt so fucking real, but I think we can only interact with her on the shadow plane for some reason.”

      I absorbed that information silently, a small seed of jealousy taking root. He’d touched her.

      “Did—did she touch you?”

      He was silent after my gruff question, and I was sure he’d heard the faint tinge of bitterness. He dropped his arm to his side and looked at me.

      “Don’t do that, dude. Don’t get pissy about this. As far as I’m concerned, she’s part of the job, a mystery we have to solve together. When Errol’s off, I plan to tell him too, unless he manages to find out himself.”

      “She did, didn’t she? Come on, man, don’t be stingy with the details. I’ll behave.” The twitch of his dick caught my attention, and I narrowed my eyes and pointed at it. “I guess that’s a yes.”

      He chuckled, glaring down his belly at the traitorous appendage. “Yeah, she did. It was like she’d never seen a naked man before. Or not in a really long time, at least. I think she’d have let me fuck her too, except she wouldn’t tell me her damn name, so I told her no.”

      “Did you find out if she was watching us last night like we thought?”

      We’d all agreed that we’d sensed her the night before, but kept the conversation in our minds to avoid letting her in on the fact that we knew. Believing she was watching had made the whole experience even hotter.

      “We were right about that too. I just wish I knew who the fuck she was. I can only form a theory based on what she said tonight, but I need her to confirm the truth.”

      “Oh? What’s this theory?”

      “She’s a ghost of some sort, or at least the spirit of someone who was killed, and I have a feeling whoever killed her was a dragon. She’s definitely spooked by dragon fire.” He sat up and turned, setting his feet on the floor as if he was about to get up, but paused. He shook his head, pounding his fists on his knees. “I feel like I should know who she is. It’s like a memory that won’t come, you know? And she was warm, but not alive-warm, if that makes sense. She felt like fire. Dragon fire.”

      My eyebrows rose, though I had no idea what to make of that. I really wanted a chance to experience her for myself, but my visit to the tree during my first official shift the afternoon before had been uneventful. Maybe she only came out at night?

      I rose and padded into the bathroom Errol and I shared, frowning at the array of toiletries scattered over the counter. For someone so put together, he was kind of a slob. I ran a washcloth under cold water and wiped Razik’s cum off my stomach, then cleaned off my dick. “Why do you think she’s spooked by dragon fire?”

      I glanced at him, and he grimaced. “I said I was frustrated. I wanted her, but she wouldn’t tell me her fucking name. So I got mad.” He shrugged and gave me a helpless look.

      “You breathed fire at her?”

      “It just fucking happened, all right? And she said she was done with fire-breathing assholes, or something along those lines, and ran away.”

      “Fucking hell, dude! Now we’ll be lucky to get her to come out again if she thinks we’re a danger to her.” I finished washing my hands and stared at my reflection, pondering whether I looked like a “fire-breathing asshole” or not. If I got the chance to see her again, I’d have to be sure to hold back my fire. But I remembered the sensation of that presence the other night. As a dragon, we could sense auras as well as see them, and even though I hadn’t actually seen hers, I’d felt it. She’d been curious, even excited about watching the three of us fool around.

      “Fuck you. You try letting her man-handle you and then not get pissy when she won’t say the one word you need to give her what she wants.”

      “I’m not sure I’d care so much about having her name before nailing her, if she doesn’t want to give it to me.” I shot him a smirk then laughed at his withering stare. I guess Razik was the honorable sort, which was actually some comfort, though it made me feel dirty for just admitting what I had. I shrugged. “Maybe we can draw her out somehow so all three of us can talk to her. This weekend before the students arrive? Cassandra said she and Andrew would take Fridays and Saturdays, so we’d get a couple days off. I didn’t see the point at first, but now maybe it’ll work in our favor.”

      “Yeah, good idea. But how?”

      I wet another clean cloth and turned to the doorway, tossing it to him as I leaned against the jamb. He caught it and wiped himself off.

      “Same way we lured her the first time. She likes to watch. And evidently, we can see her when we’re on the shadow plane. So two of us act as bait, and the other hides in the shadows until she comes.”

      He looked thoughtful for a second, then a smile spread across his face. “I like it. I’ll get with Errol while you’re on your rounds, and we’ll work out details.”
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      After Razik outlined his idea to lure our ghost out to talk to her, Friday couldn’t come fast enough. None of us were fortunate enough to catch another glimpse of our mysterious ghost for the rest of the week, despite making a point to lurk around her tree in shadow form for a little while every night.

      The circuit of the island’s protective glyphs didn’t take that long, so there were always plenty of opportunities to stop. I tried talking to the strange little globe but got no response and would have believed the encounter on our arrival was a figment of my imagination if it hadn’t been for Razik’s nearly manic behavior after that night. He’d touched her, the bastard, and let her touch him. I had to know what that felt like for myself.

      The house was a chaotic flurry of activity, with April and her mates still handling last-minute details for the arrival of the new students in two more days. They spent most of their time organizing the various workshops and studios where they taught, so the house was empty except for the staff they’d hired to handle meals. Both staff and students shared the big dining room for three meals a day, apparently, though so far this week, it had just been the two dozen staff who lived on the island full-time.

      After breakfast, Razik, Salem, and I slipped away, with the excuse that we’d check out the various recreational sites on the island to make sure the paths were clear and the equipment was in working order. There was a volleyball court, a climbing rock, and a beach with a floating dock, along with a network of walking and climbing paths through the lush forests that blanketed most of the island. We made a point to pass by the tree as conspicuously as possible, making suggestive comments to each other while surreptitiously eyeballing the faintly glowing white globe.

      It was a strange contrast to all the others, which glowed with a variety of autumnal colors from shimmering gold to a deep coppery red. Our ghost’s was silvery gray, with the faint silhouette of a tree inside. I couldn’t see her in it when I looked, but I didn’t want to be too obvious, so I only gave it the briefest glance on walking by.

      Every time I did, a shiver of awareness cascaded down my spine. I was sure she must be aware of us too, watching us from inside, and the other two agreed when I sent a mental question whether they felt it too.

      We’d decided to wait until after dark when the shadows were deeper, so the one hiding in the shadow plane would be less likely to be seen. The wait was killing me. As was the uncertainty whether I’d get to be the one to confront her. Razik didn’t think he should be the one, since he’d already spooked her with his fire. So Salem pulled a quarter out of his pocket and flipped while I called heads, bracing myself for the outcome.

      The coin landed, and Salem smacked it down, revealing heads when he pulled his hand away. He sighed but tossed a wicked smirk toward Razik. “I guess you and I get to flip next to see who’s top and who’s bottom.”

      “Brother, it’s your turn on the bottom, unless you weren’t already keeping track.”

      Salem winked at me. “Guess you get to watch with her, lucky bastard.”

      I hoped I’d get to do more than just watch.

      The three of us went for an afternoon swim, but not even the chilly water of the Puget Sound could calm the heated agitation we were all feeling. Both Razik and Salem’s auras maintained a nearly constant red, tinged with violet impatience. I was sure mine looked the same. When I suggested blowing off a little steam together, neither one was interested. “Too fucking wound up to enjoy it,” Salem said, and Razik agreed with a gruff grunt.

      When dinnertime rolled around, we joined the rest of the staff for the elaborate spread. April had hired a Gold dragon chef to prepare meals for the school. Her dishes were designed to satisfy every craving, but I don’t think she’d grasped how deep our particular need went, so the food only went so far to sate our true hunger.

      It was the first time Salem was present at dinner since his shift usually spanned the evening meal. Each of us typically only had two meals a day and replenished our energy with snacks or sex in our downtime. There were benefits to having dragons doing this job, beyond the necessity of our bloodline. Dragons could go for long stretches without food for sustenance, as long as we had a willing partner to fill our well. When we did eat, we had enormous appetites though, as did most of the staff, including April’s six mates. As a result, there wasn’t a scrap of food to speak of by the time the meal was over. Our anticipation of the night ahead no doubt had something to do with our hunger too.

      Finally, dessert was finished too, and one by one we slipped away. I waited until Razik and Salem were gone before excusing myself. I took my time ascending the wide mahogany staircase, deliberately taking in the gorgeous hand-crafted design of the banister and the high windows that graced the first landing. The window looked out onto the back patio and the sloping hillside down behind the house. The tree stood just beneath, all its beautiful globes flickering like candles in the darkness. Hers was lit brighter tonight, and I couldn’t help wonder if it was a sign of her growing interest in our activities. I hoped she’d take the bait.

      The staircase was narrower leading to the third floor, and I cocked my head, listening for Razik and Salem. They were normally quiet when they fucked, at least if they believed someone might hear them.

      I admit, I’d spied on them a little. The other residents were off-limits, but I had no qualms about slipping into the shadows of our rooms while on my shift to see what they got up to. I knew for a fact both of them did the same, at least the first few days while we were getting to know each other. They were pretty fun to watch and would probably provide a compelling scene for our ghost.

      I was probably too vanilla. I lacked the baggage and hang-ups they had, I had no markings on my body like Salem, and I didn’t have piercings or a penchant for brooding like Razik. Their histories gave them both a sense of beautiful desperation when they came together that was captivating.

      A rough moan sounded from beyond the door to our lounge, and my lips twitched in a smile. They were starting right on schedule. When I reached the top of the stairs, I paused in the shadows and exhaled all the air from my lungs, dematerializing until I was one with the shadows before slipping down the hall to the closed door.

      I flowed beneath the door and resumed my shadow form in a dim corner on the other side, watching and waiting, only half my attention on Razik and Salem and their increasingly heated embrace. They were up against the counter on the far side of the room near the open window, in the same spot where we’d fooled around our first night here. Razik had Salem pinned, shirtless, his pants unfastened as he bit his chest and jacked his cock. Salem’s head was tilted back against the cabinets, mouth open and knuckles white where they gripped the edge of the counter. But his eyes were half-open, gaze darting around the room, probably wondering if I’d arrived and whether she was here yet too.

      I debated announcing myself telepathically, but then she appeared, drifting in like the mist, a maneuver any well-trained Shadow understood. Except instead of a ribbon of darkness, she was a dull silver-gray cloud, coiling through the air like smoke.

      She didn’t see me at first, her attention homing in on the other two. Her misty form remained shapeless, hovering a few feet from them before coalescing into a more solid-looking female shape.

      Her intake of breath was audible from across the room. The other two weren’t aware of her, which we’d expected. But I could see her just fine and remained where I was, holding my breath and simply taking her in.

      She was beautiful when the creepy skull-shadow I’d seen the first night was obscured. Her black hair cascaded in a shining sheet down her back and her skin luminesced silver, but her eyes were a vivid, glowing violet. She wore a flowing lace gown that barely concealed generous curves accented by toned muscles.

      “Oh, but you boys are perfect,” she murmured, stepping close and placing a ghostly hand on the side of Salem’s face. She leaned in and kissed him, but he didn’t react.

      I couldn’t resist commenting. “You’re kind of perfect too, you know.”
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      I whipped around in shock, not expecting to be seen, much less spoken to.

      The pair locked in an embrace before my eyes were oblivious to my presence, but the third one, the biggest of the trio, had taken on his shadow form and now stood looking straight at me.

      “Errol? You can see me?” It was a ridiculous question to ask. Razik had seen me the night we’d talked, but being seen by one didn’t necessarily mean they all would.

      Errol’s shadow was a dark, ghost-like version of the original, semi-translucent, with softened edges. But his expression was as real as anything. He smiled, and my heart thrummed in a way it hadn’t in so long I couldn’t remember. If touching Razik the other day had primed me, Errol’s smile set me fully alight.

      He slipped closer, his feet moving as if he were walking yet not touching the ground. He moved the way Shadows move, gliding cat-like toward me.

      “I can more than see you, lovely. I can hear you …” He paused when he came close enough to dim the light behind him and dipped his head close to mine, inhaling deeply. “I can scent you. Mmm.” Then the most delicious thing. A touch. His hand on mine, light as a feather yet there. “I can touch you.”

      I let out a shuddering breath, the pair of wanton dragons beside us forgotten in favor of the experience of letting him thread his fingers through mine. I stared down at our hands, one dark, one ashy gray, light shining through them both. Shocks of sensation raced up my arm, through my shoulder, and down. The other night I’d had the chance to touch Razik but hadn’t let him return the favor. Now that I was the recipient of such attention, I could barely contain my need. My nipples pebbled beneath the lace gown I’d been perpetually stuck in since regaining awareness. Wet heat pooled between my legs.

      He slipped behind me like we were in some dance, sliding his arms around my middle while his hand held mine, fingers twined and pressed against my belly. I held so tight I didn’t think he could let go if he wanted to.

      “Don’t stop watching on my account,” he said. “I was enjoying the show too. I just hoped if I slipped into the shadows I might find you here. I’m glad I wasn’t wrong.”

      I refocused on Razik and Salem, but watching wasn’t going to be enough. What was it about these three that called to me? I didn’t understand it. Need warred with fear that I was playing with fire. I knew better than to let myself fall for dragons again. Dragons were made of fire. They would burn me, of that I was certain. But was I willing to forego attention like this out of fear? One of the clearest memories I had from my life before was the raw pleasure I’d shared with Ked that no other lover had been capable of offering. I longed for that again so much, perhaps the risk of being burned alive again might be worth it.

      But was I anything close to alive? Did it even matter if they burned me now? Still, to have this dragon’s touch, to begin to feel alive, truly alive again for the first time in eons, I couldn’t be satisfied without striving for more.

      I reached out to the other two, aching for contact with them, but my incorporeal fingertips only passed through their flesh. Watching was all I could do for now.

      Salem was pinned against the counter, already half-naked, his shirt gone and his pants down around his knees. He had black markings etched all over his muscled chest, shoulders, and arms. His head was back, his lips stretched into a blissful smile while Razik rested on his knees, dragon tongue busily licking the length of his friend’s impressive shaft.

      I let out a little whimper at the recollection of what a tongue like that could do. “Make them see me,” I whispered.

      “Hm, not yet, I don’t think. I’m enjoying the show. Perhaps I can help you enjoy it more too? It seems you can feel me just fine, can’t you?” He squeezed my hand.

      “Yes. Please let me have more.” I pulled his hand lower, pressing it over my mound. He emitted a low, rumbling growl against the side of my neck.

      “You feel so real. So perfect. Where did you come from? What do I call you?”

      He glided his other hand up my bodice, hooking his fingertips over the neckline. The fabric tore like paper, and my breasts spilled out. He plucked at one nipple as he rucked up the skirt. I wished he would tear the garment to shreds. It would reform on its own anyway. I didn’t remember ever owning a dress like this. My last memory was of being naked in the arms of a dragon. Both my best and worst memory because that dragon had only made love to me with such fervor because he knew it would be the last time before he killed me.

      My death served a purpose, which I was all too aware of at the time, and who I was needed to remain in the past. That woman was madness, death to dragonkind, just as their fire might mean a second death to me.

      “Your name, lovely. What is it?” he asked again.

