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Chapter One
“Run!” someone screamed.

 
It was unnecessary. We were all running. The whole fucking village. No one stood still while the Corrupter drew near. I'd had one glimpse of him and it was enough to send me dashing like a bunny. Perhaps if he hadn't been using his magic at the time, he would have looked like a normal Varraen man. But he'd been corrupting poor Welsen with his Death magic when I caught sight of him. The image of the Corrupter's eyes, glowing icy blue in his skeletal face, would haunt me forever. As I ran, I prayed that my forever would be longer than a few minutes.
 
Most of the villagers were fleeing in clumps, but I had no family left, so I ran alone. My mutation compelled me to keep away from others and never reveal the strange powers I'd been born with. If I thought my magic would have any effect on the Corrupter, I would have tried to help Welsen and all the other people of Fress. I would have revealed my secret to save them. Of course, I would have. But only the Wraith Lords could stop the Corrupter, and they hadn't come, despite our distress summons.
 
So I fled into the woods, past the pond where I had learned to swim, going as deep as I could into the safety of the trees. I heard others around me and diverted my path from theirs. It was wiser to spread out. The Corrupter may be the most powerful mage on Varr—with the exception of the Emperor—but he was still just one man.
 
A beefy arm shot across my path and knocked me to the ground. I gaped up at a human man, then gasped when I saw his blank stare and flaccid face. One of the Corrupted. I was wrong. The Corrupter wasn't alone. He'd brought his army with him.
 
My shock was my downfall. It cost me precious seconds that I could have used to form a fireball or perhaps launch stones at the man. I could have even blown him off his feet. To be honest, I didn't have the greatest control over my magic. But when it was life and death, what did that matter? Regardless, by the time I reached for my magic, it was too late.
 
His huge fist came down, and I lost consciousness.
 
When I came to, I was lying on the packed earth of the town square, in a line with my neighbors. Some of them were coming awake as I was, but most were out cold. My first instinct was to sit up, but then I saw Andy a few feet down from me. He did sit up and was instantly knocked in the head with the butt of a sword.
 
I decided to stay put.
 
But Great Goddess, it was hard to remain still while around me the Corrupted paced, guarding us as their master came down the line, infusing the people of Fress with his evil one by one. Could I just lie there as he infected me? Should I try to run? I didn't want to be unconscious when it happened. I wanted to be awake for every last second of my freedom. As soon as that corruption took hold of me, I would cease to be me. I'd be his slave.
 
My palms tingled with magic. If I had a choice of being made into one of the Corrupter's mindless soldiers or dying, I'd take death. And I might as well go out fighting. But I didn't want to waste my attack on one of his minions. I would doubtless be restrained after my first strike, so I wanted to make it count. If I was going to die, I'd go out delivering a blow to the bastard who had turned my people into mindless slaves and outcasts. So I waited.
 
The Corrupter drew closer. Closer still. As he came, the people he infected stood up and joined his other minions. I started to tremble. This was it, the end of my short life. I had hoped I was meant to do something important. My father believed I was cursed, but Mom used to say the Goddess had a plan for me. To be the only human gifted with magic—not just one element, but all of them, like a Varraen—meant I was destined for greatness. That's what she said. Until she and Father were murdered in the last Ladrin attack nine years ago. The Wraith Lords might defend us from the Corrupter (at least, they were supposed to), but they didn't waste their magic on protecting us from the other races.
 
I understood. There were only so many of the Emperor's Wraiths, and they had to fight the most important battles. They didn't have time to defend us against racists who thought it was better to kill all humans than risk us getting corrupted and added to the Corrupter's army. No, we weren't the Corrupter's true target, just his pawns—people he made into weapons to be used against the immortal races. But this wasn't just a Ladrin attack. It was an important battle. The Corrupter was three feet away from me. And I know the summoning crystal had been activated. I wasn't sure how long ago that was, but with the Wraith Lords' ability to turn incorporeal and travel anywhere in seconds, they should have arrived within a few minutes. So, where the fuck were they?!
 
All thoughts of the Wraith Lords vanished as the Corrupter finished with poor Nell beside me and moved down to loom over me. The time had come to make a stand. Perhaps this was why the Goddess had given me magic. This moment right now. She meant for me to—
 
A paralyzing force took control of my body, and my hands fell to my sides. My eyes locked with the Corrupter's, those icy blue orbs seeming to expand, their glow blinding me to the rest of his thin face, then everything else. But as evil came for me, something tingled inside my chest, then swirled. It spread through my body, then rose to cover my skin like a shield, pushing away the corruption. The pressure of that stark gaze eased, the glow pulling back into the Corrupter's eyes, and I could suddenly see again. Move again.
 
Just as I began to gather Fire to launch it into that bastard's face, a chill wind rushed through the square.
 
The Corrupter drew back, his gaze going to his right, the direction the gust had come from. The corruption receded, and as it did, his true face was revealed. I nearly gasped at its fragile beauty. Such fine bones and full lips. Long lashes swept down as he narrowed his eyes and pale hair gleamed in the shadows of his hood.
 
The Corrupter slashed an elegant hand at those of us still lying on the ground as he shouted to his minions, “Take them back to the castle!”
 
As the slave soldiers gathered the remaining humans, throwing the unconscious ones over their shoulders and herding the rest like cattle, the Corrupter strode forward, his arms spreading. I was yanked to my feet and shoved in the opposite direction of the Corrupter. I stumbled purposefully, fell, and looked back while I was on the ground.
 
The Wraith Lords had finally arrived.
 
There were only two of them, but they'd already taken their wraithforms and were launching magic at both the Corrupter and the Corrupted. Like vengeful spirits, the Wraith Lords stalked forward, their warrior bodies clad in black leather and steel armor, deadly swords in their hands, and fierce expressions on their faces. If I hadn't known who they were and had stumbled upon them fighting the Corrupter, I would have thought that they were the villains and he was the hero.
 
Even their liberating magic seemed menacing. Shadows separated from them, billowing out from their bodies and taking their forms so that it looked as if they had created dark copies of themselves. The wraiths that gave the Lords their name. Those eerie shadow-twins flew at their targets and rushed through them in seconds. Corrupted humans fell like cut wheat under the blasts of Spirit Magic, the evil inside them filtered by the wraiths and taken with them, out the other side. Corruption died within the wraiths and then the shadows returned to their masters. But the Spirit Magic didn't work against the Corrupter. He merely lifted a hand and deflected it. One of the Wraith Lords focused on the dark mage as the other continued to free the Corrupted.
 
A hand grabbed me and hauled me to my feet.
 
I spun and punched the man with Fire magic and my fist.
 
The Corrupted human barely blinked at my attack, despite his flaming chest. Corruption made humans stronger, more resilient, and also immune to pain. But he still burned.
 
The other Corrupted paused and glanced at their flaming comrade, but they couldn't function without a direct order from their master. So, they continued their task, leaving him to burn. As he did, I glanced at the Wraith Lords again.
 
Then did a double take.
 
One of them was in hand-to-hand combat with the Corrupter. His skill was evident and amazing, his hands moving so fast I could barely track them. He fought with two swords, the blades becoming a deadly windmill that should have sent the Corrupter to his grave. And that wasn't all he fought with. The Wraith Lord was a Varraen. I would have known his race even if he hadn't worn his hair pulled back to show off his pointed ears.
 
Fire shot down the Wraith Lord's blade and whooshed over the Corrupter. The Wraith Lord jumped, Air holding him aloft to give him a height advantage. Then the ground buckled beneath the Corrupter, Earth making itself known just before Water made an appearance, rushing for the Corrupter's face. All the elements used so masterfully, one after the other. Only a Varraen could do that. A talented Varraen.
 
But the Corrupter was just as fast, blocking the Wraith Lord's blades with two dark swords that sparked with every contact, and brushing away that impressive elemental magic as if it were meaningless. The flames coasted over him and died out, Water burst into tiny droplets, the ground steadied for him, and the Varraen's aerial attack got him nowhere. The men spun, the Wraith Lord surprisingly light on his feet for such a large man. But then again, although his body bulged with muscles, he had a lean physique. It was only the comparison between him and the truly slender Corrupter that made the Wraith Lord seem so massive. I watched, transfixed, for a few seconds, and not just because the fight was mesmerizing.
 
It was the Wraith Lord who held my attention.
 
I'd never seen a Wraith Lord before, but my fascination wasn't due to that. It was him. The graceful way he moved. That sleek, powerful body. But above all, it was his face that enthralled me. It made my heart race in a different way than it had been. No fear, just excitement. The Wraith Lord was the most brutally handsome man I'd ever seen.
 
Straight, ebony hair hung past his shoulders, restrained by a single tie at his neck so that it swung in a thick swath with his every move. His eyebrows were just as dark, arched like raven wings, and although his skin was fair, those brows and thick lashes turned his lavender eyes into startling points of color, even at a distance of over ten feet. Long nose, high cheekbones, stern lips. I couldn't say what it was exactly that made him handsome enough to stop me in my tracks. But the scar that ran across his left cheekbone accentuated all of it. Somehow, that pale stripe made him even more beautiful.
 
And that beauty was about to be destroyed.
 
I don't know how I knew; I just did. Magic rose inside me as it had earlier, but this time, it didn't form a shield. It shook me to my bones, sending me moving toward the fighting men. I filled my hands with all the power I had as I ran, uniting Fire, Air, Water, and Earth in a way I never had before. I felt them collect in my palms—vibrating balls of supercharged magic.
 
A second before I launched that magic, the Wraith Lord noticed me. Our stares collided. His eyes widened. The Corrupter's swords came down.
 
With a roar, I tossed both balls of merged magic at the Corrupter.
 
My battle cry startled the Corrupter enough that his blades missed. The Wraith Lord used the opportunity to stab upward with both of his swords. As they slid into the Corrupter, my magic hit his back.
 
A gust of wind swept the bastard off his feet, setting him to spinning as it pulled him off the Wraith Lord's blades. But it wasn't just Air in that funnel. Flames erupted within the tornado, burning irrationally beside swaths of water. The whole thing compressed, gathering dirt around the Corrupter that the water turned into clay, then the fire and air turned the clay into pottery.
 
The Wraith Lord gaped at the Corrupter as he thudded to the ground, a statue. Then he looked at me.
 
I stood opposite him, with the Corrupter statue between us, my breaths coming in harsh, shocked pants. All around us, the Corrupted—those who the other Wraith Lord hadn't freed yet—screamed as the evil left them.
 
“Holy fuck,” the Wraith Lord before me whispered.
 
“Rath?” The other Wraith Lord stepped up beside the one I faced. He looked from his friend to me. “What just happened?” Then he looked down at the Corrupter. “Did you do that? Is he dead?”
 
“No, he did it,” Wraith Lord Rath said as he lifted one of his swords to point at me. He blinked, then quickly sheathed his swords. “Who are you?”
 
“Ember,” I said.
 
The other Wraith Lord—a blond who was handsome, but not nearly as gorgeous as Rath—started to chuckle, then laugh. “Holy fucking shit! A human just killed the Corrupter!”
 
“Ember,” Rath murmured. “Yes, that's a good name for you.”
 