      “Just touch me,” I begged, reaching behind me with both hands. I found solid hips clothed in rough denim and the bulge of an erection straining to break free. When I was alive, Shadows didn’t have such precise power to transfer details like this to their shadow forms. It added to the illusion that my body was whole and real again to be able to touch and be touched.

      “Whatever you desire, I will give you.” He tweaked my nipple again, and I clenched my thighs together with the need that rose in my core. His fingers finally found their way beneath the heavily draping skirt of my gown and brushed the inside of my thigh. I found his cock and stroked him through his pants. He groaned and pushed against my touch.

      My wish on its way to being granted, I allowed myself to watch the other two again. Razik’s hair looked longer in the light than it had in the shadows before. The ends brushed across his cheekbones as he wrapped his lips around Salem’s cockhead. I reached for him with one hand, playing at threading my fingers through his hair though it was Salem’s hands that actually did it.

      Errol grabbed my wrist and lifted it up, placed it against the side of his head. I eagerly combed my fingers through the short, silky strands, luxuriating in their softness.

      His fingers finally grazed my core and I froze, a gasp caught in my throat as a spasm of pleasure shot through me unbidden. It was the tiniest of climaxes, and only served to make me crave more.

      “Sweet Mother, but you do feel just the way I always dreamed my mate would feel.” The sweet words slipped into my ears just as his fingers slid between my folds and began to stroke. He parted me wide with two fingers and dropped his other hand down to tease my aching clit. Another orgasm built quickly and surged free before I could enjoy the touches that brought me there, but he didn’t seem eager to stop.

      “Will you let me feel you around my cock next time you come, lovely?”

      He raised his hand and grazed my nipple again with fingers glossy with my juices while continuing to stroke me slowly with his other. This time, he pushed two fingers into me.

      I clutched my fingers harder around his cock, then released to blindly seek the button of his pants with both hands. The closure came free, and I reached inside and pulled him out. His shaft rested hot and thick in my palm, so real I could imagine we were both flesh and blood and not a pair of incorporeal creatures, merely complicated illusions of magic.

      My clumsy scrambling was enough of an answer for him. He spun me around and pushed me back against the counter. I stared up into eyes that flashed purple-black and hungry. The amiable smile I’d seen on this man’s face before was gone, replaced by something close to feral. He’d called me his mate a moment ago. It couldn’t be, but I could still enjoy the way it sounded. Whatever this was, this shadow tryst… I wasn’t about to let the chance slip through my fingers like the ashes in the only real world I knew anymore.

      “This fucking dress has got to go. I hope it isn’t something you love.” He sliced a claw down the remaining section of bodice that hadn’t been torn and kept going, the edge of his talon grazing past my navel and the cleft of my mound. The dress fell away and I smiled, all too happy to be rid of it and naked for his eyes. Eyes that could fully see me.

      “That’s better,” he said, shifting back enough to stare down at me. His gaze made everything warm even more than before.

      “Your turn,” I said, reaching out and tugging at the hem of his thin, form-fitting shirt.

      Before my eyes, his clothes disintegrated, banished with a thought and leaving him gloriously naked. He looked almost solid now, but with a tilt of my head, I could still see some light through his dark frame.

      Then he closed the distance again, reaching down to grasp the backs of my thighs and lift me up. I wrapped arms and legs around him, and when his cock met my core, he shoved in hard and fast, causing me to gasp in surprise. My gasp transformed quickly into a moan of pure pleasure as we rocked against each other.

      Beside us, the other two had switched positions. Salem was bent over the counter entirely naked, while Razik tongued between his cheeks. “Hurry up and fuck me,” Salem demanded.

      Errol let out a low chuckle as he fucked me, his lips nuzzling beneath my ear. “Next time I’ll bring them, and we can share you instead of having sneaky sex in the shadows. They haven’t even noticed I’m not there, the bastards.”

      Share me. The thought of having all three caused a wildfire of need to rush through me, and I grabbed him tighter, bucking my hips harder into each of his already punishing thrusts.

      He pushed me to the very edge again, and this time I held on, the first two orgasms giving me the endurance to wait just a little longer. He groaned, and the thick weight inside me pulsed. Then a rough roar erupted from his throat, a flash of black fire along with it, searing my cheek before I could dodge. Like Razik’s accidental outburst the other night, Errol’s fire didn’t hurt. On the contrary, the heat of it was even more acutely real than, anything and it shocked my orgasm out of me just as his cock exploded inside me.

      My head flew back, and I let out an incoherent cry, clinging to his broad shoulders, half aware of the pair of writhing, bucking men beside us. But something more than pleasure bloomed hot on my cheek.

      Pain sank in finally, a sensation I remembered vividly as being the last thing I felt before oblivion took me, but something I hadn’t experienced in forever.

      They could burn me. No one had ever been able to burn me but the Void. And if Errol and Razik could burn me, they could kill me again. I couldn’t let that happen, not when I was so close to the real world after being dead so long.

      Before I could answer the question I knew was on the tip of his tongue, I whispered one final word and then retreated. I couldn’t stay, but at least I could give him my name. With that, perhaps he would understand why I had to run.
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      “Benedetta.”

      The name floated through the air over the sounds of our panting breaths. Salem’s cock spasmed once more in my fist, his semen coating my fingers and his ass still clamped tight around me, milking me dry.

      “What was that?” he asked, casting a fevered look over his shoulder at me.

      A second later, Errol’s immense shape materialized beside us, naked and just as sweaty, his cock hard and glistening, arms curled in a strange arc as if he’d been fucking the empty air.

      “No!” Errol yelled, grasping at a remnant of gardenia-scented smoke. “Benedetta, come back!”

      “What the fuck? Was she here?” I extracted myself from Salem, and we both turned to face Errol. He stared in shock at his empty hands, then ran to the window, yanked up the sash, and peered out into the darkness.

      “She was right here. I could touch her, talk to her. I was inside her! Benedetta!” He bellowed the name out the window, and I cursed, rushing across the room to yank him back inside.

      “Dammit, you sound insane. How the fuck do you think it’s going to look to Cassandra to have you hollering a stranger’s name out the window?”

      He looked frantic. “It worked. She came just like we hoped. She was here! I could touch her, talk to her, I… I…”

      “You fucked her. Just like that,” Salem deadpanned.

      Errol swallowed and raked his fingers through his hair, leaving the neat waves in complete disarray. He looked sheepish. “She was hot, and you two going at it had us both worked up so …” He shrugged and smiled.

      “Fucking hell, Errol,” I said, walking back to the sink and turning on the faucet to wash Salem’s spend off my hand. “You were supposed to tell us if the plan worked. Not fuck her.” I grabbed a hand towel and turned, glaring at him as I dried off my hands then proceeded to wipe down my flagging dick.

      I wanted to strangle the fucker, but he was so distraught about her departure, I just sighed. I already knew what he was going through, being so close to her, able to feel the heat of her touch, the lovely fire-tinged gardenia scent of her skin. It had been hell to have her run from me the way she had, and now she’d done it to him too.

      “What the hell is she?” Salem asked. “Some kind of ghost succubus?”

      Errol sighed. “We didn’t exactly talk. She didn’t even share her name until right when she disappeared.”

      I snorted. “Well, aren’t you a regular Romeo.”

      Errol’s cheeks reddened and he took a deep breath, exhaling a dark cloud that clung to his skin, soon covering him in a pair of conjured black jeans and a T-shirt. With a shake of his head, he slumped down on one of a pair of long sofas arranged around the fireplace near the window.

      “I just wanted her. Nothing else mattered. It was like something inside me was answering a call. You guys saw how special she was, didn’t you? It wasn’t just me, was it? You especially, Raz. You actually got to talk to her.” He gave us both a beseeching look. His helplessness was endearing, and I couldn’t help but sigh and nod. Salem looked troubled, his aura the pale blue of disappointment. I guess he’d hoped for more.

      I sat down across from him. “I’m kind of pissed at you, to be honest. If she trusted you enough to fuck you, why did she leave before giving us a chance to talk to her?”

      “Or fuck her,” Salem said. I shot him a dark look, and he raised his eyebrows. “What? It’s true. He got to fuck her, why shouldn’t we? As much as I loved being nailed by you just now, I did it out of necessity more than desire. I’m the only one who hasn’t had a chance to touch her.” He paused, and a spark of realization flashed in his eyes. “Oh shit, I think I know what this is.”

      I decided to let slide the “by necessity” comment. I thought we’d made a deeper connection over the past week, but whatever. It was still good sex. “What is this?”

      “When we’re in our shadow forms, we see the world differently. We can see her, for example, when we can’t see her like this.” He waved a hand down his body, and I took the invitation to tilt my head and appreciate his physique with a lewd grin. Salem rolled his eyes and grabbed his jeans, pulling them on and buttoning them. “When I was on the ferry last weekend, I slipped into shadow to take a look around …”

      “To spy on us,” Errol said.

      Salem had the audacity to look hurt by the accusation, and I laughed. “Dude, don’t deny it. We could sense you listening. We all do it when we’re on rounds too, so it isn’t just you. So, what did you see?”

      “Fate hounds.”

      Errol and I both stared, gape-mouthed. Finally, Errol managed to find his breath and stuttered out, “Y-you could see them? I thought they were invisible.”

      “Evidently not when we’re on that plane. I can’t imagine what else they could have been. They looked like enormous purple fu dogs. And they were nosing around all three of us, howling…or something like it.”

      I took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts. This was big. A little scary too. “Two fate hounds targeted us, and you’re only telling us now? Cassandra said they had a pair assigned to the island to help locate Bloodline strong enough to need training. Did they use them to find us too? Maybe that’s all it is?”

      Errol shook his head. “By the time we were on the ferry, they’d already hired us. There wouldn’t be a need to follow us around like that.”

      “What if they marked us for her?” Salem asked.

      “You said they howled at us, right?” Errol asked.

      “Sort of… It was more like a whale song or something. Kind of pretty,” Salem said.

      Errol stared at the floor, thinking. “Maybe you’re right. Fate magic is how the turul mating songs work. It makes sense that fate hounds would operate in a similar way. When Belah found the North brothers, they called to her with music. A turul mating song. I heard the song myself, but something about it affected Belah differently. It drew her to them like a magnet. I don’t think she could have ignored it if she wanted to. She admitted that Fate had marked the pair of them for her, so there was no denying the call.”

      He met my gaze then, an almost desperate look in his eyes that I instantly understood. When I looked at Salem, I saw the same need in his eyes.

      “I don’t think I’m wrong,” Salem said. “She appeared to us that first night, and neither Cassandra nor Andrew had a clue she existed. The fate hounds following us on the ferry is too big to be a coincidence. And then your encounter with her the other night. Now Errol… What the fuck did you do to scare her off, dude? Why’d she leave?” He turned a pointed look to Errol.

      “I wish I knew. We were… You know… And I came, and she came—for the third time, I might add—and then she freaked out and left.” He winced at some piece of his recollection.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I might have flamed her a little bit, right across the cheek.” He swiped one hand over his left cheekbone. “It didn’t seem to faze her at first, but she had her hand over it when she disappeared. Shit.” He buried his face in his hands.

      “Great, so you breathed fire on her and scared her off. You knew she was spooked by fire when I was with her, and you couldn’t hold it back? We need to go find her,” I said.

      “We need to find out who she is and why she’s here. We know that strange globe on the tree is linked to her somehow,” Salem said.

      I nodded, conscious of a niggling sense at the back of my mind that I should already know the answer. We had her name now, and it was a name I should have been able to remember if I’d heard it before, but I still couldn’t quite put my finger on why it was so familiar.

      “Errol’s shift starts in a couple hours. Let’s give her time to cool off tomorrow, then meet at the tree when Salem’s shift ends and see if we can get her to come out and talk to us. Eight tomorrow night.”

      Errol only stared at me, then at Salem. “You two are on board with this theory? That she’s, ah, ours? No ‘I saw her first’ bullshit?”

      “We kind of saw her at the same time, didn’t we?” Salem asked. “I’m not accepting you fucking her first as any sort of claim, at any rate. I hope you understand that.”

      “No! I mean, yes, I understand. She wanted you both as much as me. I think, if it was the fate hounds, that they chose us three for a reason, and not just because we could attune to the tree.”

      “I think they brought us here to help her,” Salem said.

      “You two are assuming she both needs and wants our help. What if she’s just a ghost who can only get laid when a Shadow’s around to do the deed? For all we know, Errol scratched that itch, and she’s done. She did run, right, Errol?”

      His brows scrunched with worry, but Salem shook his head. “No, I don’t buy it. I haven’t had the depth of contact you two have, but in the moment I did get to see her, she sounded like she was waiting for us. I want to find out why.”
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      The pain in my cheek had subsided to a dull heat, and when I gingerly touched the spot, my fingertips came away with black smudges. An involuntary moan welled in my chest. This couldn’t be happening. Not with them. When I’d made contact the first night, I was so sure they were here to bring me back. Razik’s fire had been one thing; he’d only managed to ignite my dress. But now Errol had managed to actually burn my flesh, such as it was. I was already dead, so how could a Shadow’s fire turn me to ash again?

      I stared at my reflection in the glass wall of my spherical prison. A pale face looked back, the shadows of death visible beneath my nearly translucent skin. Except for the spot where he’d burned me. That spot glowed like a banked ember lay beneath the surface, vivid ultraviolet with Shadow dragon fire. I rubbed at it, but it wouldn’t go out. It felt alive under my skin though, no longer painful like it had at first. It tingled, as if his fire had given me a taste of what it was like to live again, but for how long until it burned me from the inside out?

      Angry, I yelled and smacked my reflection, but the glass didn’t so much as vibrate. With a helpless whimper, I pressed my forehead to the chilly surface and let the tears fall, ignoring the way they sizzled and steamed when they passed over the singed section of skin on my cheek.

      I’d hoped this globe I lived in was my portal back to life, but I felt more confined than ever. Purgatory wasn’t meant to lead to the living world, after all.

      The taste I’d had of pleasure was never going to be enough, but maybe this was all I’d ever have. The Shadow’s hungry kiss still warmed my lips, his seed still hot and sticky between my legs. I hadn’t had enough. I wanted all three of them, not just one. They’d all seen me, so they must have all been sent here for me. So why was I cursed to be burned again?

      A tapping sounded against the glass and I startled, looking up at the spot where I’d rested my head. Beyond the glass, a hand retreated, distorted by the fish-eye perspective I had through the curved wall. But when the hand dropped, Salem stood beneath the globe, head tilted in curiosity. He was in his human form, peering up at me.

      “Benedetta. Are you in there? It’s me… Salem. Ah, I guess we didn’t really have a chance to introduce ourselves though, did we? Anyway, that’s my name. Salem. The other two are Razik and Errol. Errol’s the big guy you banged.” He dropped his eyes and cleared his throat, shaking his head. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be crude. Will you come out? Or, can I come in?”

      His hands and face loomed large as he moved close, then he pursed his lips and blew a breath of opaque black smoke. The smoke quickly obscured his image, wrapping entirely around my tiny world. Wind whooshed around the outside of my prison, carrying snapping sounds like flapping wings. Eddies of blackness swirled against the glass, tapping like pecking birds, but my prison was too well made. I could only get in and out through the tree, so I went there, hoping he would find a way in.

      The tree in my little world was a skeleton of the one outside. Dead and bone-white, it stood out brightly against the gray. Its branches scraped the edge of the glass. When I looked up into them, my breath caught at the sight of the black smoke that billowed down from above it, coiling around the limbs like inky tendrils, the way Salem’s tattoos coiled around his arms.

      When it reached the base of the trunk, it coalesced into an enormous, shadowy black dragon. His shape grew more solid, with smoke still wisping from the edges of his wings as he cocked his head and blinked deep purple eyes at me. My heartbeat thrummed at the surreal familiarity of those eyes, and for a moment, I was thrown back into a past when my mind wasn’t my own. When only the mercy of death could free me from that prison.

      But I had control of my senses and thoughts and actions now, and despite my confinement in this bubble of glass, I reveled in the freedom from that ancient corruption. Smiling, I stepped close to him and reached out a hand, resting it on his large, scaled shoulder. “You look so like him. Are you his son? Or, as long as it’s been, perhaps many more generations removed.”

      His big snout dipped, and a questioning rumble emerged from his chest. In a deep, resonant voice, he asked, “Whose son? My father was an Unbound, so it is unlikely he is who you mean.”

      My eyes widened, and then I nodded. “That explains your hair. But this …” I stroked my hand over the velveteen scales of shadow. Only one dragon I knew had ever been able to manifest his shadow into a solid form so perfectly, and the idea terrified me, but I needed to know for sure. “You must be powerful to have been able to come to me like this. Not many dragons in the world are so strong and adept at shadow magic. Why would Ked let one of his own become Unbound?”

      Salem’s violet eyes flashed, and his head reared back, his talons raking at the ash-strewn ground. “Ked? What the hell do you know about Ked?” he roared.

      “I know you remind me of him,” I said, giving him a level stare even as my insides tangled with fear that it was true. “Why does that anger you?”

      A small burst of purple flame licked from his mouth, and I flinched, tensing. He swung his head down and huffed a smoky breath that obscured the air between us. When it cleared, he stood before me in his human form, wearing only charcoal-colored trousers, his head held high. “I’m not proud to be descended from the Void, but it’s true. If it allows me the power to be in here with you, then maybe it’s not all bad.” He eyed me somewhat warily for a beat then said, “But I’d still like to know your connection to him.”

      “Why does it matter? It won’t free me. If you’re his blood, then you’re a danger to me. Are the others like you?” My voice sounded brittle, more fragile than I would have liked. I took a deep, shaky breath and turned away, clenching my fists at my sides to avoid covering my face with my hands. I wouldn’t hide, but I couldn’t look at him. Not now that all my hopes had been destroyed. He was one of Ked’s blood. Which meant he could hurt me.

      “That’s why they hired us,” he said. “This tree is attuned to the Void’s bloodline. Cassandra used to be an Elite powered by his blood, and her daughter, April, now carries it too. April and her mates created the tree. I don’t think they know why you’re here though. I don’t think they know that you’re here at all. Only that this globe of yours is unusual.” His voice came nearer, and when he paused, I felt a warm hand on my shoulder. “Benedetta, look at me. I won’t hurt you.”

      I was still processing everything he told me but turned anyway. “Meri made another Elite like me? Did Ked take her as a lover too, after I was gone?”

      Salem frowned and shook his head. “Did Ked take Meri as a lover? Sweet Mother, no! He may be a bastard, but he didn’t stoop that low.”

      I shook my head at his misinterpretation of my words. “I meant the Elite… Cassandra? Elites created with his blood are drawn to him. We can’t help it.”

      His eyebrows lifted as understanding dawned. “Oh, right. Yes, he did wind up with an Elite who carried his blood, but that Elite’s name is Marcus. Cassandra managed to stay beneath everyone’s radar. I don’t know if Ked even knew she existed. She had a mate already, at any rate. A member of the Bloodline—though nobody knew they existed at the time either—” He stopped, and his eyes widened. “Wait, you said ‘we can’t help it’—you can’t be her, can you? The Benedetta? The notorious Elite who the Void took as a lover?”

      “Notorious?” I asked, amused at his use of the term. But his tone didn’t hold a hint of fear or disgust, just curiosity.

      “It’s you, isn’t it? Somehow that explains this.” He gestured around us at the strange little ashy wonderland that made up my prison.

      “It does?”

      “Yes,” he said, coming closer to me, a spark of deeper interest in his eyes. Wonder. “And it explains why you’re a ghost. You’re dead.”

      “I know this.” I gave a rueful laugh. “My soul tormented to live in a prison of my own ashes for all I did to the higher races. Being loved by the Void only meant my release from the prison of Meri’s madness and corruption through his fire.”

      “Do you still love him?” he asked, a bit cautious.

      I sighed. “No. Killing me severed our bond. I remember him with affection. But when you said he found another Elite—one named Marcus—it didn’t spark anything in me. No feeling whatsoever.”

      His expression hardened. “You’re better off not being tied to him anymore.”

      “Is he that despicable now? He was always a compassionate dragon for all his darkness. Killing me was a mercy.”

      Salem snorted. “Tell that to my parents.” He swiped a hand over his shaved head. “I keep it this way to honor them and so no one forgets that the Unbound existed. Their magic was stunted for most of my childhood when the Council discovered they broke dragon law. The Void was the one who punished them.”

      “What did they do?”

      “Loved each other and wanted to remain a family. They defied the law of renunciation so they could raise me and be part of my life. I know dragon laws have changed, but they can’t exactly go back and undo what was done in the past. So many dragons suffered for nothing more than falling for their own kind.”

      “You were the child of two dragons?” It was my turn to marvel at his existence. In my time on earth, it was rare for dragons to mate with each other. Their laws required that they take human mates for breeding, and as many as possible at that. Their laws also required that the young be trapped in a hibernation temple for five centuries to avoid a strain on their resources and to protect them from being hunted by Ultiori Elites like me long enough to come into their power. Then the adults committed ritual suicide at the end of each hibernation—the renunciation, as they called it, but suicide nonetheless—leaving their riches behind for their newly awakened offspring.

      Thus, there was never more than a single generation of dragons accessible in the world for more than a few decades at a stretch. Too short a span for the Ultiori hunters to track enough of them down to do much damage. Yet there were always holdouts, and they managed just fine outside dragon law. Unless they were discovered, in which case it wasn’t the Ultiori and my ilk they had to worry about, but their own leaders.

      “My parents are still alive, if that’s what you’re wondering,” he said. “And more and more dragons are coming out of the woodwork who should have died centuries ago if they’d followed dragon law.”

      I shrugged. “The Ultiori did capture plenty of the ones who didn’t hide well enough. Who allowed their young too much freedom before they had the strength to defend themselves. Dragon law worked to stymie the Ultiori efforts to abduct and experiment on the higher races. It protected more dragons than it hurt.”

      “It didn’t stop the war though, did it?” he bit out.

      When I only blinked at him, he coughed and then cursed.

      “You don’t even know about the war, do you? Shit, I forgot you were a damned legend. You only saw the beginning, the time when Nikhil was dead set on vengeance against the dragons. Well, once he reclaimed control of his mind everything changed. He discovered he’d been used by a psychotic nymph to carry out her will, and joined us in an effort to destroy her. The end was a bloody massacre, but we won. In fact, I suppose your presence here now is a byproduct of the victory.”

      “I don’t know why I’m here, so I’d love it if you shed light on the issue. If it helps me find a way closer to being free of this prison, all the better.”
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      I’d slipped into shadow form and found a way into Benedetta’s globe with less than strictly innocent intentions, but my discovery of her identity had changed everything. I still wanted her. I still felt an inexorable tugging within my chest that had compelled me to rush through my circuit of the island, just so I could get back to the tree and try to talk to her before Errol and Razik arrived.

      But now that I knew she was that Benedetta, my curiosity got the better of me. For the first time, I wasn’t the only outsider. She’d been dead all this time and had missed it all. Hell, she was probably still dead, even though Errol had managed to fuck her. Which was weird, but I wasn’t going to examine that thought too closely.

      She probably had more questions than I had, and for once, I was in a position to offer answers.

      “Well, you’re one of the original members of the Bloodline for starters. The ones that crazy nymph Meri recruited and then corrupted with her blood.”

      She blanched, then spat on the ground in disgust. “Nikhil was who recruited me. Not that creature. He was my best friend. I loved and trusted him, and he would never have asked me to join his Elites had he known she was already inside his mind, that she would corrupt me too.”

      “Fine, I’m sure I don’t have all the details exactly right.” I held up both hands and stepped closer, gripping her upper arms, as much to calm her as to confirm her presence. She certainly felt real, at least to my Shadow senses, though the burn mark on her cheek glowed like a strange, unearthly ember. I wondered if it hurt. I rubbed her arms gently, and she relaxed, so I continued. “Anyone who carried Meri’s blood was affected at the end. Which meant anyone who had ever been corrupted since the beginning, and any of their offspring or descendants.”

      “Affected by what? How did they finally kill the bitch?” She gravitated closer, intense heat and energy crackling between our two ethereal bodies, tugging at that place deep inside that craved this connection more than anything.

      I chuckled, gratified by the confirmation of my hope—that she held no loyalty to the Ultiori’s dead leader any longer. I knew the Elites had served the Ultiori under duress, and the legend was that Benedetta had gone insane when her love for the Void ultimately clashed with the Ultiori leader’s sick corruption controlling her mind. If that hate was as real as it sounded, she would enjoy hearing how it all ended.

      “Dionysus shed his blood to control her. He pretended to offer her immortality, but used it to subsume her bloodline, so any blood of hers that still ran in anyone’s veins was replaced by his blood. The god himself. Nikhil was the one who landed the killing blow with a dagger to her heart.” I nodded at her awed—borderline triumphant—expression, as if she was happily envisioning the scene herself.

      “Nikhil is still alive? And free? Did he find a new bride after Belah’s death?”

      The formerly human general of the higher races army was one of the few men I respected despite his ties to the Immortals, despite effectively becoming one of them. “Nikhil led the higher races to victory. He’s still alive and happy. And Belah is alive, after all this. They’re together and have a new daughter. Their other daughter, Asha, still lives too. She and Naaz found each other just before the war. You remember Naaz, don’t you?” If my understanding of dragon history was accurate, Naaz and his twin sister, Neela, were the very first two Elites. Benedetta was the third.

      Tears glistened in her eyes, and she nodded, then eagerly gripped my forearms, squeezing urgently. “He and Neela were like brother and sister to me. Are they happy? Are they well? Do they have children?”

      “Naaz and Asha don’t have any children yet, that I know of. Neela…” I paused and frowned, not sure how to explain what I knew of the former Elite. That Meri had forced her into a mating with Nikhil. That she’d conceived a child from that mating who wound up being at the center of the very war so many of the higher races had died fighting.

      And that that child, Deva Rainsong, had become the goddess controlling the very fate hounds who had likely sent me to this island. The story had traces of Fate all over it, and I had to suppress a shiver at the thought.

      “What about Neela?” Benedetta prodded, her eyes wide and eager for the story.

      “It’s complicated. But she’s very alive too, and happy. She lives in the Dragon Glade with her mates. Long story short, now there is a whole swath of humanity who possess the blood of a god, alongside a mix of higher races blood. Some are able to manifest gifts as strong as the one who crafted this tree. I think it was the creation of this tree, with its mix of earth and fire magic, that somehow called to you.”

      “April’s magic. She’s the daughter of the Elite who has Ked’s blood.” She smiled and nodded. “This tree was powered in part by the Void’s bloodline. I see why it called to my soul now. My soul was all that was left after his fire burned away everything else.”

      I studied her distant expression, heart pounding with uncertainty. She’d said she didn’t love him anymore, but was that true? Was I competing against an Immortal for her attention? Errol and Razik I could deal with. Even though they were both idiots to hold the Immortals in such high regard, I felt a kinship with them that filled an emptiness in my life. Not to mention, Razik could fuck like a beast, and his piercings only heightened all the sensations when he did it. But if I had to compete with a creature I loathed, I didn’t think I could handle it.

      “I think it’s why your soul called to me,” I said. “That, plus a good dose of fate magic.”

      When she looked up at me again, her eyes were two shining orbs of dark fire, the desire unmistakable and so powerful my blood rushed south fast enough for my head to spin.

      “Fate? Then you are mine, aren’t you? All three of you are here for me.” She closed the short distance between us, that proprietary look intensifying. She slid both hands up my chest, raking her nails along my shadowy skin hard enough to leave lines of purple fire. The gesture conveyed ownership, and I felt the need to react to it with my own claim on her. I leaned into her, slipping my arms around her by reflex as she curled both her arms around my neck. When she found my lips with hers, I was beyond ready.

      My turn.

      I hauled her tight against me with a growl, reveling in the solid feel of her that I knew was only an illusion. We were both made of magic in this place, her prison, but I didn’t care. Every sensation still felt real enough. Her lips tasted like blackberry wine, her hunger feeding my own as our tongues slid hotly together. The aching throb in my cock was just as palpable as if it were flesh instead of shadow.

      I gripped her hips tight in my hands, grinding my erection against her pelvis. Her answering push and moan sent hot fire through my veins. I released her mouth, brushed my lips along her jaw, and dipped my head to nip at her throat. She sighed, raking nails over my bare scalp, and arched her head back to give me access. I bit and sucked at her skin, kissing my way across her collarbone as I lowered us both down to the ashy ground.

      Charcoal-scented dust puffed away from our bodies as we met the hard surface. It didn’t feel like earth, and I realized abstractly that it was slightly concave. The glass globe surrounded us on all sides. But it supported us well enough for what we were about to do.

      Hovering over her, still kissing and licking my way down her sternum, I slid a hand down her side and hiked up the skirt of her gown until my fingertips met bare thigh. Her legs hooked around my waist, her hips tilting toward me. I wrapped a hand around the back of one thigh, sliding it up until my fingertips grazed wet heat. She was slick and velvety smooth and shuddered as I lightly stroked her.

      I shifted back onto my knees, moving my hand between us, and watched her face as I found her hot core once more. She was still the pale, ghostly beauty, but the singed mark on her cheek glowed brighter. I parted her folds and pressed my fingers deeper, sinking two inside her. Her gaze remained fixed on my face, but her mouth dropped open and a moan scraped out. The burn seemed to dance with purple flame.

      “Does that hurt?” I asked, tilting my chin and glancing at the marred curve of her cheek.

      She shook her head. “It feels almost as alive as where you’re touching me now. Don’t stop.”

      I scooted lower, propping myself on one elbow between her legs. I held her lips apart and dipped my head, flicking my tongue lightly over the swollen nub of her clit. She responded with a rough moan, and the sound of rending fabric hit my ears. I glanced up to see she’d torn the bodice of her dress apart and held her breasts in both hands, thumbs and forefingers pinching and twisting her nipples.

      “Burn me,” she demanded. “Light me on fire.”