“Ember? He's a fucking wildfire. We should rename him Blaze,” the other Wraith Lord said. “We've got to take him to the Emperor. A human with magic? This is a miracle. The Goddess has touched him.”
 
Then the statue shook.
 
All three of us jumped back. The villagers and other freed Corrupted screamed and went running. They'd all been watching us, frozen in place as surely as the Corrupter, and I didn't blame them for taking off. Especially when the clay cracked and crumbled away. All I'd done was contain the Corrupter. Briefly.
 
“Son of a bitch, he's still alive,” the blond Wraith Lord muttered petulantly.
 
Rath withdrew his swords and settled into a battle stance.
 
The blond removed a sword from a sheath strapped to his back. It was nearly as long as I was tall, but he was big enough to wield it, far bigger than Rath. He settled into a stance that matched Rath's.
 
But instead of engaging the Wraith Lords, the Corrupter shot up from the ground amid a rain of pottery shards and dust, snarled at me, and vanished.
 
“Well, fuck,” Rath said.
 




Chapter Two
“You're coming with us, Ember,” Rath said, his voice deep but not too deep, a nice masculine medium.
 
“Uh, why?” I looked from one Wraith Lord to the other.
 
Fuck, they were intimidating. All those muscles encased in black leather and armor. All those straps crossing their broad chests and trim waists and thick thighs. What were those straps holding? Some held their swords, but what about the rest? Were they just for aesthetics? No, surely not. These were not the type of men who added useless straps to their battle gear just because they looked good.
 
“Why?” The blond chortled. He looked at Rath. “Why, he asks.”
 
“Yes, I heard him, Nex,” Rath said dryly. He looked back at me. “You're the first human with magic, and you possess enough of it to bind the Corrupter in . . . what was that anyway?”
 
“Uh, I think it was clay. You know, you mix dirt with water, then heat it, and it makes pottery.”
 
“Don't forget the air,” Nex said. “It fed the fire. You've got all the elements, Ember.” He smacked his friend's shoulder to add, “Just like Rath.”
 
“All the elements in a human,” Rath murmured. “Amazing.”
 
“He might even have Spirit,” Nex said.
 
“Impossible. Only those who eat of the starfruit gain the magic of Spirit,” Rath said. “And anyone who attempts it without training dies.”
 
“It's the Goddess who saves us, not our training. Our training just gives us a better chance of—”
 
“Don't say it. You know it's forbidden to speak of it in front of outsiders.” Rath shot a pointed look my way. “Regardless, he would need to eat the fruit to gain Spirit, and no starfruit trees grow wild anymore. The Emperor moved them all into the Divine Orchard.”
 
“If the Goddess wanted to, she could grow a starfruit tree anywhere. Probably in a second.”
 
“Hey!” I broke into their conversation. “I don't know what a starfruit is. So stop arguing about it.”
 
“You wouldn't have to know what it is to eat it,” Nex said.
 
Rath narrowed his eyes at me, looking me over as if he could tell if I'd eaten this mysterious fruit. “If you ate it, you'd know. First of all, it has silver, spiked skin, thus the name. But it's also called spirit fruit because of what it does. The toxin in the fruit puts your body into a state of . . . stasis. You would have seen strange things if you had eaten it. Does that sound familiar?”
 
“Uh, no.” I squished my face at them. “I would remember eating spiky silver fruit and then hallucinating. But even if I didn't remember, I know I didn't eat it because there's no way I'd eat some weird spiky fruit that I didn't recognize. That would be dumb.”
 
Rath snorted a laugh. “Indeed. So, you probably don't have Spirit Magic. But you do have elemental magic, as much as any Varraen. And that is incredible. We need you with us.”
 
“I'm not a fighter,” I protested.
 
“With the proper training, you could do wondrous things, Ember. You wouldn't have to swing a sword, just stand on the edge of a battle and wield the power inside you. The Goddess gave you your magic for a reason.”
 
“I don't know,” I said, but inside my head, my mother's voice once more told me I was destined to do great things. This was what I had always hoped for—a way to use the power inside me for good. So, why was I hesitating?
 
Because it was fucking terrifying.
 
“Come on, kid,” Nex said. “Like you wanna stay here? People will hear about you. Either the Corrupter will return to kill you or others will come to take you. It's not a good idea to stay put.”
 
“Others?” I asked.
 
“The Ladrin, the Rionthe, the Makhon,” Nex listed off immortal races. “Take your pick. Fuck, even the Delosar might leave the water to take a look at you. And they'll want you to fight for them.”
 
“Or they'll want to kill you,” Rath added.
 
“Shit,” I whispered.
 
“It's not so bad.” Nex slung a hefty, armored arm around my shoulders. “You'll have a room at the Wraith Citadel. Won't that be nice?”
 
“Um . . . no.”
 
Nex chuckled. “Better than lying awake at night, wondering when someone is going to burst into your home and try to enslave you.”
 
“You mean, like, what just happened?”
 
Rath snorted a laugh. “He has you there.”
 
“You got lucky, kid. Whatever you have, it's untrained. And the Corrupter is going to be prepared for it next time.”
 
“All right,” I whispered. “Can I pack some things?”
 
“Sure!” Nex dropped his heavy arm, but only to slap my back and send me stumbling forward.
 
“For fuck's sake,” Rath growled as he caught me. “He's human, Nex. Be careful.”
 
“Is he though?” Nex cocked his head at me. “Maybe one of his ancestors had a secret affair with a Varraen.”
 
“Doubtful,” Rath steadied me. “And even if that happened, offspring from the union of an immortal with a mortal are usually born infertile and without magic.”
 
“Strange things happen all the time.” Nex waved at me as if I were the proof.
 
I guess I was.
 
“We'll figure it out later,” Rath said. Then he asked me, “Where's your house, Ember?”
 
“Uh, this way.” I dragged my eyes away from Rath's face, which was even more stunning up close, then turned around and led them through the village.
 
As I walked, the Wraith Lords came up on either side of me, their sharp stares coasting over broken doors and windows. Rath was Varraen, but Nex had the telltale cheek scales of a Tytra, which explained his bulk. You'd think a man who could transform into a dragon would be scarier than a guy with pointed ears. But, as I mentioned, the Varraen had an affinity for all the elements, and that kind of magic was even more powerful than a giant, scaly beast, even if that beast could breathe and wield Fire. Could there have been a Varraen in my ancestry? Like Rath, I doubted it. They didn't mix with the other races, especially not humans. Even when they warred, they didn't rape their enemies. They considered it barbaric and beneath them. I would have thought well of them for that if I hadn't known it was more about their disgust for the other races than any sense of morality.
 
Most cities were governed by Varraen, under the Emperor's rule, of course. The Emperor who was also a Varraen. And when I say most cities, I'm referring to racially mixed cities, not those inhabited purely by one race. Human cities would be among those excluded if there had been any. But humans had been cast out of the cities years ago, at the beginning of the Corrupter's war, and didn't have the magic needed to build their own. Now, humans lived in villages or tried to make it on their alone, hiding in the ancient forests to avoid corruption.
 
I waved at my open front door as I entered the little, fenced-in yard, with its neat rows of tomatoes, cucumbers, and potatoes. “This is my place.”
 
The Wraith Lords followed me into my cottage, making it suddenly ten times smaller. Nex went to my dining table and sat down, the chair creaking ominously along with his leather. Sweet Goddess, he was big. Way over six feet and at least three hundred pounds. Rath just crossed his arms and stood by the door. Meanwhile, I looked around, wondering what I should take. I found a leather pack, then just stood in the doorway of my bedroom, the bag hanging from my hand.
 
I felt someone step up behind me.
 
“Just take what's important to you,” Rath said.
 
“Sure,” I whispered.
 
“Are you all right?” He laid a hand on my shoulder.
 
“Uh, not really,” I said in a cheerful tone, then glanced back at him. “I almost got corrupted today, then almost died, then almost killed the Corrupter.”
 
“That a lot of almost.”
 
“Yeah. Two out of three of them were good.”
 
“That's not bad.”
 
I grinned, stepped into my room, and slung the pack on my bed. “No, it's not.”
 
I got down on the floor and pulled a box out from below my bed. Inside were my treasures—gifts from my parents, their wedding rings, and the few crystals I'd saved from selling the furniture I made. There was even a fire crystal in the collection. Out of all the elemental crystals, fire was worth the most. I tossed the box in my pack. Then I went to the trunk at the foot of the bed and pulled out some fresh clothes and my spare pair of boots.
 
“Don't bother with the clothes or shoes,” Rath said. “We'll get you better things.”
 
I looked down at my boots, then over at him. “These are worn in.”
 
He shrugged. “Then bring them. I was just trying to help you prioritize.”
 
“Oh. All right.”
 
I put the boots in my pack and just one change of clothes—my favorite tunic, pants, socks, and undershorts. My mother said to always have clean underwear and dry socks when you travel. This would be my first trip. I looked around again. There were little things I had made to brighten the place—a carved owl, a clay vase with a dying bouquet, a polished wood tray—but nothing special. No mementos beyond those already in my pack. Oh, wait. I went to the window ledge and took the family portrait Harver Pembown had painted. It had cost me three water crystals, but he was the best artist in town and now that my parents were gone, I was glad I had commissioned it. I tucked it in my clothes and buckled the pack.
 
“That's all?” Rath asked.
 
“I . . . didn't . . . I kept to myself a lot.”
 
His expression went slack, then he nodded. “I understand. It must have been difficult to keep your magic a secret.”
 
“It was. Yes. Especially after my parents died.”
 
“I'm sorry for your loss.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
“Ember.” He took my hand. “I need to thank you.”
 
“For what?”
 
“You helped me today. No one who isn't a Wraith Lord has ever helped me in battle, and you did so against the Corrupter. That was incredibly brave.”
 
I shrugged. “I thought it was my destiny.”
 
“What?”
 
“I know it sounds stupid, but my mother used to say I'm destined for greatness. When I saw you fighting the Corrupter, my magic rose, and I knew you were about to die.”
 
“What?!”
 
I drew my hand out of his grip and held both hands up. “It was just something I sensed. I was probably wrong, but it motivated me. I moved without thinking, just acted on instinct. But as I did, I thought that it was what I was meant to do. That perhaps I'd been given magic to save you.”
 
Rath blinked. “You expected to die.”
 
I shrugged. “You're a Wraith Lord. Your life is more important than mine.”
 
His hand went to my face and cupped my cheek. I looked up and our stares locked. When I said Rath was even more handsome up close, I meant it. His eyes had been striking from a distance, but with him right before me, I could see that the lavender was striped with silver and a dark purple line ringed his irises. His pupils expanded. My breath caught.
 
“I think your life may be very important, Ember,” Rath said. “Your mother was right. You're destined for greatness. That greatness will probably outshine mine someday.” He bent his head and brought his forehead to mine. “But thank you for saving my life.”
 
I could barely breathe so it took me a few tries to form words, “You're welcome.”
 
“Hey, are you done yet?” Nex asked as he entered the bedroom. “Oh. Right. I'll just wait outside.”
 