      I darted a shocked look up at her face. “Seriously? You bolted when Errol and Razik did it.”

      “It scared me, that’s all. But the longer it burns, the better it feels. Like shedding skin. Whatever shell of existence this is, I want it gone. I want to feel alive again, and the fire helps.”

      I didn’t quite understand it, but then nothing about her existence made any sense. She was the spirit of a long-dead Elite who had been burned to ash by Immortal dragon fire. If my own fire could help her feel alive again, I was willing to try.

      First, I gave in to the urge to taste her again. I dropped my head and covered her core with my mouth, lapping at her juices and dipping my long tongue into her hot channel. Her fingers clawed at my head, her hips bucking against me as I drove her to the edge of pleasure. It wasn’t until the impatient groan she let out that I paused with a soft laugh.

      “I’ve got you, baby,” I said, glancing up her body and meeting a fiery glare. I let a small flame lick out from between my lips, kept it burning as I lowered my head again, aiming where my mouth had been a moment ago. She shifted up onto her elbows, breasts heaving as she stared down at me, waiting. I watched her face intently, bracing myself to stop and hold onto her to keep her from bolting if she got spooked by the sensation.

      Her breathing quickened, and her heady aroma thickened as my fire licked over her exposed cunt. When the tongue of flame met skin, she threw her head back and cried out, but not in pain. Her body shuddered and writhed, racked by a powerful orgasm I barely believed but for the sudden surge of magic rushing from her into me. Sweet Mother, she’d just come from having her pussy burned with dragon fire. What kind of creature was she?

      I found myself pushed onto my back with her astride me, fingers clawing at my pants, nails tearing through fabric. My garment was only the weakest shadow magic, there for modesty only, and dissolved easily. When my pants disappeared, she had me gripped in her fist. A single rough stroke was all it took to restore me to full hardness before she sank down onto my cock.

      Searing heat erupted through me where we were joined, as if I’d just sunk my cock into molten lava. It was amazing.

      “Sweet Mother, you’re so fucking hot.”

      “You made me hot,” she breathed, leaning over me and bracing her hands on either side of my head as she pumped her hips atop me. Every stroke was pure, delicious fire, heating my blood and driving my need higher. The black, lacy wisps of her tattered dress framed her pale breasts, and I pushed up far enough to reach them with my mouth, sending another gout of flame out to lick her nipples.

      Her tight muscles clamped harder around my cock, and she moaned, arching and leaning down closer. I took one glowing coal of a nipple into my mouth and sucked, the fiery heat of it a perfect small ember against my tongue.

      Whatever she was, it was nothing like any creature I’d ever encountered. She was perfect. My desire ratcheted higher, hotter, until I needed even more. I rolled her onto her back and pushed her legs up high, pulling out and pounding in with rough, greedy strokes, needing to come but wanting too much to draw this out. To watch her pleasure ignite beneath me. No wonder Errol had given into his desire so easily. She was intoxicating.

      I felt her climax approaching through the rising heat in her core. Deep-purple fire licked across her breasts where I’d singed her, and down her belly to where we were joined. When it reached my cock, it was too much. I couldn’t hold back.

      I let out a roar that was joined by her harsh yell as we both came in a bucking frenzy. The smoky cloud of ash around us ignited in a burst of heat, like a popping bubble.

      Her magic flooded me again, leaving the taste of fire on my tongue. I braced myself on my hands, holding myself up over her and looking down, scanning her torso with wonder. Patches of her skin still glowed, the sections of skin that had burned away revealing something like live embers beneath. Both her nipples were bright, heat radiating from them. I dipped my head and darted out my tongue for a curious taste.

      Benedetta sighed at the swipe of my tongue, and I pulled back and gave her a questioning look. “That doesn’t hurt?”

      “No. It feels amazing, which is crazy. I don’t know if it’s going to burn me into ash again for good, but I do know that I feel more alive than ever. Can you give me more?”

      I heaved a regretful sigh and eased off her, settling on my haunches and smirking at the ground around us. We were inside a wide circle of charred ground, whatever ash that had been here burned to nothing.

      “I wish I could stay, but the guys are going to miss me at some point.”

      “Let them come,” she said, grinning. “I’ve had two of you separately. I want all three together next time. Now that I am sure you are here for me.”

      I arched an eyebrow at her and crossed my arms. “Oh, do you? I suppose I should be glad I got a moment alone with you.”

      Her expression sobered, and she rose, kneeling to face me. She reached out and cupped my jaw with both hands, her intense heat still radiating through her palms. “I’m serious. I don’t know how or why, but the more fire I’m exposed to, the more alive I feel. I think I need all three of you to truly, completely live again. Come to me together next time.”

      Standing, I glanced toward the ghost tree where I’d entered, then nodded. “I’ll tell them tonight. If it means setting you free, allowing you to be…real…then I’ll do anything.” A tight lump formed in my throat at the grateful smile on her face. I hauled her to her feet and wrapped both arms tight around her, overwhelmed by her very existence. Finding a mate had been the last thing on my mind when I took this job, but it seemed she had answered a prayer only my deepest soul could have made.

      Errol and Razik would thank me for helping her get past her fear of our fire. I just needed a moment to settle the arrangement with them before we called to her to come. If she was meant to be our mate, all three of us needed to agree to the balance of time with her. I wasn’t going to be satisfied being the last to get her attention, not after tonight.

      With one last, long kiss, I slipped in shadow form back through the tree, landing and rematerializing at its trunk where I’d been, staring into the large globe. Inside, all I could make out was a core of purple flame casting eerie light out into the night, the silhouette of the tree stark within its center. It was brighter than before, more alive than the weak, ashen glow I’d seen that first day.

      Before I could turn and look for the others, a large hand clamped around the back of my neck. By reflex, I twisted and jabbed my elbow back behind me, hitting soft flesh and eliciting a rough grunt. Then a foot hooked around my ankle, yanking me off balance. I toppled to the cold ground with a heavy thud, and Razik loomed over me, forearm braced across my throat. Errol stood with arms crossed a couple feet away.

      “Where the fuck have you been, asshole?” came Razik’s wheezing, irritated question. Then he sniffed the air, and his eyes blazed with anger, his jaw clenching. “Sweet Mother, you found her and fucked her, didn’t you?”
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      The bastard had the nerve to smirk at me. I moved my arm from his neck and replaced it with my hands. I’d strangle the motherfucker.

      Errol’s laughter made me jerk my head up to glare at him. “What the fuck? Are you just going to stand there? He’s the sneaky son of a bitch who found a way into her globe.” I stared down at Salem’s grinning face. “How’d you do it, asshole?” My fingers flexed. I was torn between the need to tear out his throat and leave it intact so I could get answers.

      “Shadow magic,” he rasped through his constricted airway. “Let me up, dick. I have shit to tell you.”

      I reluctantly released my hold and stood, curiosity getting the better of me and tempering my anger. To come so close to a woman who’d felt like a mate and have two other dragons make love to her first was like a slap in the face. I’d duel both these bastards to have a shot with her if I had to. I knew I’d win against Salem, at least. Errol I wasn’t so sure about, but I probably wouldn’t hate losing to him either. Dragon duels always left the loser satisfied, even if the humiliation of being forced to sexually submit stung for a while.

      “What?” I snapped, hands on my hips as I stared daggers at him.

      He rubbed at his throat and smiled. “Well, first, just chill the fuck out. She wants all three of us. I think I was right about the fate hounds. They marked us for her. We just need to figure out how to resurrect her, but I think I have an idea about that too.”

      I relaxed a little, eager to hear more. “Resurrect? So, she is a ghost? Do you know who she was? Why the fate hounds targeted us?”

      “That’s all kind of tied together, I think. Mind you, this is just a theory, but my gut has never steered me wrong.”

      The patio light flicked on, casting a warm glow across the purple-tinged flagstones. We all froze and turned. A second later, Cassandra slipped out the back patio doors, looking mussed but alert in nothing but a tank top and panties.

      “Something wrong, guys?” she asked, her sharp gaze shifting between each of us before moving beyond us to the tree. Her eyes narrowed. “That globe. Something weird is going on with it. It wasn’t lit up like this before.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said, perhaps a little too quickly. She glanced at me, eyebrows raised. I shrugged, hoping to defer her interest in it. “We were just investigating it and decided it’s harmless. Nothing to worry about.”

      She walked toward the tree, eyes fixed on Benedetta’s globe, and shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ll have a talk with April about it. Maybe it’s better to lock it up for safety. The next session’s students start arriving in the morning. We don’t want to take any risks.” She reached out and grasped the globe with both hands, gently unhooking it from the tree. As she passed by the three of us, I caught our reflections in the glass, and behind them a wild purple flare that sent intense heat radiating into the chilly night.

      “Wow, there’s definitely some serious magic inside this thing. Thanks for checking it out guys, I’ll take care of it.” Cassandra said, still holding tight and not even flinching from what might have burned human hands. But she was an Elite with the Void’s blood, so naturally, she’d be able to withstand most fire.

      All we could do was watch helplessly as she carried the globe into the house, disappearing somewhere into the darkness within.

      “We should’ve said something,” Errol said in a pained voice after she’d been gone for a few minutes and we still stood there staring after her.

      “What the fuck should we have said?” I asked. “Don’t take it away, the ghost of the woman we’re fated to mate lives inside it? How the fuck do you think that would sound to our goddamn boss?”

      I brushed past them both, heading inside too. They followed me up the two flights of stairs to the third floor and into the lounge where I started another pot of coffee. It was my shift, so I should have already begun my patrol. Waiting for Salem to finish his rounds, then discovering where the bastard had been had distracted me.

      The coffee brewing, I slumped down on one of the sofas, swiping my hands over my face. They’d both wasted no time getting close. I mentally kicked myself for not having the same idea Salem had, to sneak back to the tree and try to see her again, to reassure her that I wouldn’t hurt her.

      “So how’d you do it?” I asked, staring at him where he leaned against the fireplace, arms crossed as he watched me warily. “How’d you get inside that thing?”

      “Through the tree. In shadow form, it was easy. I just knew I wanted inside, and I seeped in like smoke.” He frowned. “Maybe we can still get in, but the tree was the portal, so I don’t know if it’ll work if her globe isn’t attached to it.” He glanced toward the window.

      “Go try,” I said. “You did it once. I need to know if it’s possible now.” I got to my feet and strode to the window, throwing it open.

      Salem looked bemused but didn’t move.

      “I’ll try,” Errol offered.

      “No, I’ll do it. It’ll be obvious to me if we’re blocked now,” Salem said. “I’m just surprised Razik’s so eager to do this now. You haven’t even heard who she is. You might change your mind about her.”

      “Not bloody likely, but I’ll bite. Who is she?”

      He ambled toward me, hands at his sides, his dark tattoos gleaming. “Benedetta.”

      My brows twitched in irritation as he said her name. “We already know her name, asshole.”

      Salem slowly shook his head as he exhaled black smoke, his physical body fading as his shadow form took shape in front of him. The shadow’s voice was a whisper when he said it again. “The Void’s Benedetta, Razik. The Benedetta. The one who kidnapped and slaughtered dragons alongside Nikhil for the better part of two centuries before the hibernations were made law. Before the Void put her down when she fell in love with him and went insane. She’s that Benedetta.”

      He dropped the name one last time before sweeping through the window like a feather on the breeze, leaving me staring after him, mouth agape.

      “Holy shit,” Errol muttered.

      Goosebumps broke out over my entire body, the revelation so profound it took me a moment to realize I’d stopped breathing. Then all the pieces fell into place. How could I not have figured it out? I’d sensed it from the start, the power that I’d only ever felt when in Ked’s presence. Perhaps I was too jaded by the Immortals after being part of their inner circle during the war. I’d forgotten how potent that magic could be. Or perhaps I’d managed to mentally block myself from it out of self-preservation. Being close to the Void for too long could be mentally taxing.

      A moment later, Salem appeared once more, a heavy weight dipping into the sofa cushion beside me a second before his body materialized. “No luck. The way in is blocked now. There are other little globes, I can get into all of them, but they’re just filled with pretty lights and red and gold dragon fire. Nothing like Benedetta’s.”

      “We need to go tell Cassandra,” Errol said. “She’d understand.”

      “Would she?” Salem snapped. “She hired us to protect this place. Don’t you think she’d sooner not have the spirit of the most notoriously demented and violent Elite running loose on the island?”

      “She was an Elite herself,” Errol said. “If anyone would understand, she would.”

      “I don’t see a better option right now,” I said. “I think honesty is best. And if she agrees, then that makes things easier all around.”

      “And if not?” Salem shot, standing and pacing to the fireplace. “Are you willing to risk clueing her in on Benedetta’s presence and having her take more drastic measures? We could lose her for good!”

      He darted a frantic look between Errol and me, then cursed. “Fucking hell, you both are serious about this, aren’t you? Well, I can’t fucking stop you, but I’m not going to be part of it. I’m going to try to find out where they took her. If I have to take her and run to protect her, you’d better fucking believe I’ll do it.”

      He stalked back to the window, then in an indignant flurry of black smoke and the sound of flapping wings, he disappeared out into the night.

      “I hope you’re right,” Errol said, giving me a worried look.

      Staring after Salem, I hoped like hell it was just his history as the son of Unbound dragons speaking. He’d been born into a world where running was a matter of survival, but our world had changed over the past few years. But this situation was still far out of the realm of conventional, even by modern standards. I stood and went to the door, my shoulders tight with dread. “Only one way to find out.”
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      We headed silently down the stairs, Razik taking point. The school’s office was just off the front entrance at the bottom of the stairs, and the lights were on inside, voices drifting out. I recognized Cassandra’s and her mate, Andrew’s. Next came the familiar feminine timbre of April’s voice, followed by one of her six mates, the Guardian dragon named Gray.

      We weren’t in shadow form, yet still manifested our powers to move in silence, pausing just outside the door to listen for a moment.

      “At any rate, it’s better to keep it locked up until we can investigate further,” Cassandra was saying. “I know Razik and his team don’t think it’s a danger, but you admitted yourself that you don’t have any control over the tree’s growth and magic anymore.”

      “We know it’s linked to the Source,” April said. “But it was created with dragon fire too, not just ursa magic. The fire magic only manifests its presence inside the globes, that we know of. That one is still a mystery, but one we’ve been working on understanding. Still, I think you’re right to exercise caution. Perhaps the fire magic is behaving in a way we don’t yet understand, calling to the dragons’ source of power too. If you think we should melt it down in the furnace for safety, we can do that.”

      A jolt of panic shot up my spine, and Razik and I shared a wide-eyed look. Then he stepped forward and rapped his knuckles lightly on the door.

      “Come in,” came Cassandra’s reply, and the door swung open, with Andrew standing by, holding the knob.

      “Hey, guys,” Andrew said. “Good thing you’re here. Maybe you can weigh in on this too.”

      He gestured to the desk where Cassandra sat, Benedetta’s globe taking up the center of it. It looked larger in this small room than it had hanging on the tree, and it gave off enough heat that they had apparently opened the windows to manage the temperature.