Rath stepped back, his lips twitching, and took my pack. After hooking it over his shoulder, he held his hand out to me. “Let's get you somewhere safe, little spark.”
 
Feeling as if I were in a dream, I took the Wraith Lord's hand and let him lead me outside.
 




Chapter Three
“You're gonna what?!” I let go of Rath's hand and backed away.
 
“How did you think we were going to take you to the Emperor?” Nex asked.
 
“I didn't think about it.”
 
“Ember, it's not painful,” Rath said. “Just close your eyes. I promise you won't feel much.”
 
“You sound like my last lover,” I joked.
 
Nex burst out laughing.
 
Rath's lips twitched as well. “I was going to add, it will be over in a few seconds, but that doesn't seem appropriate now.”
 
Nex's laughter increased in volume before Rath finished.
 
“What exactly happens when you guys wraith-out?” I asked.
 
“Wraith-out?” Rath lifted his brows.
 
“You know, go all shadowy.” I waved a hand at him.
 
“Yes, I know what you meant. We call it our wraithform. But when we travel, it's called fading.”
 
“Fading?” I grimaced. “That doesn't make me feel better.”
 
Nex finally stopped chortling to say, “There's nothing to it, kid. Especially as a passenger. You just hold on.”
 
“Fine,” I grumbled. “Just stop calling me a kid. I'm twenty-eight years old.”
 
“Oh, he's twenty-eight, Rath,” Nex said as he slapped Rath's shoulder. “All grown up.”
 
Rath shook his head.
 
“Why is that funny?” I put my hands on my hips.
 
Rath chuckled.
 
“I'm not a child!” I stomped my foot, and both men laughed so hard, tears rolled down their cheeks. I realized what I'd done and stuck my tongue out at them. Because at that point, there was nothing to do but go with it. “All right, well how old are you two?”
 
“Rath here isn't that much older than you,” Nex said. “He's only eighty-six.”
 
“Eighty-six!” I exclaimed and looked him over. “You look good for your age.”
 
Rath grinned and inclined his head. “Thank you.”
 
“I'm one hundred forty-nine,” Nex declared. “How do I look?”
 
“Like an idiot,” Rath drawled.
 
Nex made a face. “I walked right into that, didn't I?”
 
“Yup.”
 
“A hundred forty-nine,” I murmured. “I mean, I know you guys are immortal, but . . . wow.”
 
“You don't interact with a lot of the other races, do you?” Nex asked.
 
I shrugged. “A few of them come through Fress. Merchants mostly. But I've never met a Varraen or a Tytra before.”
 
“Then you don't know that I'm an exceptional example of my race?” Nex asked with a smirk.
 
“Are you though?” I asked.
 
Nex chuckled. “Nice one. But I know you noticed these biceps.” He brought his arms down and forward to flex. “You wanna touch them?”
 
Rath shook his head. “Don't tease him.”
 
“I'm not.” Nex straightened. “Oh, I see. You don't want me impressing your boy too much.”
 
“Stop it, Nex.”
 
“Sure, sure.” Nex waved a hand. “Do your thing, Lord Ratharin.”
 
“Can you really become a dragon?” I asked Nex. Then I blinked and looked at Rath. “Lord Ratharin?”
 
“Yes,” both men said at once.
 
“Whoa,” I whispered. Then I asked Nex, “How big do you get?”
 
“Huge.” Nex grinned. “I'm a shower and a grower. You wanna see?” He started to unbuckle his pants.
 
“Nex!” Rath smacked him.
 
“I'm just having a laugh.” Nex resettled his belt. “Seriously, kid. I become a dragon. My other form is bigger than your house.”
 
“Whoa,” I whispered again.
 
“Come on, Ember.” Rath held out his hand. “We've tarried too long. The Corrupter could return at any moment.”
 
I took his hand and let him draw me into an embrace. “Can I still call you Rath?”
 
Wraith Lord Ratharin looked down at me and smiled. “Yes. Now, close your eyes.”
 
I closed my eyes.
 




Chapter Four
I could feel Rath's thick shoulders under my hands. I clung to them. And yet, they weren't the same. I would have opened my eyes to see why he suddenly felt cold and a little squishy, for lack of a better word. But I knew why. I also knew what I'd see—Rath, but not Rath. A shadow version of him billowing with Spirit Magic. Tendrils of his wraithform would be trailing through the air around us, maybe even touching me.
 
Nope, I wasn't ready for that shit.
 
“Ember, you can open your eyes,” Rath said.
 
“Are you sure?” I squished my eyes tighter.
 
He chuckled. “Yes, I'm sure. We're in the antechamber of the Emperor's living quarters.”
 
“We're in the Emperor's living quarters?!” My eyes blasted open.
 
Nex snorted as I spun away from Rath to look around. Antechamber, my ass. The room was bigger than my house, with a polished stone floor and pale walls that surged up to the high ceiling in sections divided by elaborate plaster moldings. Within those rectangular sections of wall, landscapes had been painted. The artwork was exquisite, beyond anything I'd ever seen before, and they weren't even on canvas. If the Emperor ever moved, he wouldn't be able to take them with him. Still, I couldn't focus on the paintings for long. The ceiling drew my stare, with lanterns that shone brighter than any amount of candles could. And the light was a crisp white, not the golden glow of flames.
 
“What's lighting that . . .  that lantern?” I asked as I pointed upward.
 
“It's called a chandelier,” Rath said. “Magic lights it.”
 
I swung my head toward him. “You use magic to light your house?”
 
“Well, this is the Emperor's house, but yes.”
 
I blinked. “Oh. Right.” Then I frowned. “We just poofed here.”
 
“Faded,” he said.
 
“Yeah, that. The Corrupter does the same thing.”
 
“No, he does not,” Rath said firmly. “He uses Death Magic to travel, we use Spirit.”
 
“Still, can't he Death Magic himself here?”
 
“No, we have wards around the palace and our citadel that protect us against Death Magic.”
 
“Wards?”
 
“They're like invisible shields,” Nex said. “No Death Magic can get past them.”
 
“Oh.” I processed that, thinking about the shield my magic had set around me to protect me from corruption. It had to be similar. “That's reassuring. Why don't you put those wards around all the villages and cities?”
 
“It takes a lot of magic to cast and maintain a ward,” Rath said. “We couldn't possibly maintain wards around all the villages and cities in the world.”
 
“Oh.”
 
“He will see you now,” someone said.
 
I turned toward the sound of the voice and saw Nex standing before a very tall, highly decorated door. The door was open and a man in a fancy outfit stood in the doorway. He looked at me, frowned, then bowed and waved Nex past him.
 
“Are you two ready or did you need more time to admire chandeliers and discuss wards?” Nex asked.
 
I gave him my fuck-off face as Rath and I walked over. The uniformed man kept bowing as Nex and Rath went by, but straightened when I drew abreast of him. It felt very pointed to me. Like he was trying to subtly tell me that I didn't belong there.
 
As if I didn't know.
 
A few steps past the door, I stopped walking. We were in a hallway, just a corridor. But it was the grandest hallway I'd ever been in. As wide as my living room and at least four stories tall, the passageway had a single rug running down the center of it, and it went on for a good hundred feet. I couldn't imagine how long that rug took to weave. And then there were the walls, covered in rich mahogany paneling and adorned with pieces of glass sculpture that did double duty as lanterns. They were formed to resemble exotic flowers and lit with that magic fire. Everything there, even the door handles, was nicer than anything I'd ever owned.
 
“Ember?” Rath slid into my view.
 
I blinked. “Sorry.” I cleared my throat in embarrassment when I saw the snooty servant's expression go disdainful. I think he was a Ladrin. He had that savage look about him that a lot of beast-shifters had—as if, despite his fine clothes and snobbishness, he could, at any moment, become an animal and go for my throat.
 
Rath followed my stare to the man and glowered. The servant immediately looked away.
 
“It's really pretty in here,” I murmured as I started walking.
 
“Yeah, it's all right,” Nex said. “The throne room is impressive, but the King only uses it for big events.” He looked at the servant to ask, “Where's he at today?”
 
“In his study, my lord,” the man said.
 
“Oh, well.” Nex shrugged. “His study is nice enough I guess.”
 
The servant's eyes widened in affront, and I grinned at Nex.
 
Nex winked at me.
 
Rath glowered at Nex.
 
I stared at Rath. Was there something between us? Maybe he just felt grateful for what I'd done and was trying to look after me. What were the odds that this gorgeous, Varraen Wraith Lord was into men, humans, and me? The odds grew significantly less with each of those particulars. Especially the last one. I ran my hand through my hair, shoving my long bangs back. I knew the color was nice, my dark locks going well with my blue eyes, but beyond that, I wasn't sure if I was attractive.
 
The only love affairs I've had were of the secret variety. Not that I messed with married men. No, my lovers wanted to keep us a secret because of who I am. The strange one. The man no one really knew. The outsider among them. After my parents died, there was no one to tie me to the community. I interacted with people minimally, as I'd been taught, and in a small town, that makes people wary. I suppose it was a point in my favor that the lovers I had wanted me badly enough to risk being with me, even if only in secret. And I preferred the secrecy because it gave me a reason to not get close to them. I couldn't get close to anyone.
 
But that was in the past. I could have a real relationship now. But with Rath?
 
No, Rath wasn't interested in me, no matter what Nex said. That was just male teasing, probably magnified among warriors. I would not stare into Rath's eyes adoringly like some besotted fool. Nope, not doing it. Oh, fuck, I did it.
 
“There's nothing to be afraid of,” Rath whispered.
 
“Huh?” I scowled.
 
“You're worried, I can tell. Don't fret over meeting the Emperor. He's a good man. A fair one. You don't have to be afraid of him.”
 
“Oh!” I cleared my throat. “I . . . thanks.”
 
“Of course.” He laid a hand on my back and urged me forward. “And we'll be with you.”
 
“All right.”
 
I determinedly stopped gawking as the servant led us down the hallway, around a corner, down another long hallway, and then to a closed door. He knocked softly, waited for a muffled call to enter, then opened the door and went inside.
 
The servant's voice carried out to us, “Wraith Lords Nexhavaren and Ratharin are here, Your Imperial Majesty. With a guest.”
 
“Yes, show them in,” a deep voice said.
 
The servant exited, then bowed. “You may go in.”
 
Nex swept past the man, slapped him on the shoulder, and said, “Thanks.”
 
The guy was still grimacing when Rath and I walked by. He closed the door behind us.
 
Do not gawk. Do not gawk. Do not gawk, I chanted in my mind as I glanced around.
 
One look was all I allowed myself. The study was more like a library, with a desk at one end, a fireplace at the other, and a horde of books lining the shelves between. Dark wood, moss-green velvet, and marble-topped tables. The hardwood floor was covered by precisely placed area rugs, woven with intricate designs, and every piece of wood was carved, even the ceiling beams. Yep, I got all that in one glance. Then I saw him.
 
“Holy shit,” I whispered.
 