      “Where’s Salem?” Cassandra asked, staring past us into the darkness of the house beyond.

      “He’s, ah, taking the first part of my shift so I could come talk to you,” Razik lied. I was sure Salem was actually lurking in the shadows as we spoke, intent on keeping track of wherever Cassandra took Benedetta. I avoided reaching out mentally though. I didn’t want to risk having April or Gray catch onto our conversation. Both of them were adept at picking up on mental volleys if they were close enough, so we’d be better off remaining circumspect.

      Razik cleared his throat. “I think we need to come clean about something.” He stepped farther into the room and looked down at the globe, thumbs hanging casually in his front pockets. I hung back, letting him do the talking.

      “Oh? Please feel free to share.” Cassandra said, leaning back and crossing her arms in interest. She’d changed into her normal daytime attire of black jeans and a tank top, looking every bit the Elite she’d trained to be with her wiry frame and short, spiky hair. My fingers tingled faintly with the memory of Benedetta’s firm, toned body against me and how powerful she’d have been if we’d been on opposing sides in a fight, not in a passionate tangle.

      “That globe.” Razik tilted his head toward the faintly pulsing object on the desk. “There’s a spirit inside it. The guys and I… We think it’s linked to us. In fact, we know it is. You said to come to you if we ever felt drawn to anyone here. Well, we are. To that. To her. So, I guess what I’m trying to say is, we’d like you to let us handle it.”

      Cassandra’s eyebrows rose slowly as Razik spoke. “Let you handle it? I think we need a more detailed explanation first. None of the other globes on that tree have behaved like this one. I’m not automatically leaping to the conclusion that it’s dangerous, but I’m not dumb enough to rule that out. So tell me, who is inside this thing, and why do you think you three are the ones to take care of it?”

      I watched his jaw tense as he braced himself to reveal the truth. He tossed me a quick look, and I nodded in support.

      He took a breath and looked straight into Cassandra’s eyes. “It’s Benedetta’s ghost. The Benedetta. And we believe we’re meant to resurrect her.”

      Both Cassandra and Gray tensed, sharing an alarmed look across the desk before both staring at the globe between them as if it were a venomous snake. April and Andrew looked around the room at us, both equally confused. “Who the hell is Benedetta?” April asked.

      Cassandra rose slowly from her seat and gingerly lifted Benedetta’s globe, turning and placing it on the table against the wall behind her, as if she’d prefer to put herself between it and her daughter and husband. Grey’s shoulders squared, and he rose too, hand resting protectively on April’s shoulder. “She was a monster, April. The worst of the Ultiori hunters in her time. The bodies of the dragons, of all the higher races she left in her wake…” He trailed off with a shudder.

      April’s eyes widened. “Are you sure? Our tree couldn’t have brought her spirit back, could it?”

      “We don’t know what the tree can do. Only that its power is linked to powerful magic,” Cassandra said. “Perhaps her spirit sought a portal and found it there, but the tree managed to contain her with the globe.” She gave Razik and me a disappointed look. “I can’t believe you two were reckless enough to let her get into your heads. Is that the real reason Salem isn’t here? Did he at least know better?”

      “Cassandra,” I pleaded, hands outstretched, fingers spread. “You were an Elite just like her. You changed, so has she. Please trust us, she’s nothing like the creature she was.”

      Cassandra bared her teeth and jabbed a finger at her sternum. “I changed because of the war. I was alive when Meri’s taint was cleansed from the earth, from my blood. Benedetta died when Meri was at the height of power. We can’t say for certain the Benedetta inside that thing isn’t the same monster she always was. What if Meri’s corruption is still inside her? Meri was a trickster. A liar. Can you tell me with complete certainty that Benedetta isn’t lying to you to gain your trust? That she’s not some vessel to carry Meri’s spirit back from the Ashes?”

      Razik muttered a low curse. “Can we at least try to give her a chance?”

      “No way. I’ll take care of this. You three just do your fucking jobs, got it?” She heaved a weary sigh and glared over her shoulder at the globe.

      “What are you going to do with her?” I asked, struggling to quell the rising panic after overhearing the suggestion to throw the globe in April’s glass furnace and melt it down.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “What if we’re right?” Razik snapped. “What if she’s not tricking us, and all she wants is to have a chance to live again with her sanity intact? You got that chance, Cassandra. You owe it to her to let her have one too.”

      “What if you’re wrong?” Cassandra asked, voice rising in volume. “If I let you guys release her, resurrect her, what if we wind up unleashing another three thousand years of hell on the higher races? It was hard enough living with that monster in my head for two decades, doing everything in my power to keep her away from the ones I loved, to keep her from discovering April and Andrew existed. I’m not about to be responsible for bringing Meri back.”

      Razik turned to me with an agonized look. We both knew the Benedetta we’d seen wasn’t the monster she’d once been. There was no sign of the mind control Meri had inflicted on her minions. Razik had detailed his encounter with her and her reluctance to even admit who she was spoke volumes.

      I didn’t know any of the details of Salem’s encounter with her tonight, but his refusal to go along with us was definitely starting to sound like the wiser course of action.

      “Please don’t do anything drastic,” I begged. “Let us find a way to prove we’re right, okay?”

      Cassandra crossed her arms, her eyes blazing as she stared us down. Finally, she nodded once. “I can give my word that I won’t destroy it. I wouldn’t want to be responsible for killing her if she’s truly free of Meri’s corruption. The fact that she’s still trapped in this thing is a small comfort. But you guys are to stay clear for now. I’m keeping it under guard until I can get someone here to examine it more closely. Someone who’s less likely to think with his dick.”

      Razik surged forward and slammed his hands down onto the desk. “It’s more than that, Cassandra! We’re connected to her somehow. There were fucking fate hounds nosing around us before we got here. How do you explain that? Do you believe Deva has some agenda to resurrect a brutal dragon hunter?”

      Cassandra’s jaw tightened, and she leaned in close enough their noses nearly touched. “I don’t know what to believe yet, Razik. Until I know more, this discussion is over. Go do your fucking job!”

      Razik’s face reddened, a vein pulsing wildly in the side of his neck. Then he straightened and turned, stalking toward the door.

      “Razik, wait!” I reached for him, but before I made contact, his body dissipated into darkness and slipped away. I turned back to Cassandra with an apologetic look. We needed her on our side if we were going to have a chance to get Benedetta back.

      “Do you have something else to add?” Cassandra challenged.

      I spread my hands in a placating gesture, hunching a little to make myself less huge and threatening. “You know who we are, where we come from. It isn’t easy to get into a Shadow’s head. We’re built to be the mindfuckers, not get mindfucked. I think it’s the reason you fared so much better than the other Elites.”

      “If you’re suggesting it’s because of the Void’s blood, that didn’t exactly help Marcus,” Cassandra countered.

      Andrew made a low noise of disagreement. I shot a look at him, where he stood near the door, watching intently from beneath his thick blond brows. His frown deepened as his gaze met Cassandra’s. “Meri never caught me, Cassie. Didn’t she convert Marcus by locking Evie up from the get-go, before she turned him? How different would it have been for him if the love of his life had been free? I think Errol has a point. These men have strong defenses.”

      “They’re still men, Andrew. And if Fate does have a stake in this, all the more reason to be cautious. I can’t be sure the hounds Razik claims they saw were Deva’s. But even if they were, my duty is to protect this island and the twelve Bloodline who are about to step off that ferry tomorrow morning. I’m not taking any risks with their lives.”

      She turned her gaze to me, her expression softening. “Errol, I know what it feels like to be separated from a lover. But please try to see my side. This is for the best.”

      “For how long?” I asked.

      She turned and gazed down at the glowing globe. “I don’t know. If this really is Benedetta, there are really only two people I’d consider authorities on the matter. They’re both busy men, but I imagine they’ll come when they find out.”

      My blood went hot and cold simultaneously. I knew who she was referring to, and there had been a time very recently when I’d have been honored to be in the presence of either of those men. Now, however, I could only consider them both potential threats.

      Unable to give a coherent response that didn’t betray my unease, I only nodded and quietly left the office. I had to find Razik and Salem and let them know the news.
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      The office’s darker corners were more than sufficient to skulk around in without being seen, much less sensed. If anyone could perceive my presence, it was Cassandra, but she seemed distracted. When Razik disappeared through the door, I had a feeling he’d join me, and within seconds, the opposite corner of the room shimmered as he appeared on the shadow plane. We shared a long, meaningful stare but didn’t communicate otherwise. If there was one sure way to give away our presence, it was mentally whispering to each other.

      But I wasn’t about to leave. I didn’t plan to take my eyes off Benedetta’s globe if I could help it. Soon Errol left too, after Cassandra dropped the mother of all bombs. She had called two “authorities” on the subject of Benedetta, and that only meant Nikhil and the Void himself were likely to show up here to weigh in on the matter.

      Errol’s shadow reformed in a vague shape beside me, the energy of his anger crackling through the air between us. That level of rage was surprising for a dragon so self-contained and generally cheerful and optimistic.

      The people left in the room stared at the globe for a moment longer. “What do you plan to do with it, Mom?” April asked. “Is she really that dangerous?”

      “She used to be,” Cassandra said. “Now, I can’t be sure, but I’m not taking any risks.” She turned to look at April and Gray. “Can you guys build a safe for it? Something Shadow-proof, preferably.”

      Gray leaned his elbows on his knees and nodded. “It might take a couple days, but yes, we can put together something they can’t breach. But I have to admit I’m a little hesitant to get on their bad sides. Nobody needs a squad of Shadows with a vendetta. And we need them.”

      Cassandra’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t have a choice. Hopefully, it’s nothing, and I can just apologize later. In the meantime, we need to protect this school. I just can’t believe I didn’t sense it before. That globe appeared on the tree months ago. With luck, we can get it resolved quickly and without incident. Here.” She gingerly lifted the globe and handed it to Gray. “Don’t let this out of your sight until it’s secured, got it? I’ll put the calls in to Deva, Ked, and Nikhil. I think we need them all here to weigh in on this, and anyone else who might have known Benedetta before. If we decide to set her free, there can be no question she’s free of her old corruption. This isn’t something we can keep to ourselves.”

      “Got it, boss,” Gray said.

      Cassandra huffed. “I’m not your boss, Gray. You’re my son-in-law.”

      “When it comes to the security of this place, you’re in charge, Cassandra. We all defer to you. I’ll keep you posted on the safe. We’ll get started in the morning. The guys and I will take shifts guarding this…thing.” He gave the globe a dubious look as he carried it out the door.

      Errol, Razik, and I each filtered out along the ceiling, slipping like smoke behind Gray as he said good night to April and headed back out into the night. Gray continued down the path to the big barn-like structure at the bottom of the hill that housed the three main studio spaces at the school. The sprawling building contained a collection of furnaces and forges for glassblowing and blacksmithing in the front, with a potter’s studio in the back. The shed housing the kilns overlooked Puget Sound and made for an idyllic workspace for the students due to arrive. There were two separate buildings for the woodshop and other media taught at the school.

      Of course, Gray was heading to the forge, where he was met by his five partners. He gave them the rundown of their orders, then slipped into a small room filled with shelves containing boxes and buckets of materials, with one wall lined with various rods of metal and glass.

      The blond-haired Murdoc slipped ahead of him, clearing a space and lifting an empty five-gallon bucket. He ripped a length of bubble wrap off a roll in one corner and stuffed it down into the bucket, then reached for the globe. He settled the globe gently into the bucket, covered it with more bubble wrap, then set the lid on top. The light inside the globe flared bright one last time before it disappeared, and Murdoc pressed down on the lid until it sealed with a snap.

      “Want me to take first shift? I’ll sit on this thing like it’s an egg about to hatch. Those three are no doubt slinking around watching us from the darkness already.”

      Gray shrugged. “Do whatever works. I’ll get Tate on designing this safe Cassandra asked for. We’ll need to have April weave the magic into it. It’ll take more than what we alone can provide to keep the three of them out.”

      “Do you think it’s really her?” Murdoc asked, his face paler than usual.

      “I don’t think Razik would lie about something like that,” Gray said.

      “You remember all the stories, don’t you? Even though she was dead, I used to have nightmares when I was a kid that she’d hunt me down and trap me in some awful Ultiori prison.” He shivered.

      “Dude, they’re just stories. No different than the ones about the Blue Beast, or Nikhil himself, and those two turned out to be allies, not enemies.”

      Murdoc gave him a dubious look. Gray sighed.

      “Look, all I’m saying is we need to reserve judgment for now. Just keep your eyes open. I wouldn’t put it past those three to try something. They think she’s their mate.”

      “Sweet Mother, seriously?” Murdoc asked, his voice going shrill. “I knew Shadows were a bit masochistic, but fuck. That’s crazy town.”

      “Yeah, well, they can’t all be lucky enough to find a woman as perfect as April. If they’re wrong, it’s going to hurt like hell.”

      With that, he left Murdoc sitting on top of the bucket in a very Thinker-like pose, evidently pondering the insanity of what we were going through.

      I felt 100 percent sane though, and filled with even more clarity than before at the suggestion that Benedetta was our mate. I’d known it deep down already, but having someone else say it out loud was all I needed to drive it home. And if she was our mate, that meant we had to do everything in our power to protect her.

      Murdoc was clearly not going anywhere for a while, and I doubted they’d move Benedetta again, so I slipped back out, hoping the guys would follow me. I wound my way up into the darkness until I cleared the tree line, then coalesced into dragon form, winging my way down to the water to land on the floating dock just offshore where I rematerialized.

      Within minutes, Errol and Razik had joined me.

      “We can’t let them lock her up,” Razik said the second he solidified on the dock. “You said you had an idea of how to resurrect her. Let’s hear it.”

      “It’s kind of moot if we can’t get to her,” I said.

      “You think one Guardian’s enough to keep us from taking her back? Trust me, we can handle Murdoc or any of the others. I don’t want to take the chance that they’ll lock her up somewhere we can’t break into, so we need to move fast. The faster we set her free so she can make her own case, the easier it’ll be.”

      “No putting the genie back in the bottle, huh?” Errol commented.

      I scowled at his useless joke. “If I had one wish…”

      He sobered and interjected, “You wouldn’t waste it on my sorry ass; you’d use it to help her. That’s what you were going to say, right asshole?”

      Recalling the undercurrent of rage bleeding from his shadow earlier, I relaxed. He was every bit as invested as I was in this, at least.

      Exhaling, I looked at each of them and rubbed my hands together. “I think there’s a reason all three of us were drawn to her. We’re descendants of the dragon whose blood made her an Elite. Whose fire supposedly destroyed her.”

      “Only it didn’t completely destroy her. She’s obviously still here. At least her soul is,” Razik said.

      I nodded. “When I was talking to her, I filled her in a bit on what she missed. She was close to the twins at the beginning before she went crazy. And mentioning Neela and Naaz—Neela specifically—got me to thinking.”

      Their eyes both widened as if they’d caught onto my train of thought without me elaborating, but they waited with bated breath for me to finish.

      “Dragon fire originated from the sun; the life-giving light of it is what powers dragon fire. When Zorion breathed his fire into Neela’s veins after she died, he was able to resurrect her. I have every reason to believe we could do the same for Benedetta.”

      “But Errol and I both burned her, and that only seemed to spook her. Are you sure about this?” Razik asked, eyes narrowed.

      I smirked. “More sure than ever. When I was with her, she begged me to flame her. More than that, she got off on it. It made her feel more alive, she said. But I don’t think the fire from just one of us is enough. The fate hounds are enough of a clue that all three of us need to be part of it.”

      “Because they marked us all for her? Or because together we can recreate the power the Void wielded on his own,” Errol said, more intense than I’d ever seen him. He had a wild look, like he was about to jump out of his skin if we didn’t get on with things.

      “Both, I think. So, we just need to get her out of there and somewhere safe where we won’t set the island on fire.”

      “Like the middle of the water?” Razik waved a hand at the dock and grinned.

      “I think I have a better option,” I said. “There’s a cave around the northern tip of the island, off the beach between two of the glyphs. It’s too remote to access on foot. It’s sheltered from the air, and not anywhere close to the trees. It’ll take ages for them to find us there.”

      “I like that option better,” Errol said.

      “Then let’s do this,” Razik answered with a nod.
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      We flew back to the workshops in shadow form, shifting and flowing like smoke back down into the building once we had a plan of attack. Errol and I would take down whoever was guarding Benedetta’s globe while Salem grabbed her and ran.

      Murdoc still sat on top of the bucket like a broody hen, but Tate had joined him, the beefy, bearded ursa leaning against the locked door as if he could keep us out with his bulk alone. We needed to open the door and get them out of the room. While getting inside was no issue for us as Shadows, it was impossible to get Benedetta’s globe out the same way. We couldn’t turn her into shadows, and if she was tethered to the globe still, she couldn’t stray far from it on her own even if we could get her out of it. We had to take it with us, slip in with her in shadow form, and do what we needed from the inside.

      Salem’s shadow took shape, crouched atop one of the barrels of recycled glass. Murdoc sat up a little straighter and shivered. Tate straightened too. “You sense something, or did someone just walk over your grave?”

      “Dunno. Maybe it was just a draft. I’m no thin-skinned satyr, but it’s fucking cold tonight.” Murdoc darted a look over his shoulder, squinted, then shook his head and shrugged.

      “Need me to warm you up?” Tate offered with a suggestive smile, opening up his arms.

      “I’ll survive. I’m not moving my ass until I have to.”

      Tate nodded and settled back against the door, producing a small sketch pad from his back pocket and a pencil from behind his ear. I peeked over his shoulder at the design, which was so obviously a magic safe, it was all I could do not to breathe fire at the page.

      I retreated with Errol slipping beside me into the dark studio beyond. The space glowed an eerie red from the fires in all the furnaces, heated in preparation for classes to begin the next day. There had to be something to create a distraction and draw them out.

      I slinked around the room, eyeing the empty shelves and the clean space. They were too clean and well organized. I didn’t want to actually destroy any equipment. Keeping this job would be nice, though I supposed this stunt would risk that being possible. Still, Cassandra needed us, so once we proved Benedetta was no threat, I hoped she’d forgive us.

      There was a shitload of fire on hand here though, and while I didn’t want to actually burn the place down, fire always made for an excellent distraction. Good thing this studio was effectively fire-proof. I motioned silently to Errol, and we headed out the door, winging swiftly the hundred yards to the wood studio that was situated a little farther into the trees. Flammable material was what we needed.

      I nosed around the rear and found what I was looking for, a pile of rejects and scraps from failed projects that had spent months in rainy weather and were soaked through and coated in moss and leaves.

      I grabbed as much as I could in both talons and flew back, depositing the debris as silently as possible at the door to the glass studio. Errol did the same, and then we went to work.

      Back in our human-shaped shadow forms, we carefully pushed open the rolling barn door to the studio just enough to carry in the wood, which we stacked in a neat pyre a few feet from the door to the room where they were guarding Benedetta.

      The floor was concrete, as were all the walls. The door was steel, and nothing in the space was flammable but the fuel tanks for the furnaces, which were safely situated beyond another wall.

      Errol and I faced each other from either side of our newly built pile. On my nod, we both crouched low and let loose controlled lungfuls of black fire, aiming for the center of the pile. Smoke and steam billowed out almost immediately, and we kept going until the very core of the pile was a glowing ember, heating the outer structure. When it was smoking like a volcano about to erupt, we stopped and waited.

      Within only a few seconds, alarms went off and the sprinkler system kicked on, but we’d built our pyre to smolder, not catch flame, and the water only made the smoke and steam thicker.

      The door flew open, and Tate barreled out with a curse, shielding his mouth with one hand. “There’s a fire! How the fuck did this get here?”

      “Those bastards are trying to draw us out,” Murdoc called after him. “I’m not moving!” Then, “You think I’m afraid of a little smoke, assholes? You need to try harder than that!”

      The fucker was being stubborn, so the straightforward approach was going to have to work. Now that the door was open, it was our best bet.

      We had the advantage of poor visibility, so with a nod from me, Errol darted for Tate, tackling him to the floor with an arm around his throat, holding until Tate fell unconscious. Then Errol matched my movements, slipping among the thick smoke through the door and flanking Murdoc inside the room.

      As a Guardian dragon, Murdoc was bigger than both of us, but we only needed to take him down for a second. Lunging at the same time, Errol hooked an arm around his neck while I grabbed his legs. Murdoc howled as we toppled him off the bucket. I couldn’t see shit through the smoke and caught a heel in the gut that made the air burst from my lungs.

      “You like that, dickhead?” Murdoc wheezed, twisting and flailing between us. “Just wait till I can see you! I’ll tear your fucking head off!” I heard Errol grunt and curse, and scented blood. Murdoc’s frustrated twisting continued, and we kept a tight hold.

      I had no idea where the bucket was but knew Salem was on top of things. We just held tight to the wild, cursing dragon between us for as long as possible.

      “Done. Get here now,” came Salem’s message broadcast into my mind what seemed like an eternity later.

      “You go first. I’ll hold him,” Errol said. When I hesitated, Errol said, “Go! I promise I’ll be right behind you. You think this bastard could keep me away?”

      “You’re damn right I’m going to—ack!” Murdoc’s threat cut off in a strangle.

      “Shut up, asshole,” Errol said. “This is for Benedetta. You guys only made it harder on yourselves by taking her from us.”

      I slipped away quickly, hoping that Errol could escape fast enough to avoid falling victim to any of a number of Guardian tricks to subdue an opponent.

      Flying faster than I’d ever flown, I winged around the island to the cave, where I found Salem standing in the darkness, cradling Benedetta’s globe in his arms. I rested a hand on top of it to reassure myself, comforted by the pulse of heat that radiated up into my palm. She was in there but still couldn’t get out.

      Errol arrived a moment later with a string of curses about a certain asshole Guardian. He cradled one arm against his chest, the scent of dragon blood strong in the air.

      “You okay, buddy?” Salem asked, eyeing the darkly bleeding limb. In shadow form, his blood glowed deep violet, betraying the fire that flowed inside him. Inside all of us.

      “I’ll heal. Let’s not waste any time. I don’t know how long it’ll take for them to find us here.”

      “Benedetta, we’re on our way,” I said, peering down into the globe. I thought I saw a small ghostly hand press against the glass, but I couldn’t be sure. The fact that she couldn’t come out worried me. Would we even be able to get inside without it being connected to the tree?

      “How do we do this?” Errol asked.

      “Only one way to find out.” Salem gently set the globe down in the sand at our feet and crouched down over it. His form dissipated into swirls of darkness, coiling around the globe, tapping at it lightly as he sought an entrance.

      Nothing happened, and eventually he gave up, reforming into a human shape. “Fuck, there’s no way in. But she’s definitely in there. I can see her aura, scent her too.”

      “Then what the fuck do we do?” Errol asked. “If we take her back to the tree, they’ll just take her away. We can’t risk that.”

      The light of the globe flared bright, and a tapping noise sounded from inside. Then with slow, agonizing scrapes of what sounded like nails on a chalkboard, a message began to appear in tiny letters on the glass. It was written in awkward strokes, and it took a second to realize Benedetta must be writing it backward so we could read it.

      “BURN ME.”
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      I was done waiting. Done being trapped. There was no way out of this thing, but even if we were still at the tree, my soul couldn’t escape the globe. Only a ghostly manifestation of my body managed to make it into the real world, and only with serious effort. I wanted the glass walls of my prison gone, and there was one sure way to make them disappear.

      My backward message stretched the width of my entire arm span, written with a dark remnant of charred bone I found on the ground. The three men were at odds on the other side of the glass, debating whether or not it would destroy me, but at this stage, I’d welcome true death if that was what Fate had in store for me. The fact that I was even here, though, suggested otherwise. I’d been dead. For eons. What purpose would it serve to draw me back into purgatory just to kill me again?

      After my three experiences being burned by each of them, I had a feeling fire was the key to my release. Since Salem had left, my body had burned even hotter for all of them. The edge of my dress where Razik had singed me still smoldered, smoking with his scent enough to drive me wild. My cheek where Errol had flamed me tingled like it had been graced by a lover’s kiss. And everywhere else that Salem’s fire had touched ached for another taste of that heat.

      Their bickering frustrated me until finally, Salem bellowed at the other two, “There’s no other choice! This is what she wants, we have to believe if it worked for Neela, it will work for Benedetta too.”

      That shut them up and also made me curious. What had worked for Neela?

      The next thing I knew, I was enveloped in bright, hot, light. Vivid violet fire illuminated the inside of my globe. It seared away the ashes first, and my skin began to tingle. When the glass walls started glowing red-hot, my skin erupted in flames. My heart rate skyrocketed, but I held fast, eagerly waiting for them to break through.

      Something was happening to me. I didn’t know what, but it seemed to be working, whatever they were doing. The globe’s glass walls began to melt, beginning with the peak and flowing down around me in a circle. But when the first lick of black dragon fire hit me full-on, then surrounded me on all sides, I wasn’t so sure.

      I screamed as the world exploded in a blast of vivid flame. What had passed for a body in my prison no longer contained me, nor did the prison itself. Nothing contained me but their blazes, coming from three sides and remaking me into something else. And soon, their fire couldn’t contain me either.

      After so long confined behind glass, I was finally free. My spirit erupted past their flames, propelled by my own power for the first time in ages. I blasted in all directions beyond their three bodies, hitting the stone walls of the cave. I pounded against the rock in frustration. Not another prison!

      But no, there was a way out of this one, and I quickly found it, shooting toward the entrance and up into the night sky. The moon called to me first, and I rocketed toward the pale silver light, but that voice was only an echo of the one that truly called to me. The sun was my goddess, the one I must answer to for my very existence today. Not the moon’s pale glow, but the brilliant light that fed that glow.

      I was lighter than air and faster than any dragon as I sped across the landscape, searching. I finally found her orange glow peeking above the horizon to the east. A vast cornfield stretched beneath me, but the earth was no longer my home. I was reborn to be one with the sun, and as her fiery light kissed my face, I rejoiced.

      I was alive again!

      “Yes, you are alive, but you were always a part of me in some way,” came a warm, maternal voice. The glowing orb pulsed as it rose higher in the sky, its heat radiating through my already hot limbs.

      “I am your servant,” I said, dipping into a bow as low as I could go while still flying.

      “It is not I who you must pay homage to today, little one. There is time for you to honor me. First, you must answer the call of the ones who gave you this gift. They burn for you like none I have seen before. Give them the fire they crave. Make me proud.”

      The searing tug in my center made me spin and look back down at the world I’d escaped. Then I remembered with a jolt how I’d been freed. Yes, I had to return to them. To show my three dragons my gratitude. They’d given me the gift of freedom with their fire. They’d given me so much more than that too.

      I glanced over my shoulder, startled by the fiery wings that held me up. My hair drifted around me like a corona of flames. I felt a warm nudge at my back, like an enormous hand urging me forward.

      “Go to them. They are waiting.”

      I returned even faster than I’d left, merely a thought taking me back to the cave, where I slowed as I approached the shore just outside it. They didn’t see me at first, too overwhelmed and absorbed in clawing through the charred sand where my globe had been.

      “Benedetta!” Razik wailed. “Please, please don’t be gone. Please tell me we didn’t make a mistake! Sweet Mother, I’m sorry.”

      I lowered myself to the ground at the cave’s entrance, steam rising up as my feet hit the wet sand. I walked inside, not even sure they’d see me now. It would not be a surprise if somehow I wound up still being invisible.

      Errol was the first to glance up when the glow from my body reached the darkness where they searched for any remnant of me. His eyes widened, but he remained mute, too stunned by my appearance to speak.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and smiled at him. He beamed back and reached out blindly with one hand, smacking Salem against the back of the head with his knuckles where he knelt on the sand. His fingers found purchase eventually, and he grabbed hold of Salem’s head one-handed and forcibly turned him to look.

      Salem’s mouth dropped open. “It worked,” he breathed. “Holy fuck, it worked! Razik!”

      Razik’s head snapped up, and he froze, stunned speechless.

      “Assuming you three can actually see me, it worked. I don’t know what I am, but I owe my life to the three of you.”

      Razik strode past the other two quickly, his eyes blazing with something more than mere desire. The hunger in them went soul-deep, and I felt an answering tug that made my breath catch. He stopped just within reach but didn’t attempt to touch me. He only looked, his gaze sliding from my head to my feet.

      “Sweet Mother, Salem was right. It worked the same as it did for Neela.”

      “What worked for Neela?” I asked, determined to know anything to help me understand.

      “When Meri killed her, Zorion resurrected her with his fire. She rose from her own ashes as a phoenix. Reborn.”

      I inhaled sharply. I’d heard of such mythical creatures, but never imagined I’d become one. “They exist?”

      “You exist, lovely,” Errol said, finding his voice finally and coming to stand beside Razik.

      “So fucking hot,” Salem said as he joined the other two to take me in. But that’s all they seemed inclined to do at the moment, which I wasn’t about to let go.

      “When Neela became what she was, did Zorion only stand and stare at her? Was he afraid of the creature she’d become, or did he have the balls to enjoy what he’d made? Don’t tell me you three dragons are afraid of a little fire.”

      “Fuck no,” Razik growled. He closed the distance in a flash, cupping his hands around the back of my head as he stared into my eyes. “You were beautiful already, but now? Sweet Mother, you’re perfection.”

      With an impatient mewl, I closed the distance, nipping at his lower lip first as a challenge. He took the bait, slanting his mouth over mine, his tongue lashing hotly between my lips. Every sensation was heightened like never before. Even in life, I didn’t remember ever feeling this alive. Pure heat bloomed through my body, and the darkness that still remained in the cave was obliterated.

      Salem and Errol both emitted soft curses, but my fire didn’t frighten them. On the contrary, they moved closer, refusing to allow Razik the satisfaction of having me to himself. But I wanted him first, and he had earned the right to take me before the others.

      He pulled back from the kiss and licked his lips with a curious hum. “You tasted like fire before, but now it’s even stronger. What does it feel like?”