I knew the Emperor was Varraen and that he had purple hair—it's the reason the shade is called royal purple. But that was all I knew about him. That meager description failed to impart his masculine beauty. The sheer perfection of his face. The lines of his powerful body. The Corrupter was beautiful in an almost feminine way, but the Emperor . . . he was the apex of masculine handsomeness. The absolute tippy top of Mt. Good Looking. His face was what every male face wished it could be. A nose not too wide or too long, just right. Blunt tip to go with his square jaw. High cheekbones. Deep purple brows arching over eyes the color of ancient gold.
 
His hair wasn't just purple either. It flowed in a wavy river over his broad shoulders, lightening as it went until it became lavender. A hint of his sculpted chest peeped through the V of his tunic—a surprisingly simple, black tunic—but with the way the material clung to him, I could easily imagine what the rest of him looked like. Then he stood up.
 
“Dear Goddess,” I whimpered.
 
A little line appeared between the Emperor's brows as his stare settled on my face. He came around his massive desk and cocked his head at me. But I couldn't process the quizzical look he gave me. I was too fascinated by his height—a good foot taller than Varraen were supposed to get. The man was enormous in the best possible way. I would have happily climbed that mountain of a man or worshiped at his feet.
 
“Oh, shit! Am I supposed to kneel?” I blurted.
 
The Emperor of Varr burst into laughter, his hair dancing around him as his face became even more handsome.
 
“No, you don't have to kneel,” Rath said. “Your Imperial Majesty, this is Ember . . .” He looked at me. “Uh, what's your surname?”
 
“I'm Ember Aldritch of Fress, Your Imperial Majesticness.” I bowed. “It's a great honor to meet you.”
 
The Emperor chuckled again and took my hand to shake it. “It's a pleasure to meet you too, Ember Aldritch.” Then he looked at Rath and Nex. “Although, I'm not sure why I'm meeting you.”
 
“Sire, this man, this human, was at the village we were just summoned to,” Rath said.
 
“He has magic!” Nex blurted.
 
Grimacing, Rath shook his head.
 
“Magic?” The Emperor stopped smiling. “What kind of magic?”
 
“All of them, Your Majesty,” Rath said. “All but Spirit, we think.”
 
“You think? You don't know if he has Spirit?”
 
“He did not display any Spirit Magic.”
 
“But he used all the other elements?”
 
“Yes, Sire,” Nex said. “And he turned the Corrupter into a statue!”
 
“Could you let me finish my report, Nex?” Rath growled.
 
“A statue?” The Emperor went still. “Are you saying he's dead?”
 
“No, Your Imperial Majesty,” Rath said. “I was engaged in combat with the Corrupter when Ember stepped in and assisted me. Afterward, he told me that he sensed I would die without his aid.”
 
“He what?” Nex gaped from Rath to me. “You saved Rath's life?”
 
I shrugged. “It was just a feeling. I was probably wrong.”
 
“I believe your feelings are accurate and should be heeded, Ember,” Rath said to me. Then he returned to his report, “Ember launched a collected elemental attack that swept the Corrupter up, coating him in Earth, Water, Air, and Fire.” He glared Nex into silence when he started to speak, then hurried on, “The combination of magic produced a strange effect. The Corrupter was coated in clay that hardened into a shell. He was briefly restrained by this shell, and while—”
 
“While he was a statue, the corrupted humans were freed!” Nex declared, unable to restrain himself any longer.
 
The Emperor leveled a grim stare on me and said the strangest thing I'd heard that day, “It's you.”
 




Chapter Five
“Sire?” Rath was scowling.
 
Nex made confused sounds.
 
I just stood there, frozen. Unblinking.
 
“Let's sit down.” The Emperor waved at a collection of seats near the fireplace.
 
“No,” I said.
 
“No?” The Emperor lifted his brows.
 
“I mean . . . what did you mean, Your Imperialness?”
 
“It's Imperial Majesty,” Nex whispered. “What's so hard about that?” Then he grunted when Rath elbowed him in the gut.
 
“What did you mean when you said it's me, Your Imperial Majesty?” I rephrased. “What's me?”
 
“I've been waiting a long time for you, Ember,” the Emperor said gently. “Please, let's sit down. This is a complicated story.”
 
“All right,” I whispered.
 
The Emperor selected a chair beside the fireplace, one angled toward the others. As soon as he sat down, it went from being an ordinary armchair to a throne. He leaned against the high back, then waved at the couch and the other armchair. I sat down on the couch, Rath sat beside me, and Nex took the chair to our right.
 
“When the Corrupter first attacked our world, I ate the starfruit for the second time,” the Emperor began.
 
“The second time, Sire?” Rath asked.
 
“Yes. I first ate the fruit when I was a young man. I came across a starfruit tree and something inspired me to pluck a fruit and eat it. My soul left my body and ventured to the Goddess's realm. The Goddess was waiting for me. She urged me to unite Varr under one rule, and warned me that it was the only way our world would survive.”
 
Rath and Nex nodded as if they knew the story, but I didn't, and the Emperor seemed to know that, focusing on me as he spoke.
 
“She returned me to my body with a new magic—Spirit. That magic helped me become Emperor. Previously, attempts at uniting Varr failed because of distance. It's difficult to rule a continent thousands of miles away from yours, much less all the continents of the world. But with Spirit came the ability to fade, and that allowed me to not only assign rulers beneath me but to also check on them regularly. Our world finally knew peace. But then the Corrupter appeared, and Spirit wasn't enough to defeat him. So, after months of fighting him and his Corrupted alone, I became desperate for a solution.”
 
“You fought the Corrupter alone?” I asked.
 
“Yes. I had an army, but none of them could fade as I did, and the Corrupter used his Death Magic to appear all over Varr, leading armies he sent ahead. I never knew where he'd be, so even finding him became difficult. Finally, I turned to the Goddess for assistance.” The Emperor smiled softly. “I prayed and was inspired to eat the fruit once more. Just as she had the first time, the Goddess drew me to her realm. I asked for her guidance, and she told me to send men to her—warriors who were willing to face death and darkness to save their world. She instructed me on the procedures of training and preparing soldiers to seek her, and promised me that those she judged worthy would receive a dose of the magic she had once given me. I was disappointed when the first Wraith Lords were made. They were unable to unite the elements with Spirit, as I could. But they could fade, so I led them against the Corrupter, and that's when I learned that their Spirit Magic had aspects mine did not. They couldn't unite the elements, but they could clean the corruption from humans. In short, they were better equipped to fight the Corrupter than me.”
 
Nex and Rath exchanged wide-eyed looks. Evidently, this was a part of the story they'd never heard, but I noticed their surprise out of the corner of my eye. I was focused on the Emperor.
 
“So, the Goddess creates the Wraith Lords?” I asked.
 
“She gives the worthy Spirit Magic, empowering them to take wraithform, fade, and free the Corrupted, but she doesn't create them,” the Emperor said. “These men,”—he motioned at Nex and Rath—“underwent rigorous training in magical arts, warfare, and meditation before they were allowed to seek the Goddess. They forged themselves into the finest warriors on Varr, and the Goddess blessed them for it.”
 
I looked at Rath. “I see that.” Then I looked back at the Emperor. “I have not forged myself.”
 
“Nonetheless, the Goddess has given you magic, Ember,” the Emperor said. “You were born with it, were you not?”
 
“Yes, Sire.”
 
“And you've used it often?”
 
“In private.” I shrugged. “When I could.”
 
The Emperor nodded. “It has been with you before your birth, leading you.”
 
I made a strangled sound.
 
“What is it?” The Emperor asked.
 
“I . . . yes, Your Imperial Majesty. It, uh, I think it speaks to me. It's how I avoided corruption.”
 
“Avoided?”
 
“Yes, Sire. The Corrupter had me. He was trying to infect me. I felt his evil seeping into me. It paralyzed me. But then my chest began to tingle.”
 
“Tingle?” Nex asked.
 
I glanced at him. “Yes, tingle. The tingling spread over my body, creating a barrier that pushed the evil away. I think it became a ward, like the one around your palace. And it freed me. That's when Lord Nex and Lord Rath arrived. The Corrupter went to face them, and I had this feeling that Rath was about to die. That's when I attacked the Corrupter.”
 
“I see,” the Emperor murmured. “Yes, that makes perfect sense. Humans are susceptible to the Corrupter because of their lack of magic. You, however, have magic. Therefore, you are like us, incorruptible. But it's more than that. Your magic speaks to you, Ember. It speaks in its own way. Thank the Goddess, you listened.”
 
“And thank the Goddess you listened as well, Your Imperial Majesty,” I said. “If you hadn't, we would have no defense against the Corrupter.”
 
“Indeed,” the Emperor said. “All those years ago, the Goddess told me it would be a long, difficult war. The Corrupter accepted Death into him, and conquering Death is never easy. She said that my efforts and those of the warriors she blessed would not be enough to destroy him. But there would come a day when the Corrupter's weakness would be revealed and his own magic turned against him. The Goddess said that a man would come to me, a man with the power to end the war. He would be of the race that the Corrupter corrupts. A human.”
 
As the Wraith Lords gaped from the Emperor to me, I asked, “Me? You think I'm the one who can end the war?”
 
“Not alone,” the Emperor said. “You will help us to conquer the Corrupter.”
 
“I don't know. I . . . how did I get magic? And why me?”
 
“Magic seems limitless. As if it has no rules,” the Emperor mused. “But it does. There is no taking without giving. No strength without weakness.”
 
“I don't understand.”
 
“Think of magic like energy. If I push you, my energy is transferred to you.” The Emperor leaned over to lightly shove my shoulder, and I swayed into Rath.
 
Rath steadied me, then slid his hand down and left it there, pressed between the couch and my low back. I glanced at him, but he was staring at the Emperor.
 
“Are you saying that the Corrupter gave me this power?” I asked.
 
“In a way, yes.”
 
“In what way?”
 
The Emperor chuckled. “When energy is transferred, it has the potential to change. My push became your sway. The Corrupter has been casting his energy into your people for centuries now. And your people have been taking that energy and transferring it to their children. Altering it with each generation. Condensing it. Even those who have never been touched by corruption have a piece of the Corrupter inside them. It has gathered, flowing through your race until it settled in you, Ember. You have claimed the magic and changed Death into Life . . . Spirit.”
 
“See!” Nex waved his hand at Rath. “I told you he has Spirit Magic.”
 
“You said he might have Spirit Magic,” Rath corrected. Then he looked at the Emperor to say, “But Spirit only comes from the Goddess.”
 
“And Death takes us to her,” the Emperor said. “Death and Spirit are two sides of the same coin, Ratharin. The Corrupter has tossed Ember a coin, but it has fallen with the opposite side up.”
 
“That's a lot of metaphors to follow,” I muttered. “Let's just be plain about this. You believe that I can kill the Corrupter. Is that right?”
 
“I believe that you will help us kill him,” the Emperor said. “Perhaps it will be you who delivers the death blow or perhaps it will simply be your magic that weakens him enough for a Wraith Lord to kill him. I don't know. But I do know you are the one the Goddess spoke of all those years ago. Will you help us, Ember?”
 
“You're asking me?”
 