      “Like before, only better.” I grabbed the back of his neck and hauled him in again, latching on hungrily. He relented, pulling me close enough that the line of piercings at the end of his cock dug hard into the flesh of my belly.

      But I had flesh now. I was solid, despite being part fire, and my flesh craved all the things that could give it pleasure. I wanted to start with the three of them and everything they could do to satisfy my five reclaimed senses. I’d taste the rest of the world later.

      I pushed Razik down to the damp sand beneath us and straddled his thighs, the pulse of my need fluctuating visibly through my skin. His cock bobbed, the piercings glinting in the flames that seemed to constantly flutter across my skin. If I ever needed proof that these three dragons were for me, this was it. They didn’t fear what I’d become. They reveled in it.

      Salem and Errol both knelt on either side, and I tore my attention away from Razik just long enough to savor a kiss from each one before they dipped their heads and lashed their dragon tongues over my nipples. I let my head fall back and moaned at the spikes of pleasure, wet heat collecting between my legs. Eyes still closed, I gripped Razik’s cock and began to stroke him in earnest, rather than simply toy with him like I had the first time we’d met. He emitted a rough growl, hands sliding up my thighs to grip my hips.

      “Come here, Benedetta,” he commanded.

      I opened my eyes and met his wild gaze, enjoying the way he gritted his teeth and hissed when I tugged lightly at the ring that pierced the underside of his cock.

      “What if I just want to tease you some more?”

      “Do whatever you need, just do it with my cock inside you.” He pulled at my hips again, and this time I surrendered, shifting up his thighs until my drenched pussy hovered over his tip. I held him in my hand, somehow both eager and anxious about what was to come. I barely knew these men, yet at the same time, my soul called to all of them as if they were beacons in a storm, and I’d been lost at sea. But the way they gravitated to me, I wondered whether I might have been their beacon.

      Either way, we’d found each other, and no matter where or for how long we’d been lost, we were together now.

      I pressed down, eyes fixed on Razik’s face. Sweat beaded on his brow, his chest slick and glistening, reflecting my glow. His tip somehow felt even hotter than my flesh though, and my eyes widened at the sensation. It felt good. So good, the piercings sharp, searing points of heat. I sank slowly, wishing to feel every inch of sensation they sent through me, rubbing against my inner walls.

      “You like that, huh?” he asked with a wicked grin as he pushed up into me, moving with deliberate care as if he’d grasped my need to take my time.

      “Yes! Gods, yes!” I arched my back and began to rock, slipping my fingers through my hair and moving up and down, taking him in as deep as he could go on each descent. Errol and Salem kept touching me, sensing my need for constant contact everywhere. My skin never lost contact with one or both of them, someone’s mouth was always at my breast, someone’s hands kneading my ass, stroking my back. Not a single inch of my fiery skin went untouched as I rode Razik’s cock with sheer abandon.

      “Hmm, you’re not going off like a firecracker with him,” Errol murmured in my ear. “Need me to help?” He slid his palm down my belly and cupped my pussy, rubbing gently with two fingers. I quivered and moaned but shook my head.

      “Let it last. Let me test my limits, see how hot I can burn. For you.”

      He gave my clit one last stroke before moving his hand and kissing my shoulder with a nod. “Anything you desire, lovely. Just ask.”

      “I desire to please you. All three of you. Give me your fire. Your magic. Let’s see how we mix.”

      “I am so down with that,” Salem said. He took my face in his hands and kissed me, then nodded with a silent message to Errol.

      Errol smiled and bent to my ear again. “Hope you’re ready.” He pressed a large palm into the center of my back and urged me down. I bent over, bracing my hands on either side of Razik’s head, grinning down at him. He kept fucking me, and I gasped at the sensation of Errol’s hand grazing over one ass cheek, fingers probing gently in between.

      He teased around my rear, driving my already brilliant heat even higher, then dipped his head, tongue lashing out to tease where he’d touched.

      “Sweet fuck,” I muttered, eyelids fluttering closed. Razik only watched, his handsome face graced with an enthralled smile, something I hadn’t seen a single time since he’d arrived.

      “I want to see you come to pieces while we fuck you. You’ll let him do what he wants, won’t you?”

      “Anything,” I said, because I knew that with a trio of dragons, there was no way everything they did wouldn’t feel amazing.

      Errol’s tongue disappeared, and I sensed him move behind me. His hard length rested hotly against my cleft, and he stroked the entire length along my tailbone before notching his cockhead between my cheeks. He rested there, his breath hot against my neck, and I realized it wasn’t merely his breath, but his fire that brushed across my skin, feeding my own rising heat.

      He didn’t try pushing into my ass. Instead, Razik slid out of me until just his tip remained inside, waiting while Errol fit himself alongside his pierced tip. Then in perfect sync, the pair pushed into me again, both thick cocks sliding and stretching, the pleasure and heat increasing until they were fully seated together and began to move.

      I threw my head back and moaned, my mouth caught by Salem’s in a ravaging kiss. He devoured my pleasure, teasing my breasts while our tongues tangled, then pulled back with a desperate look.

      “I need to be inside you too. Can you…?”

      His deference was endearing, but there was no question whether I could. I nodded feverishly and grasped his cock, dipping lower to wrap my lips around it. He was half straddling one of Razik’s arms, and the other dragon nudged him over until Salem’s thighs were spread above Razik’s face. I took him into my mouth again, sucking deep, while out of the corner of my eye I spied Razik lift his head and lash his tongue out, coiling around Salem’s balls and probing between his cheeks. Salem’s cock pulsed between my lips, and he let out a groan of utter abandon as he began to undulate his hips in time with my sucking.

      All three were in perfect sync somehow, both with each other and with me. The heat between us rose until I was sure I’d burn to ash again before it subsided and rose again. I remained whole through it all, through our heated fucking, their fire-infused sweat coating my body too, and their intense magic cascading between and around us like the fire itself.

      We were one with the fire, with each other, and when I could take it no longer and the pleasure finally, irrevocably consumed me, they went with me. We fell to pieces together, awash in flames and rough moans and curses. Salem’s semen shot in a molten thread down my throat, his fingers tangled in my hair as Razik’s and Errol’s cocks both pulsed and exploded inside me.

      We collapsed in a heap of glowing limbs, like the embers of a bonfire giving in to their own weight after the fire had burned the wood down to coals. But we were still whole. I was still whole, and I’d found love once more, love I would never give up, my sanity be damned.
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      We lay in a heap, limbs entwined, for what seemed like eons. The heat didn’t subside, though the bubble of our tangled auras around us hummed with our sated bliss. Benedetta was still sprawled on top of Razik’s chest while I lay on my side next to them. Salem had fallen on his back above our heads, his face near mine. All three of us still touched her, as if we couldn’t believe she was real, and she might become insubstantial with a breath.

      “Sweet Mother,” Salem breathed as he lightly toyed with the glowing strands of Benedetta’s hair. “Sex has never been that good. Which is saying a lot for a dragon.”

      I huffed a laugh and tilted my head back to look at him. The ground beneath me felt strange when I moved, and I pushed up onto one arm, curious. Beneath us, the sand had melted and was now a thick, solid sheet of dark glass, shot through with streaks of purple fire.

      “Wow, I knew we were on fire, but I had no idea we burned that hot.”

      Benedetta’s sleepy eyes opened, and she smiled. “The hottest. Who knew dragon fire could give life too? I owe you guys.” Her voice cracked, and she sniffled. I looked down at her, alarmed by the shift in her mood.

      Razik lifted his head, his brow furrowed as he cupped her face in his hand. “We owe you for waking us up to, well, to this. To love. But I think we have one more thing to do. Let us mark you. Take all three of us as mates. I think it’s safe to say we’re all pretty solidly on board.”

      “No fucking question,” Salem said, rising onto one elbow and leaning in as if preparing to do the deed now. I touched his shoulder to urge him back, and he frowned at me.

      “Give her space to decide. She’s barely been free for a minute. We can wait.”

      She sat up, hands resting lightly against Razik’s chest, then took a deep breath. The inhalation made her cascade of fiery hair undulate, and her crackled half-molten skin flared bright with the fire inside her. Her wings reappeared from nowhere, stretching wide. And she smiled, a brighter, happier smile I’d never seen as she reached out and touched my cheek, then Salem’s, then Razik’s.

      “I would be honored to be your mate. Please mark me. All of you.”

      Salem leaned in again, but Razik’s hand shot up, holding him back.

      “Me first,” he said, his gaze intent and fixed on Benedetta’s face. “Where would you like your mark, B?”

      She lifted a hand to her sternum, pressing it over her heart. A bright, glowing ember flared within her, illuminating her entire body.

      “Here. I want all of you to mark me right here.”

      Razik sat up, curling both arms around her waist, then leaned her back until he supported her arched back with both hands. Her breasts jutted out, nipples tiny glowing coals that begged to be sucked again. I gave in, taking one in my mouth while Razik did the deed of marking her with his tongue. Benedetta’s fingers combed through my hair, the intense heat of her touch making my scalp tingle as much as my tongue. Then I felt a nudge against my shoulder.

      “Your turn,” Razik said.

      I released her nipple with a pop, amused to see Salem had followed suit and was kneeling on her other side, laving her breast and nipple with his forked tongue. Razik’s mark glowed between her breasts, a perfect symmetrical mandala of fire. I added my mark to it, a similar pattern that would complement his. Then Salem took his turn, and when we were done, a three-petaled flower blossomed with actual flames licking out across Benedetta’s breasts.

      “I’m yours now. Forever.”

      She met my gaze, and my heart swelled with the adoration in her eyes. Sweet Mother, could this be real? With a desperate lunge, I grabbed her and kissed her. She laughed against my lips, relenting and climbing into my lap. The next thing I knew, I was seated deep inside her, and she was fucking me slowly while the other two watched, happy to jack each other off to the show.

      We didn’t stop for hours, and her heat never once ebbed, nor her desire for us. If anything, we wanted each other even more as the night stretched on. Benedetta’s magic fed the three of us, leaving us more energized than spent. But another craving grew amid all the sex, and I could see it in her eyes when we were on our third round with her astride me. Or was it our fifth? I’d lost count.

      She slowed and then stopped entirely, a pensive look on her face.

      “What is it?” I asked. Razik and Salem’s heads lifted from their slow, involved exploration of her body with their mouths. She was pure fire, which was as much of a drug to us as sex.

      “I can’t stop thinking about what will happen when I face the world again. The higher races knew me as an enemy. What happened last night, with Cassandra wanting to lock me up until she could determine the risk of my existence, we can’t just run away from that. I won’t run and hide. They will eventually find us. You three must know this. Even though you stole me, Nikhil and Ked will still come if they hear it’s me. We’ll have to face them. I’ll have to face them.”

      I grimaced, thinking about meeting two of my idols after such egregious lawbreaking. But what was done, was done. “We’ll face it together. Everything from here on out, we’ll face together. We will always be by your side in everything, I promise.”

      “It’s almost dawn,” Razik said, pointing to the mouth of the cave, which glowed with the rising pre-dawn light. “Considering they haven’t found us yet, I imagine they’re still looking. Shall we go face the music?”

      “Let me head out first,” I offered. “I can probably smooth the way a bit, so they don’t flip when they see her.”

      “Thank you,” Benedetta said, leaning down to kiss me once more before standing.

      I headed to the mouth of the cave, shifting into my dragon form as I went.

      “Keep us posted,” Razik said. “We’ll come when you say it’s clear.”

      I nodded and stretched my wings, turning to face the sunrise before I launched myself into the air.

      I’d only been flying for a few minutes, crossing straight over the densely forested center of the island when a streak of white scales slammed into me from my right. We tumbled through the air, then crashed through the tops of the trees, finally smashing into the ground in a grappling knot of talons and wings. I struggled to gain the upper hand, but whichever of April’s three Guardian mates had found me was much larger and stronger. I should have kept to the shadows until I reached them, but there was nothing to do now but make my case.

      “I surrender!” I roared, rolling over and showing my belly to the big white dragon. He snorted white fire as he loomed over me, and for a second, I worried he might take his prize like we’d just dueled. If it was Murdoc, I was probably in for a rough ride. I wasn’t opposed to being fucked again, but after mating Benedetta, I didn’t want to spoil the sweetness of the energy that still flowed through me.

      Then he leaned back onto his haunches. His dragon voice resonant, he said, “You assholes are in deep shit, you know. Where is she?”

      “Hidden until you all agree to a reasonable discussion.”

      He huffed, then began to shift, shrinking into his human form. After a second, Gray stood looking up at me with a stern expression from the misty forest floor. I followed suit until we faced each other, man to man. “Does this mean you’ll parlay?”

      “We can discuss it,” he said. “Cassandra’s pretty fucking pissed, and don’t get me started about the state you left Tate and Murdoc in. You’re lucky I’m the one who found you. You’re also lucky you didn’t set the studio on fire with the students arriving soon.”

      “Our intention wasn’t to damage property or cause any harm. We just wanted her back. She isn’t the monster Cassandra believes.” He gave me a dubious look. I huffed in exasperation. “Dude, if I was under the thrall of nymphaea blood, I’d have fucking killed you. Not to mention, we’d have burned the damn studio to the ground and left Murdoc and Tate in pieces. We don’t want that. We love this job. But we weren’t about to leave Benedetta trapped when we knew how to free her. How to resurrect her.”

      His expression softened, and I could tell he was scrutinizing my aura as I spoke. He must have seen how earnest and very much not corrupted by evil I was.

      “It’s really her, isn’t it?” he asked finally. “And she’s…not insane?”

      I was unable to suppress a smile. “Yeah, it’s her. And she’s perfect. Let me come back to the house and explain it to Cassandra. The others will join me as long as they believe it’s safe.”

      He nodded and exhaled a long breath of smoke that flowed down his body, reforming into faded jeans, boots, and a white T-shirt. I did the same, not wanting to show up naked to a meeting with my boss. If she was going to fire me, I didn’t want it to happen with my balls hanging out. I hoped once she heard me she’d understand, but Benedetta would probably have to make her see the truth.

      We went on foot from there, the house and grounds only about a ten-minute walk through the woods. The others were already waiting, thanks to the mental announcement Gray had likely sent their way. I braced myself for Cassandra’s displeasure, but slowed at the edge of the woods when I realized how many people stood around the base of the big tree in quiet conversation.

      My pulse sped up. It would’ve been one thing to talk to Cassandra again, or even the full complement of April’s mates. But there were more than just the school’s permanent residents arrayed before me.

      Cassandra stepped forward, and at her side was the enormous black-haired, black-eyed dragon I both revered and feared in equal measure. Void magic cascaded off him in waves so potent I could feel them seeping into my mind from where I stood. I swallowed hard, and Gray shot me a look. “Fucking scary bastard, isn’t he?”

      Then another man stepped up beside him with a tattooed collar around his neck and matching braces around his wrists that glowed with blue magic. Nikhil had come too, just like we expected. I cursed under my breath. “Fuck, they got here fast.”

      “They drifted. You do realize that under the circumstances, they weren’t going to take the long way getting here, right?”

      “Yeah, I wasn’t really thinking that far ahead,” I said. Then I plastered on as gracious an expression as I could muster as I steeled myself and closed the distance.

      Nikhil and Ked weren’t the only new arrivals. Behind them, I saw a group of others: Ked’s mates, Marcus and Evie, were here. With them stood Belah, Iszak, and Lukas, Nikhil’s three mates, who I already knew well. Belah gave me a warm, comforting smile that did some work to ease my mind. At least she was likely to be on my side.

      Behind them were Naaz, Neela, and Sterlyn, the other three Elites, along with their mates, Asha, Zorion, and Zamirah. Standing by Asha’s side, arm-in-arm with her was none other than Deva Rainsong, and I couldn’t see them, but I imagined she’d probably brought her hounds along too.

      My gaze returned to Neela for a moment, her fiery glow so similar to Benedetta’s. Of all of them, she might be the only one who truly understood how huge a transition Benedetta had made to return to life. I was glad she’d come because with easily half of the most powerful dragons in existence here to pass judgment today, Benedetta would need as many allies as she could get.

      The Void’s magic became thicker as I drew close, and I couldn’t help but wince and send a silent prayer to the Mother. He made a deep sound of dismay.

      “I apologize,” he said. “I expected to greet her. Not a mere Shadow.”

      Oof, that stung. I forced myself closer, then bowed in greeting, keeping my gaze on his feet. “She’s waiting until I tell her it’s safe.”

      “She’s an Elite who carries my blood. What does she have to fear?”

      I raised my eyes and met his, then frowned and looked at Cassandra. She tightened her jaw. “We felt it prudent to approach the matter with caution. She wasn’t herself when she died. We don’t know whether she’s still corrupted. Our hope was to keep her contained until you and General Nikhil could weigh in, but my security team seems to have had other ideas.”

      Ked’s eyes narrowed, and I wasn’t sure whether he was mentally criticizing Cassandra’s actions or ours. He shook his head. “Benedetta’s mind was clear when she died; my fire saw to that. It was the moments leading up to her death that were the most damning of her character, but in those moments, she was still fighting Meri’s thrall. I need to see her to know whether her soul is her own or not. Nikhil will know her well enough too.”

      “So you promise not to take action until she can tell her story?” I asked, glancing around at all the others, silently pleading that they let her remain free. Cassandra remained silent, her eyes darting to Nikhil and Ked, who I gathered would be the final arbiters on the matter.

      “If she’s not herself, we will put her down again,” Ked said, his tone unequivocal. But seeing my worried look, his expression eased. “My son, if your love is any indication, I believe you. The darkness that tainted her before was strong enough to compel loyalty and obedience, but never the level of devotion I see clearly inside you. But we can’t make any promises until she shows herself.”

      “Understood,” I said, then closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and sent my message to the others. “They’re ready for her. They’ll listen.”
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      “We can run away. Somewhere they’ll never find us. We can keep you safe, Benedetta. You don’t have to do this.”

      She stood at the mouth of the cave, clad in a flowing gown of translucent black that Razik and I had conjured for her. The bodice cut deep, all the way to her navel, revealing the glowing, fiery marks between her breasts, but not even the visible reminder of that bond we now shared could calm my agitation.

      Shaking her head, she reached out to touch my arm, her searing heat comforting to me though it was hot enough to melt stone. “I’m ready. It’s time for my journey to come full circle so I can move on with my new life with you. I need to see him.”

      Razik took her hand and kissed it. “We’ll be right there with you. Are you ready?”

      I dug my heels in. “How do we know he won’t turn on you again? What if he’s jealous? What if he wants you for himself? He’s a fucking Immortal!”

      Razik snorted. “Dude’s got two mates he adores. Mates who Fate sent to him. And there were already fate hounds involved in us finding Benedetta, so I think we’re safe on that count. She’s ours now. Not his.”

      “You don’t know that we’re not just Fate’s stepping-stones to get her back to him,” I argued. I didn’t want it to be true, but the Void was a powerful bastard who could take her away with a breath if he wanted. He’d taken my parents’ power from them for two years before they regained it. It was painful to witness the two most important people in my life unbound from their magic and forced to live like humans for all that time. How could we know he wouldn’t steal Benedetta on a whim?

      She seemed to sense my worries and cupped my face in both hands. Her irises flickered with deep-purple fire, and she smiled a comforting smile. “It will be okay. I have to believe he’ll see inside my heart and know that I love the three of you with all that I am. Ked never marked me when we were lovers. Our bond was never consummated in that way, and the bond I did have with him has been no more than ashes on the wind for more than a thousand years. If there was still something there, he’d have never moved on.”

      Razik stepped beyond the mouth of the cave and shifted, dipping his head for Benedetta to ascend to his back. Despite her conviction, I was still uneasy as I shifted and joined them in the air a moment later, following them back toward the house.

      The enormous crowd that encircled the tree gave me pause, and I made a loop through the air above, trumpeting my displeasure, but Benedetta only patted Razik on the shoulder and aimed him down toward the ground. I couldn’t do a thing but follow, gritting my teeth the entire time as Benedetta dismounted, and Razik and I both shifted and clothed ourselves with our smoke.

      I didn’t know what the hell to expect, but Errol’s optimism helped when he came to greet us each with hugs.

      “You better be fucking sure about this,” I muttered into his ear.

      “I think it’ll turn out okay. Just try to stay positive, got it?” he whispered back.

      Benedetta had slipped away from our little group, and the nearby crowd had gone dead silent by the time Errol finished hugging me. My heart dropped into my stomach when I looked up to see her face to face with the two scariest motherfuckers in the world.

      She held her head high, constant cascades of purple flames dancing down her body. Both Nikhil and Ked merely stared at her, as if disbelieving her very existence.

      Ked nodded once, the slightest indication of his approval. Then his emotionless mask broke, and he let out a shuddering breath, closing the distance to envelop her in his arms. I took a step, but Razik held me back with a warning look and a small shake of his head. Mentally I heard, “Let her have this to herself.”

      Gritting my teeth, I made myself stay rooted to the spot and watch. He couldn’t take her away. She was ours now. He had his own mates, his own family, already. He owed me this. He owed me this. I kept the mantra running in my head just to calm myself, to keep myself from challenging the old bastard to a duel I would never win, but I’d do it anyway for her.

      Finally, he released her and pressed a chaste kiss to her forehead. “Mother has blessed you, it seems. Welcome back.” Her face relaxed into a half-smile, which grew when Nikhil began to laugh.

      “Holy shit, it really is you, isn’t it, Detta?” Nikhil crowed, pulling her into his arms. Half the group behind him tensed when her flames flared around them, then relaxed when he stood back with her at arm’s length, no worse for having just hugged a phoenix.

      “How the fuck can he do that? He isn’t a dragon,” I said.

      “Only Belah’s fire can harm him,” Razik explained. “And I think he gets off on it.”

      Behind them, Neela let out a happy cry and pushed to the front.

      “It’s really you! Oh Benedetta, sister, it’s so wonderful to have you back. And I must say, you are more beautiful than ever. I should know.” Her own fiery wings flared out from her shoulders as she leaned in and embraced Benedetta with the happiest smile. The two women spun around in a whirl of tangled flames that flared so hot I worried they’d set fire to the house even from this distance.

      “See,” Errol said. “It’s all good.”

      But his smile fell when Cassandra held up a hand. “There’s just one more thing to settle before we can call the issue resolved.”

      “What now?” I asked.

      Then Deva, the petite, dark-skinned beauty whose reputation had grown to epic proportions over the past few years, pushed to the front of the crowd, pausing to offer warm greetings and hugs to the men at the front. I wasn’t sure whether her presence was good news or bad news.

      “We already marked her,” Razik said in an irritated voice, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Does it matter what Deva thinks?”

      Deva shook her head. “My input isn’t going to change things, true. But I think you all are owed an explanation, and I’m here to offer that.” She waved a hand in an arc around her, and six enormous glowing purple beasts appeared out of thin air. Their tongues lolled and their tails wagged as she reached down and scratched the nearest one behind the ears.

      I recognized two from the ferry the week before. One of the pair met my curious look and lifted its snout in the air, as if acknowledging my interest.

      “When I assigned two of my hounds to the island, it was mostly to help guide members of the Bloodline here who possessed burgeoning powers they may not yet understand. But there was a subtext to my order, which was to see that every soul on the island was also guided to their soul mates. They tend to be very literal creatures.” She gave the small pack of magical creatures a warm, indulgent smile.

      “But after some time with April’s tree, I’ve determined that it’s developed a connection beyond the Source. Just as its branches reach to the sun, to life above, so do its roots seek out the underworld below. It’s linked to both life and death, to the Source, to the Sun, as well as to the Earth and to the realm of Ashes itself, where dragon souls go when they die.

      “None of us could have known that there was a soul there wishing to return. Benedetta wasn’t even a dragon, yet she did have dragon blood in her when she died, and she was killed by dragon fire. I imagine after what happened to her, and to my mother, we might need to reexamine how the realm of Ashes works. Which souls get sent there, and which are allowed to return. I don’t suppose you Immortals have any ideas?” She glanced at Ked and Belah, who shared a bemused look.

      Ked shook his head. “The last thing I wanted to do was kill Benedetta back then, but I had to protect the higher races too. Mother must have heard my wish and sent Benedetta’s soul to the Ashes for safekeeping. I have no other explanation to offer.”

      Deva stepped forward and placed a hand on the trunk of the tree. “If that’s the case, then thanks to this tree, the Mother Dragon finally had a way to safely return her soul to the world, to a place where Fate couldn’t assert its agenda, and Benedetta could make her own choice.”

      I raised a hand. “Wait, are you saying the hounds didn’t mark us for her?”

      “They did, but not the way you think. My hounds don’t create a soul link between people who are not already right for each other. They simply match up souls who it’s clear will fit together. They were already on the lookout for an ideal match for Benedetta, and when you three came along, they merely nudged you all together. At any point, all four of you could have said no. But I’m here now to tell you that yes, you do belong together. You are right for each other. If you hadn’t been, she wouldn’t be standing here today, as resplendent in her new life as my mother was when she was reborn.”

      Neela proudly stepped close, pulling Deva into a sideways hug and kissing her on the top of her head. Her kiss left behind a patch of flame, and Deva laughed as she swiped it away, but it didn’t leave a mark.

      Benedetta came to us then, fiery wings hovering at her back and her smile brighter than ever. “You see? We belong together.”

      “Of course, we do,” Razik said, hauling her close and kissing her full on the mouth.

      “I never doubted it,” Errol said.

      When she stopped in front of me with an uncertain look on her face, it nearly broke me. I pulled her into my arms and stared deep into her eyes, needing to make sure she knew the truth. “Sweet Mother, I knew from the second I saw you that I had to have you, ashes and all,” I said. “Don’t you ever think otherwise, got it?”

      “Never,” she said, and kissed me.
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      Things were still somewhat complicated now that I was alive again. Trust wasn’t an issue, since the others embraced my existence easily, thanks to already being familiar with Neela’s rebirth.

      Ked introduced me to his mates and their young son, and I got to spend the rest of the afternoon getting reacquainted with all my oldest friends, the mood lighthearted and free of worry. It felt like waking up after a long sleep, feeling more refreshed and alert than ever, but also without the burden of a brutal master’s orders to weigh me down.

      On the contrary, I felt more love and acceptance than ever from the group, even the new friends I made. A short while after our reunion, the new arrivals came, the human members of this so-called Bloodline that Deva had sworn to protect. I learned that I had, in fact, been one of their numbers before what I’d been was burned away and I was reborn in dragon fire.

      That was the complicated part. When the guys invited me to come back to their rooms with them later that night, the objections were quick and unanimous. Under no circumstances should I step foot inside the house, or any other of the wooden structures of the school, at least not until I learned to rein in my fire. Neela was still learning to control hers and it had been more than three years since her transformation. So for the first night, the four of us retreated back to our cave, where the guys spent a considerable amount of magic conjuring more comfortable furnishings for us to temporarily make the place our home until something more permanent could be arranged.

      Ked, Nikhil, and my other friends departed the next morning to return back to their lives, but before they left, Salem had a few minutes alone with the dark-eyed Immortal. He left their meeting thoughtful but relaxed, and told me that his parents were going to be very happy with how things turned out, though he wouldn’t elaborate on how. All he said was, “I guess he really isn’t all that bad after all.”

      Later that day, Cassandra and I had a long, private conversation about my role at the school. She suggested that she would be willing to let the guys go if they decided they’d rather move to the Dragon Glade, where I could fly free with my fire unchecked. But I knew how much they valued their work. I valued it too, and missed having a similar job to focus my time and skills on. But the place was so very, very combustible, so that limited my options.

      I wound up taking a security shift that would keep me in the air during the day and returning to our cave at night, where two of my three men were always present and happy to cater to whatever desires I had. They were more than enough to make me happy, but I had always been a social creature and longed for a stronger sense of community.

      The only places at the school I was comfortable visiting were the glass studio and forge, which were built to contain fire, with their furnaces and crucibles constantly burning.

      So while my mates collaborated with April’s six mates on a build-out of the cave to make it more of a home, I concentrated on learning from April all there was to learn about glass and metal.

      Within a year, our home was complete, a small but beautiful stone castle built up from the cave at the end of the island, with polished granite floors and walls crafted from the very stone it was anchored in.

      April and I collaborated on a set of stained-glass windows that evoked the seasons, which were set in the windows of a tower, from the top of which my mates and I could launch into the air to begin our shifts to protect the island. Our home was also equipped with a small studio with all the necessary tools and materials for me to do my own intricate glasswork and jewelry making, which I also began to teach to a constant flow of students.

      My creations were nothing to the scale of April’s tree or the numerous huge, ambitious pieces of glass and iron she and her mates created. Mine were tiny, delicate beads, infused with little purple flames. My own small homages to the glass globe where my soul had once lived, before my three Shadows found me and breathed me back to life.
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      Ophelia grew up on a rural farm in North Carolina and now lives in Los Angeles with her own tattooed bad-boy husband and six attention-whoring cats.

      Subscribe to Ophelia’s newsletter to get updates directly in your inbox by clicking here. If newsletters aren’t your thing, you can find her on social media.
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Enjoyed this story? Be sure to leave a review!-You-can also preorder Unhallowed:
inholy-Alliance Book-1-(A-Devil of a Reverse Harem Romance).~ And-don’t forget to:
download Rogue Souls for FREE to pick up another prequel story in this series!]

About the Author
US A-Today, Wall Street Journal, and New York Times bestselling author Margo Bond
Collinsis aformer college English professor who, tired of explaining the difference-
between “hanged” and “hung,” turned to writing romance novels instead. (Sometimes
her heroines kill monsters, too.1
1
Want to hang out with the-author, win book prizes, see the cool-covers first, and
support Margo's books on social media? Join The Vampirarchy, Margo's street team on
Facebook!1
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You can also sign up for Margd's general newsletter here. |
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