“No one should be forced to fight. If you don't wish to help us, I understand. Truly, I do. You can say no, and one of these men will take you home. But if you say yes, I promise to give you every advantage possible. You will have the best mages training you. And should you wish it, the best swordsmen.” He glanced at Rath, then added, “And a mentor to look after you.”
 
I glanced at Rath, and he nodded.
 
“I've already tried to kill the Corrupter once,” I said. “I'll gladly try again. That's not what my hesitation is about.”
 
“Then what is it?” Rath asked.
 
“I . . . I can't be the one. That's just not who I am. I'm not special. I'm just a guy who happens to have a bit of magic.”
 
The Emperor chuckled. “Oh, is that what you are, Ember?”
 
“You told me you believed you were destined for greatness,” Rath said.
 
“I said my mother believed that, but I only hoped. I wanted my life to have meaning, for there to be a reason for my magic. But as much as she believed that, I still couldn't save her. Or my father.”
 
The Emperor sobered. “I'm so sorry about your parents. How did they die?”
 
“A Ladrin attack,” I whispered. “One of their cleansings.”
 
“Damn it all!” the Emperor cursed as he looked at his Wraith Lords. “I thought we'd stopped those?”
 
“There's only so much we can do, Sire,” Nex said. “Unless we catch them in the act, we can't prove that they're guilty. And we've been stretched thin as it is, countering the Corrupter's attacks.”
 
“I don't blame the Wraith Lords,” I said. “It's my fault my parents died. I was gone that day. Out fishing. Fucking fishing!” I snarled and shook my head. “I was so pleased with myself because I figured out a way to use Water Magic to drive the fish to me.” I slumped to add, “I never did eat those fish. I dropped them when I heard the screams. My mother's screams.”
 
“Fuck,” Rath whispered and lifted his arm, the one still behind me, to grasp my shoulder and pull me in against his side. “I'm so sorry, Ember.”
 
“I think the Goddess kept you away that day,” the Emperor said. “Untrained, you may have died. All of your potential wasted. But she saved you so that you could save Lord Ratharin today, and he could bring you to me. We will train you, Ember. You will never feel powerless again.” He reached over and laid a hand on my shoulder. “You will avenge your parents against the true evil behind their murders—the Corrupter. You will help us save the entire world.”
 
“You don't have to convince me, Your Imperial Majesty.” I squared my shoulders and said, “If you want me, I'm in.”
 




Chapter Six
From nobody to a Goddess-chosen hero in a few hours. My mind reeled as Rath led me away from the King's study. Nex was talking again, but I wasn't listening. I kept hearing the Emperor say those fateful words; it's you. Was it truly me? Was I the man the Goddess had foretold? I had to be. I was a human with magic. There weren't exactly a lot of us running around. As in, I was it. And yet, I didn't feel special. My whole life had changed. I should feel something, right? I finally had a purpose, the destiny my mother foretold.
 
“Ember?” Rath's voice summoned me back from my thoughts.
 
“Huh?” I looked around the hallway we were in, the wealth just background now, and then at him.
 
“I said, we'll be taking you to the Wraith Citadel now.”
 
“Yeah. All right.”
 
“Nex, meet us outside,” Rath said.
 
“What?” Nex looked from Rath to me. “Oh. Sure.” He grinned knowingly and left.
 
As he walked away, Rath grabbed my hand and pulled me into a room. He took a quick look around, shut the door, then took my face in his hands. My heart raced, thinking he might kiss me, hoping he would. But he only stared at me, his gaze searching my eyes, then sliding over my face.
 
“Are you all right?” Rath finally asked as he lowered his hands. “You look a little strange.”
 
I made a sharp, shocked laugh. “Am I all right? Sure. I'm great! I'm the only man who can save the entire world, something predicted by the Goddess herself, and the Emperor is counting on me to do . . . I don't know what. Yup, I'm just fantastic.”
 
Rath nodded. “It's a lot to put on your shoulders.”
 
“I meant what I said; I'm all in. I want to do this. I just . . .”
 
“You don't believe in yourself?”
 
I shrugged. “I've been hiding who I am for so long that it's hard to make a complete turnaround and not only reveal my magic but also have confidence in what I can do. I just need some time. I'll be fine.”
 
“Yes, you will. More than fine, I'm sure.” His hand returned to my face and slid up my cheek, into my hair.
 
I froze. Oh, please, please, please, Goddess. Let him kiss me. My heart went back to its rapid thudding, and I couldn't look away from Rath's amazing eyes. Yes, the Emperor had purple hair, but I preferred the color for eyes. I liked Rath's flawed beauty. That sexy scar that he shouldn't have. Immortals, as far as I knew, didn't scar. And his lips, firm but plush. Not too plump, just right. I'd give anything to feel them on mine.
 
“You are not alone,” Rath finally said and squeezed my scalp gently. “You have me to help you through this. I'm going to mentor you.”
 
I didn't say anything.
 
Rath blinked. “Unless you'd prefer Nex.”
 
“No!” I shouted. Then I cleared my throat. “I mean, no. I want you.”
 
Rath's grin at my outburst softened with my last words. “Do you?” He leaned down and nudged my forehead with his. “Good to know.”
 
Then he took my hand and drew me back into the hallway. As I inwardly groaned and mentally tore apart every second of what had just happened between us, Rath led me out of the Imperial Castle to an orderly courtyard where Nex waited for us. Stone walls surged up before us, broken by towers tipped in gold. The Emperor's flag flew from every tower—a stylized black tree emblazoned on a purple background. Armored men walked the ledge atop those walls, keeping watch both outside the castle and over the courtyard.
 
I looked back at Rath. Desire is a funny thing. I was on the cusp of becoming a new man, learning how to use my magic properly and possibly help the Wraith Lords fight the Corrupter, and all I could think about was the way Rath held my hand. Tight but not constricting. And the way he had rubbed against me like a cat. Who does that? Why? He wanted me, right? That was him teasing me. It had to be. Why the fuck hadn't he just kissed me?!
 
“Are you ready?” Rath asked.
 
“I, uh . . .” I looked from him to Nex, who grinned at me. “Yes, I'm ready.” Deciding to be bold, I wrapped my arms around Rath without his prompting.
 
“See you there,” Rath said to Nex.
 
“Yup,” was all Nex said before he turned into a wraith.
 
Then Wraith Lord Rath tucked his head over mine, enveloped me in his arms, and whispered, “Hold on tightly, little spark.”
 




Chapter Seven
The Imperial Castle was stunning. Captivating. Just like its owner. Wraith Citadel also mirrored the men who lived there. It was imposing, a fortress as opposed to a palace, but a grand one. We stepped out of the citadel's arrival chamber and into an entry hall with arched ceilings at least a hundred feet high. A stained glass, circular window, set in the wall across from us, between a double staircase, sent colored patterns across the gray stone floor, and suits of Wraith Lord armor stood vigil against the walls. Everything was stone and carved to excess. The only rock not covered in dizzying designs were the floor tiles, but they were half covered by a red runner as if embarrassed of their plainness.
 
A few broad-shouldered men strode through the entry. They nodded at Nex and Rath, then cast frowns in my direction. Nex only grinned at them and strode to a chain that hung along the right wall. He yanked it, and above him, a massive bell clanged. The sound echoed outward and upward. Soon the clamor was joined by the sound of heavy footsteps.
 
“What's going on?” I asked Rath.
 
“We have to introduce you to the Lords,” he said.
 
“Oh. Good.” I swallowed.
 
“Steady.” He pressed a palm against my back. “You won't have to say much if anything.”
 
“Uh-huh.”
 
Rath chuckled.
 
“Come on, people!” Nex shouted as he let go of the chain. “Hurry up. We've got big news! Everyone in the dining hall, now!” Then he waved us after the flow of muscular men moving through a doorway on our left. “You want to do the honors or shall I?”
 
“Go ahead. You'll only talk over me anyway,” Rath said.
 
“Aw, you know me so well.” Nex winked. “Come along, Ember.” He grabbed my hand and yanked me away from Rath.
 
Rath glowered at that, then quickened his pace to draw abreast of me. As we entered the crowd, he angled his body to save me from getting jostled. Nex didn't get jostled; he did the jostling as he navigated us down the length of a massive room, all stone like the last, though a touch less ornate. It was rectangular, lit with magical lanterns that hung from the arched ceiling on long chains and had two rows of wooden dining tables running down the length, one to either side of the aisle we strode.
 
At the end of the rows of tables was an open area with a long buffet table running along the far wall. Nex took me to stand before the buffet table and turned with me to face the crowd. Rath stepped up beside me and laid a supportive hand on my shoulder. He faced the crowd as well, but his expression wasn't as welcoming as Nex's. More of a warning than a welcome.
 
“Wraith Lords!” Nex shouted. “Today is the day the war turns in our favor.”
 
“Get on with it, Nex,” a Dhon man said, his curled, ram-horns glinting like jet in the crisp light. He caught me staring at him and smirked.
 
I looked away, my gaze skittering over the mass of men before me. Their bodies were all honed to perfection, pushing the limits of the muscles they'd been born with. Despite their titles, they wore simple clothes and worn boots on their feet. These were soldiers, but also Spirit mages. Men chosen by the Emperor and blessed by the Goddess to defend our world. And it showed. In the hard lines of their jaws. In the breadth of their biceps. In the way they looked at me as if I had better impress them or be instantly forgotten. They didn't need fine clothes to declare their status. They were the Wraith Lords; their supremacy was absolutely unmistakable.
 
“Oh, fuck off, Keltyr,” Nex said to the Dhon's heckling. “You may be wondering why Rath and I are standing here with a human.”
 
“No shit,” someone growled. “What the fuck, Nex? We don't do tours.”
 
“I'm getting to it, Veker,” Nex huffed. “Rath and I were summoned to a human village earlier today. During the battle, this human saved Rath's life.” Nex paused, letting that sink in, then added, “With magic. All the elements.”
 
The Wraith Lords muttered and moved like an angry herd of beasts.
 
Someone called out, “Bullshit.”
 
“Ease down, everyone,” a tall, broad-shouldered man bulging with muscles pushed his way to the front. “We don't have time for games, you two.”
 
Silver hair streamed down the man's back, though he appeared to be no older than me. And when he looked my way, I noticed that he had a pair of silver eyes and silver scales at his temples to match the hair. I glanced at the gold scales on Nex's temples, then back at the silver man. A member of the Silver Clan working with a member of the Gold Clan. How fascinating. I mean, I knew there were Wraith Lords from all the immortal races, barring the Delosar for obvious reasons. But to see them together was still startling. Not that I knew a lot about the immortal races of Varr. Only what I'd read in books. Maybe it was perfectly normal for Tytra from different clans to hang out together. But that's not what my books said.
 
“It's true, General,” Rath said to the silver-haired Tytra. “I watched this man wrap the Corrupter in the elements, coating him in a clay shell that briefly contained his magic. When he broke the shell, the Corrupter chose to flee instead of fight.”
 
“No fucking way,” Lord Keltyr strode forward, his long tail swishing behind him. “This guy?” He pointed at me. “This human contained the Corrupter?”
 
“He contained him so thoroughly that it broke his connection to the Corrupted and freed them,” Nex said.
 
“Bullshit,” someone said again.
 
“No, it's true,” Rath confirmed. “We have just returned from the Imperial Castle. We took Ember there to present him to the Emperor. And the Emperor has shared some history with us.”
 
“You've been to see the Emperor without me?” the General growled.
 
“We went straight from battle, General.”
 
Nex ignored the General and went on, “The Goddess told the Emperor that our strength wouldn't be enough to win the war.”
 
“So, what?” another Lord asked, this one a Ladrin. “This guy is supposed to win the fucking war for us? Sure, and songbirds are going to come flying out of my ass, singing 'The Ballad of Orime.'”
 
A good portion of the Wraith Lords chuckled, and some of them even started to sing the aforementioned song . . .
 
“Orime was a lovely girl, with hair the color of a barset pearl, and between her thighs, to my surprise, I found—”
 
“Shut it!” the General roared, putting an immediate end to the impromptu performance.
 
I would have been disappointed that the song ended before the good bit, but I was too busy having a terrible reaction to the Ladrin's presence. My hands started to shake. I couldn't look away from him. His platinum blond hair hung around his broad shoulders in shaggy glory, a testament to his absolute disdain for combs and also a hint at his other form. Ladrin were separated into clans like Tytra, but instead of the color of their beasts determining their clan, it was the type. The Wolf Clan had killed my parents and something about this man screamed wolf to me. He stood a few inches taller than the men around him, and his pale eyes wouldn't deign to fall upon me. I hated him instantly.
 
Yes, I know it was unfair. But, even if it wasn't his clan specifically, his race had killed my family and half of my village. He wasn't one of those racists, I hoped. He was a Wraith Lord. A man who defended humans. Again, I hoped. But as I stared at him, I heard my mother's screams.
 
Finally, the Ladrin shifted his gaze my way, caught me staring, and sneered, “What the fuck are you looking at, human?”
 
“Fuck you, Ladrin!” I shouted, suddenly overwhelmed by everything. Having a Ladrin get in my face was the last straw.
 
As Rath and Nex reached for me, their expressions full of horror, I flung a hand out at the Ladrin and blasted him with a column of air that sent him flying into his fellow Wraith Lords, taking a whole section of the room out like cut hay.
 
In the partial silence that followed—partial because there was some groaning from the men on the ground and sprawled over one of the tables—I shuddered and hunched forward, my breath coming raggedly and my furious stare still on the blond Ladrin. Rath and Nex had me by my biceps, their jaws on the floor. The rest of the Wraith Lords gaped at me as well, even the prone ones. Especially those.
 
The Ladrin got up and prowled forward, his eyes narrowed and his fingers curled into claws.
 
“Xaedren, his family was killed by Ladrin,” Rath hurried to say. “And he's had a long day. Stand down. Please.”
 
“The Wolf Clan killed my parents,” I said as I straightened and shook off Nex and Rath. “You're a wolf, aren't you?”
 
“Yeah, I'm of the Wolf Clan.” The Ladrin blinked. Glanced at Rath. Frowned. Looked at me. Then he stepped up to me and sniffed, bending his head, then lifting it as he inhaled. “Well, fuck. I hate it when someone makes me look like a dick.”
 
Nex snorted. “You always look like a dick, Xaedren. It's part of your charm. Now, back the fuck off. Like Rath said, the kid's had a hard day. He just found out he's the key to winning the war. Give him some space.”
 
Lord Xaedren grunted, then laid a hefty hand on my shoulder. “I'm sorry about your family. I have never approved of the cleansings.” Then he turned around and rejoined his fellow Lords, all of them standing once more.
 
I took a deep breath, then let it out on a shudder. “I'm sorry too. I shouldn't have done that. You just . . . surprised me.”
 
“Nah.” Lord Keltyr grinned. “That was fucking perfect. You proved yourself and put Xaedren in his place at the same time. Well done, kid.”
 
“My name is Ember,” I said.
 
“His name is Ember,” Keltyr repeated to the room, as if that were a revelation.
 
“No shit,” someone called out. “He's about to set this war on fire.”
 
“Welcome to Wraith Citadel, Ember,” the General said.
 
And just like that, I let go of my fear, anger, and doubt. I was welcome there. Holy shit.
 




Chapter Eight
More questions followed my acceptance, but Nex took care of most of them. While the Wraith Lords gathered around me, each one welcoming me with a pat on the back or by shaking my hand, a steady flow of Creen servants came into the room and deposited serving platters full of food on the buffet table behind me. Despite their short stature, or maybe because of it, the Creen wove through the crowd with ease, their little faces beaming, all of them pleased to be of service. I'd heard about Creen and how they were often hired as household staff, but I'd never met one, and I couldn't keep my attention from wandering to the little people, no more than three feet tall, with delicate antennae extending from their foreheads. Also, they were carrying food, and I was starving.
 
“Enough of this,” the General—whose name was Ranor—declared. “Let's eat!”
 
The Wraith Lords lined up at the left end of the buffet table, where empty plates were stacked, and went down the table, collecting their food, all nice and orderly. Rath led me to the front of the line, and the Lords let us cut in. He handed me a plate, and I scooped heaping helpings onto it. My mouth watered, then my stomach rumbled. There was roast beef, roasted chicken, and roasted pig. A lot of roasting going on in the citadel kitchen. Then there were vegetable dishes like buttered turnips, candied carrots, and sauteed mushrooms. And, to sop up the gravy, there were baskets of freshly baked bread.
 
Rath chuckled when he saw my pile of food and set a chunk of warm bread atop it. “This way, little spark. Try not to lose any of that along the way.”
 
“Do I have to be a little spark?” I asked. “Isn't that implied?”
 
“All right. Spark it is.” Rath waved me to a table.
 
“Thanks.” I sat down at one end, opposite him, and dug in.
 
“How about Sparky?” Nex asked as he joined us, taking a seat beside Rath. “I had a dog named Sparky once.”
 
I scowled at him as I chewed.
 
“Some wine for you, my lords.” A Creen woman set tankards down before us.
 
“Thank you,” I murmured around my food and tried not to stare at her pale antennae.
 
She beamed at me and hurried off.
 
Washing down the food with a long drink of watered wine, I groaned. Then I set the tankard down and set back into my meal. In between bites, I admired the weapons hung on the walls in artistic arrangements, not at all surprised that the Wraith Lords used them as art.
 
“You really are hungry,” Rath said.
 
“Mm-hmm,” I kept shoveling food in my mouth. “This is so good. What did they do to this chicken?”
 
“I think they put it on a spit.”
 
“I take it you're not a good cook?” Nex asked.
 
“Terrible.” I rolled my eyes. “I haven't eaten this good since . . .” I trailed off.
 
“Since your parents passed?” Rath asked.
 
I nodded.
 
“Not all Ladrin are bad.” Rath glanced over his shoulder at Lord Xaedren, who sat at a table across the aisle from us. “Xaedren can be gruff, but that's true about all of us. It comes with the job. He's a good man.”
 
My chewing slowed, and I looked over at Lord Xaedren. As if he sensed my attention, he looked up, met my stare, and nodded. I nodded back.
 
“He certainly handled my, uh . . .”
 
“You knocking him on his ass?” Nex offered. “Yeah, he handled that well. Thanks to Rath's intervention.”
 
“As I said, he's a good man. He has to be; he's a Wraith Lord.” Rath said. “We've been selected by the Goddess specifically for our virtues.”
 
“About that,” I said. “What happens if someone eats the starfruit, but the Goddess doesn't like him?”
 
“He dies.”
 
“Have many men died trying to become Wraith Lords?”
 
Rath's expression tightened.
 
“A few,” Nex answered. “One was a friend of ours.”
 
“I'm sorry,” I said.
 
“I thought he was worthy, but the Goddess didn't agree,” Rath murmured. “He must have harbored evil in his heart.”
 
We ate in silence for a few minutes, then I said, “Maybe I shouldn't take your word for it that Lord Xaedren's a good man.”
 
Rath blinked as he met my stare, his expression horrified.
 
My lips twitched.
 
Nex snorted a laugh. “Rath is saying that he assumes Xaedren's a good guy because the Goddess chose him. His opinion has nothing to do with it.” He leaned over the table to add, “They don't hang out. Xaedren's a bit too rough around the edges for Rath.”
 
“Oh. Sorry, I was just trying to lighten the mood, but that was in poor taste.”
 
“It's all right,” Rath said. “I appreciate your attempt at levity.”
 
“Scoot down,” a chipper voice said.
 
I looked up to find the Dhon man, Lord Keltyr, standing beside me, looking perky despite his horns. “Oh. Uh.”
 
“Just sit there, Kel.” Rath waved at the open spot on my right.
 
“I like the end.”
 
“Everyone likes the end. Fucking deal or go sit at that end.” Nex waved at the other side of the table.
 
“But my tail needs space, and I want to sit by Ember.” Keltyr's tail rose, and its sleek blunt tip stroked my arm. “Pretty please.”
 
Blushing, I scooted down a spot.
 
“Thanks.” Keltyr sat down, but his bulk was more than I expected, and he ended up pressed against me. I started to scoot further away, but his tail curled around me, and he leaned down to ask, “You afraid of me, Ember?”
 
“Uh, no?”
 
“You don't sound certain.” He grinned, his teeth white against his tan skin and his blue eyes sparkling. “I don't bite.” He leaned down further to whisper in my ear, “Unless you want me to.”
 
I blushed hotter. “Uh.” I cleared my throat.
 
“Leave him alone, Kel,” Rath growled.
 
“Why?” The end of his tail tickled my cheek. “Am I making you uncomfortable, Ember?”
 
“A little, yes,” I admitted.
 
Keltyr laughed boisterously, pushed me further down the bench with his body, then slid back to where he was. “I'm just teasing you. Are you not into men?”
 
“Actually, I am.” I glanced at Rath, then back at my food. “Exclusively.”
 
“Ah, I see.” Keltyr looked from me to Rath. “I'm a little too late.”
 
“I'm his mentor, by the Emperor's request,” Rath said. “That's all.”
 
My chest constricted. I tried to meet Rath's gaze, but he looked away. Had I misinterpreted everything? I replayed our conversation back at the Imperial Castle in my mind. I had said I wanted Rath, meaning as my mentor, but he had grinned when he said “Good to know,” making it seem as if he was taking it in a different way. A more intimate way. I thought it was obvious that he was interested in me. But now, it looked as if I was wrong. It wouldn't be the first time. My shoulders slumped as I looked down at my food.
 
“Oh? So, you haven't claimed him?” Keltyr took a bite of bread as he slung an arm around my shoulders. “You hear that? You're still up for grabs. And I'm grabby.”
 
“I'm not ready to be grabbed.” I shrugged off his arm and tail. “Thank you all the same for the compliment.”
 
“You sure? I can do amazing things with my tail.” He waggled his brows at me. “And you can use my horns as handles. Wanna go for a ride?”
 
I cocked my head at him. “Does that mean you're a bottom?”
 
Keltyr blinked. “No.” He frowned. “Did I word that wrong? You'd be riding my cock, not my ass.”
 
I'm a pretty open person when it comes to sex. Nothing to be embarrassed about. But the way Lord Keltyr spoke about it was so blatant and unexpected, especially in the middle of a dining hall, that it startled me. Or maybe it was because it had been a long time since someone had propositioned me in public. As in, it had never happened.
 
“Wow,” I said. “I guess this is what happens when the only women around are servants.”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“He means you are an uncouth ass,” Rath said. “Now leave him be. He isn't interested.”
 
“I think he is.” Keltyr slid a look my way. “He wouldn't be blushing if he wasn't.”
 
“I'm not blushing,” I protested.
 
But Keltyr was right. I found him attractive, and those horns fascinated me almost as much as his prehensile tail. Naughty thoughts of him using that tail in bed filled my mind, and I felt like a traitor for thinking it with Rath sitting a foot away. But Rath had just announced that he wasn't interested in me. So why was I pushing Keltyr away? Maybe because I'd spoken the truth when I said I wasn't ready. And I didn't like how Keltyr went directly to sex, no getting to know me first.
 
“You're very handsome,” I said. “But I've just arrived, and I'd like some time to settle in before I go for a ride with anyone. I don't do casual sex.”
 
“Fair enough.” Keltyr nodded. “You need to check out your options first. I get it.” He nudged my shoulder with his. “But just to be clear. You're a bottom, right?”
 
I cleared my throat. Don't look at Rath. Don't look! I looked. “Yes.”
 
Rath glanced at me, then focused on his food.
 
“Excellent! Those are in demand around here.” Keltyr flicked my earlobe with his tail, then withdrew it. “I'll check back with you later. Oh, and you can call me Kel.”
 
“All right.”
 
“He'll need to focus on his training for now,” Rath said. “The Emperor is sending his best mages to teach Ember. They'll arrive tomorrow.”
 
“He can't train constantly,” Nex said. “Let the kid have some fun. He hasn't been able to be honest with anyone, like, ever. Hiding his magic must have been hard, especially in relationships.”
 
“Is that true?” Keltyr looked at me, his expression softening.
 
“I'm a human with magic,” I said. “It's not something I could tell people about. My parents feared that I'd be persecuted. So, yeah, I kept to myself rather than worrying about accidentally revealing my magic.”
 
“I'm sorry. That sounds lonely.” Keltyr put his arm around me again, but this time, it was only companionable. “But now you're free. Everyone here knows who you are and what you can do, and we're thrilled to have you with us. You're where you belong, Ember.”
 
I looked around the room, then smiled. “I think you're right.” I lifted my tankard. “To being where you belong.”
 
“To being where you belong,” the men echoed and thumped their tankards to mine.
 




Chapter Nine
I may have drunk a little too much, and combined with my exhaustion, it made for a loose tongue and low inhibitions. When Rath escorted me upstairs to help me find a room, I couldn't stop thinking about what he said to Keltyr. Normally, I wouldn't have said anything. I'd let it stew. Infect me. Build resentment. But not in the state I was in.
 
“This looks good,” Rath said as he stepped into a room. “And my room is just a few doors down.”
 
“And that matters because?” I closed the door.
 
Rath turned toward me, a line forming between his brows. “I think you're drunk. Come on, let's get you in bed.” He took my hand and led me to the huge bed.
 
“Oh, now you want to get me in bed?” I drawled. “I thought you were only my mentor?”
 
Rath chuckled, let go of my hand, and pulled back the blankets. “Lie down, Ember. Before you say something you'll regret tomorrow.”
 
“Like what?” I sat down on the mattress. “Should I not ask why you told Keltyr there's nothing between us?”
 
“No, you shouldn't.” Rath started to turn away, but I grabbed his hand.
 
“Is there nothing between us? I thought . . .” I shook my head and dropped his hand. “Was I wrong?”
 
Rath sighed. “It's been one day, Ember. We barely know each other.”
 
“That didn't stop Keltyr from propositioning me.”
 
The skin around his eyes twitched. “Keltyr propositions everyone.”
 
“So there is something between us?”
 
“I'm your mentor. We'll be great friends, I'm sure.”
 
“Friends? Is that all?”
 
“To be anything more would be unethical.”
 
“And you readily agreed to mentor me.”
 
“The Emperor asked it of me.”
 
“No, he didn't. He implied it, a bit. And honestly, if I'd known it would make you off limits, I would have chosen someone else.”
 
Rath's hand went to my face and cupped my cheek. His thumb brushed my lips. “There is something between us. But I cannot act on it.”
 
“Ugh!” I threw up my hands, shoving his away. “You're ridiculous!”
 
“Ridiculous?”
 
“Yes, ridiculous. I don't believe you.”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“I don't believe that's the only reason you don't want to have sex with me.”
 
“I never said I didn't want to have sex with you. I said it would be wrong.”
 
“Sure. Wrong. Just tell me the truth. You're not going to hurt my feelings. I mean, you might, but I'm a grown man, I can take it. And it's better if you tell me now before I start liking you even more.”
 
“Tell you the truth?”
 
“Yes. What's really holding you back? At the Imperial Castle, you seemed very interested. But then we get here, and you've suddenly had a change of heart.”
 
Rath clenched his jaw and looked away.
 
“Holy shit,” I whispered. “It's because I'm human, isn't it? You don't want all your buddies to know you'd lower yourself enough to fuck a human.”
 
He winced.
 
“You fucking racist.” I shook my head, so very disappointed in him. Yes, I had only known Rath for a day, but what he had shown me of himself had given me high expectations.
 
Rath jerked his head back toward me. “I'm not a racist. If I were a racist, I wouldn't even be attracted to you.”
 
“I don't think attraction is something anyone can control. But if you're not racist, then what exactly about my humanity do you not like?”
 
“Let it be, Ember.”
 
“No.” I stood up. “Tell me. I want to know. If it isn't some Varraen elitism, then what? Do I smell bad? Is there a human stench I don't know about? Huh? What?” I pushed his chest. “Go on, tell me the truth. Say it!”
 
“You're mortal!” Rath snarled.
 
I dropped back onto the bed, processing that quickly despite my inebriation. Mortal. And he was immortal. I would die one day while he would live forever. Not a good combination for a relationship. At least, not for a meaningful, lasting relationship.
 
“Oh,” was all I managed to say.
 
“Fuck,” he muttered and shook his head. “I'm sorry, Ember. I shouldn't have said that.”
 
“No, it's fine. It's the truth, and it's not so terrible.” I grimaced. “I mean, I'm not looking forward to dying, but I get it. You're immortal. I'm not. It's actually kind of sweet that you like me enough to think you could love me someday, that my death might hurt you. Or even watching me grow old. I'll take that as a compliment.”
 
“You should,” Rath whispered, his stare intense. “And maybe you're right about the racism thing, though I've never thought of it as such. I've never considered a human for a lover. I've just never been attracted to one, but maybe that's because I've never allowed myself to be. I'm sorry for that, and I'll try to be better. But I can't risk . . .” He waved a hand at me. “This.”
 
I nodded.
 
“I hope you'll still honor me with your friendship, Spark.”
 
“Sure. But maybe don't call me that anymore.”
 
“Of course,” he murmured. Then, “Goodnight, Ember.”
 
“Goodnight, Rath.”
 
He left, and I fell backward onto the bed to stare up at the damask canopy. I'd never had my hopes dashed so quickly before. And in such a nice way. But I was glad I had spoken up. If I hadn't, I would have gone on wondering what was between us and why Rath never acted upon it. I would have pined. I would have become bitter.
 
Now, I could move on.
 
Yep. Right after a good cry.
 




Chapter Ten
The next morning, I woke up in my new bed, in my new room, and in my new, well, if not home, residence. I hoped it would become a home, that the Wraith Lords might become like brothers to me.
 
A pounding came at my door. “Get up, kid!” a jovial voice called through the wood. “Time to break your fast.”
 
I stumbled out of bed, dressed only in my tunic, but it was long enough to cover the important bits, so I opened the door.
 
Nex was standing outside with a stack of clothes in his hands. He shoved the clothes at me and said, “Rath asked me to give you these. He's meeting with the mages, but he'll join us in the dining hall afterward.”
 
“Thanks.” I poked my head out into the corridor. “Uh. Where's the outhouse? Is it in the courtyard?”
 
“Outhouse?” Nex hooted. “You barbarian.” He swept past me and went to a door to his right. “We have bathrooms here. They come equipped with toilets.”
 
“Toilets?”
 
“Oh, dear Goddess.” Nex shook his head. “Come here, kid. Take a look.” He waved a hand into the room.
 
I went over and stepped into the connected space. Stone slabs covered the floor but there was also a table with a sink set in it, like you'd find in a kitchen, but the table was topped in marble. A shower stall stood just past it, lined in the same green marble. A huge tub, I assumed it was for bathing even though there was a shower, sat opposite the stall, in a bowed-out nook with windows.
 
Nex strode past me, waving at each section of the room as he labeled them, “Sink. Turn the taps to get water. Shower. The same goes for it. Bathtub. Again, just turn the handles and water comes out of the faucet. Left for hot and right for cold. And this, kid, is a toilet. Think of it as an in-house outhouse.”
 
He opened a door and waved into a tiny room that was still larger than most outhouses. Instead of a wooden seat with a hole in it, there was a white stone basin with an attached pedestal, a lid, and a boxy thing at the back. A gold handle protruded from the side of the back piece. I'd never seen anything like it.
 
“I go in that?” I asked in horror. “Inside the citadel? You guys shit in the same place you sleep, and you call me a barbarian?! You're disgusting!”
 
Nex burst out laughing. He laughed and laughed and laughed as I glared at him. Finally, he calmed enough to step inside the room and lift the lid on the basin. The basin was half full of water. The rim beneath the lid was shaped like a seat, but Nex lifted that too. They both folded up on hinges.
 
“Always lift the seat to piss,” he said. “You don't want to get piss on it. That would be disgusting.” Then he unbuttoned his pants, pulled out his massive dick, and pissed in the basin.
 
I gaped at him. Partially because of the dick and partially because he was pissing in my room!
 
Then Nex tucked away his enormous appendage, did up his pants, and pushed down the golden handle. “Then you flush. See?” He waved at the basin as water rushed into it from somewhere beneath the rim and, defying all reason, the piss-filled water rushed down a hole in the bottom of the basin. Fresh water refilled the basin, and Nex pushed down the seat. “And always replace the seat after you pee. You don't want to come in to take a shit, sit down without looking, and land your ass in toilet water. Not that I'd know anything about that.” He winked at me.
 
I was still gaping at the basin. “Where did it go?”
 
“The piss?”
 
“Yes!”
 
“Through the plumbing. Pipes, Ember.” He smacked my shoulder. “Metal pipes run through the citadel's walls and floors. They bring fresh water to the sinks, tubs, and showers.” He went out into the main bathroom and waved at the faucets. “And they take the waste out to a cesspool.”
 
“Holy shit,” I whispered.
 
“No, kid. None of that shit is holy.” He grinned. “Even though some of it comes out of my divine ass.” He smacked his ass and smirked. “Go on, give it a try.” He waved at the toilet.
 
“Oh. Uh.” I went into the little room, shut the door, and peed in the toilet while Nex chortled.
 
“Are you feeling a little inadequate after seeing what nature bestowed on me?” he called through the door. “It's all right, kid. Everyone does. It's a blessing and a curse. I have to break in new lovers. It takes a lot of lubrication.”
 
I snickered and shook my head. There was something endearing about Nex and his non-stop nonsense. I liked him.
 
But I was never fucking him.
 
After I peed, I pushed down the handle, and the magic happened again. Fresh water rushed in and washed away the filth. I made a delighted sound, put down the seat, and opened the door.
 
“Is it Water Magic?” I asked.
 
“Magic?” Nex snorted. “No, kid. It's just gravity. It's all in the angles and water pressure.”
 
“Water pressure?”
 
“You had a shower in your home, right?”
 
“Outside, by the water collection tank.”
 
“Then you know how the water tank needs to be higher than your shower head for the water to flow?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“It's like that but on a grander scale. No magic, just water and pipes.”
 
“Amazing,” I whispered. “Absolutely ingenious.”
 
Nex shook his head as his smile turned tender. “I guess it kind of is. Thank you for reminding me to not take things for granted.”
 
“You're welcome.”
 
“Now, get dressed.” He went to the sink and washed his hands. “After you wash your hands.” He flicked water at me playfully before drying his hands. “Always wash your hands after using the toilet.”
 
“But I only touched my shaft.”
 
“Your shaft is dirtier than you think. Would you want me handling my junk, then touching your food?”
 
I made a face.
 
“Exactly!” He pointed at me. “So why is it any different with your junk? Wash your fucking hands, you cretin.”
 
I laughed as I went to the sink. “All right, old man. I'll wash them.”
 
“Old man?!”
 
“Well, you call me a kid.” I flicked water at him as he'd done to me.
 
“Oh, you're gonna get it now!” Nex held his cupped hand under the faucet and tossed a handful of water in my face.
 
“Agh!” I cried, my hands going to my face. “I'm blind!”
 
Nex chuckled as he tossed a towel at me, then left the room saying, “Mess with the dragon, you get burned.”
 
“You mean wet!” I called out to him.
 
“That's what she said!”
 
“What?” I muttered as I stepped out into the bedroom. “What does that even . . . mean?” I trailed off as I saw Rath, standing beside Nex, frowning at both of us.
 
“Having fun?” Rath asked.
 
“I was just showing him how to use the toilet,” Nex said.
 
Rath's scowl turned horrified. “What?”
 
“He's only used outhouses before.” Nex chuckled. “You should have seen his face when I flushed.”
 
“And then you showed him how to use the shower?” Rath asked as he waved at my wet hair. “At least, I hope that's from the shower and not the toilet.”
 
“Nah, it's from the sink. We were just playing.” Nex smacked Rath's shoulder as he walked out. “Since you're here, I'll head out. See you guys downstairs.” He closed the door behind him.
 
“Uh, just give me a minute to change into these.” I waved my hand at the pile of clothes he'd sent me.
 
“He's hung like a bull,” Rath said.
 
“Excuse me?”
 
“Nex. He has a massive cock. Not good big. Tear-you-apart big.”
 
“Yeah, I know.” I frowned at him. “Why are you—”
 
“You know?!”
 
“Yes, I just saw it.”
 
“You just saw it?!”
 
“Why do you keep repeating what I say?” I pulled on some undershorts, then a pair of pants. They fit perfectly. “Huh. Well done on the size. Thanks.”
 
“Did you just fuck Nex?” Rath growled.
 
“Excuse me?!” I gaped at him.
 
“You said you saw his cock.”
 
“Saw it. Not fucked it. He showed me how the toilet worked.”
 
“He . . .”
 
“He pissed into the toilet. I couldn't help but see his dick. It was hard to miss.”
 
Rath blinked and let out a long breath. “Oh. I see.”
 
I yanked off my wet tunic and tossed it on one of the two chairs at the little dining set near the fireplace. Rath's stare went to my chest so I took my time pulling on the fresh tunic. When I had it settled, I finger-combed my hair back, then stood there, staring at him. Waiting.
 
“Are you going to apologize?” I finally asked.
 
“Huh?” Rath focused on my face.
 
“For accusing me of fucking Nex,” I clarified. “You were really rude about it. As if you have any right to be angry with me for having sex with someone.”
 
“You're right,” he said crisply. “I don't. It just felt like an insult after last night. We . . .”
 
“Yes? We what? I don't think there was a we last night. I tried to have a we, and you turned me down.” I frowned. “That didn't come out right. It sort of sounded like I tried to piss in front of you.”
 
“You mean as Nex did with you?” Rath's lips twitched.
 
I snorted. “Look, Rath. I like you, you like me, but you don't want to get involved with me. I understand. I'm more than happy to be friends and that's it. And you're right, something was brewing between us, something more than sex. It would have been insulting if I moved on from that mere hours later. So, I didn't. But I will. This is the first time I've been around people who know about my magic and not only accept it, but also embrace it, and want to embrace me. I've never had a man flirt openly with me before. I've never had a real relationship. So, if you and I are not an option, I'm going to find someone who is. I need you to not be a dick about it.”
 
“There will be no further rudeness from me. Not over your lovers, at least,” Rath vowed. “I'm sorry, Ember.”
 
“Thank you. And I'll try not to be bitter when I see you with someone else.”
 
He nodded. “We both have needs.”
 
“Exactly.”
 
“And I still want to mentor you.”
 
“I still want to be mentored by you.”
 
Rath's expression softened. “I'm glad to hear that.”
 
“Can we eat now?”
 
He chuckled. “Yes. Then you'll meet your tutors.”
 




Chapter Eleven
The Emperor sent five mages. Four Masters and Mistresses of every element and a Varraen Mistress of all. After breakfast, Rath and I met with the mages in a private room, all of us gathered around a fireplace with mugs of coffee in our hands. As with the Wraith Lords, the mages were varied in race, but one of them was of a race unrepresented in the Lords. I'm sure the Delosar would have been welcome to enlist, but they didn't do well out of water for long. Most of them, that is.
 
Mistress Arcasa, Mage of Water, wore a thin layer of seawater over her pale skin, held in place by her impressive magic. She looked completely at ease in her high-backed chair before me, the gills in her neck opening and closing slowly, the patches of pearly scales on her slim arms gleaming, and her white hair shifting strangely with its coating of water. I eyed the toes of her boots, poking out from beneath her full skirt, wondering what her tail looked like when she transformed. Would it match her scales? And how was she covered in a layer of water while simultaneously wearing dry clothes?!
 
Thankfully, the Emperor hadn't sent a Ladrin. Though that was likely due to the fact that the only magic Ladrin possessed was shapeshifting. I mean, that's still impressive, but there were no Ladrin mages. The only exception was those who became Wraith Lords.
 
The Mage of Earth was a Dhon. Master Daeli wasn't at all like Lord Keltyr. Granted, I'd only known him a few minutes and none of those minutes had involved either of us speaking, but he gave a very serious impression. Even physically, he differed greatly from the muscular, bold warrior who had tried to bed me. Master Daeli had similar curls to his horns, but they were brown instead of black and matched his severe stare. He was slender, fair-skinned, and wore his blond hair cropped short. Everything about him screamed no-nonsense.
 
On the couch beside Master Daeli, sat Master Resar, the Mage of Fire. Despite his scholarly pursuits, Master Resar was as broad-shouldered and muscular as any Wraith Lord, leading me to believe that all Tytra men were naturally so. Green scales at his temples told me he was from the Green Clan. I did not wonder about the size of his dragon or his dick. All right, I did, but only for a moment. Because Master Bri'tar's wings were too fascinating to be ignored.
 
There were many Makhan Wraith Lords, so I didn't gape at the cream-colored wings, speckled with brown, that rose from Master Bri'tar's shoulders. Still, my eyes were drawn to them again and again. They were just so beautiful. Like the wings of an owl but enormous. The Mage of Air had to sit on a chair with a narrow back, made specially for Makhans. His wings folded back around the chair, the tips of their long feathers bent by the floor. He smiled at me knowingly.
 
But it was Mistress Lectia, the Mage of all Elements, who ruled the room. She sat in an armchair large enough for a Wraith Lord but somehow wasn't dwarfed by it, even with her slender Varraen body. Her pale gray hair would have matched her eyes if it didn't darken to pink at the tips. The mass of it hung over her shoulders to pool in her lap, over a pair of elegant hands folded primly, the pastel color bright against her dark skin.
 
“Ember, it is an honor to meet you,” Mistress Lectia said.
 
“I'm sure the honor is all mine, Mistress Lectia,” I said. “Thank you all for coming here to teach me.”
 
“We are excited to work with you,” Mistress Arcasa's voice was surprisingly clear, her water mask parting for her to speak. “The Emperor has shared the Goddess's words with us, and your mentor here, Lord Ratharin, has told us of the feats of magic he has witnessed.”
 
“If your hold on the elements is already strong, you have the potential to reach master status,” Master Resar said, then glanced at Lectia. “Maybe even Master of all Elements.”
 
“I don't know about that,” I said.
 
“Then we must work on your confidence as well,” Mistress Lectia said sternly. “It is good to be humble, Ember. But a mage must be able to trust in his or her abilities. And I do think you will reach Master status if you apply yourself.”
 
“You do?”
 
“The Goddess has foretold your greatness.”
 
“So, no pressure.”
 
Master Resar burst out laughing. The others weren't so effusive, but they did smile, even Mistress Lectia.
 
“Yes, there is a heavy weight upon your shoulders, Ember,” Mistress Lectia said. “But we will help you grow strong enough to bear it.”
 
“So, what's first?” I asked.
 
“I am,” Master Daeli said and stood up. “Earth will form a support for the other magics. Your training begins now, Ember.”
 




Chapter Twelve
Master Daeli took Rath and me beyond the walls of Wraith Citadel. Tail curled upward so it wouldn't drag, he strode across the bridge that united the natural pillar of stone the citadel perched upon with a cliff that descended to a dense forest. As we crossed the drawbridge, I glanced over the side. Then I wished I hadn't. The drop was too long to see the end of. It was just hundreds of feet of sheer rock, then mist that told me there was probably water below. Maybe that's where the citadel got its fresh water. I kicked a pebble over the edge and watched it fall as my stomach clenched.
 
“Will I be able to become a wraith?” I asked the mage.
 
“I don't know,” he said gruffly and kept walking. “That is up to the Goddess.”
 
I glanced at Rath, and he winked at me. It was just what I needed. I happily followed my first mage teacher down the cliff to the forest. With it being so early in the day, the sun wasn't scorching, but it was still a relief to step beneath the canopy. I breathed in deeply of eucalyptus and pine, the scent clearing my head. It was cooler there than it had been in Fress so I assumed we were somewhere up north. There were also plants I'd never seen before, including flowering vines that hung from the trees. It was lovely, and I was enjoying myself, eager to begin.
 
Then I heard a howl.
 
I stopped walking. “What was that?”
 
Rath laid a hand on my shoulder. “One of our people.”
 
“One of the Ladrin Wraith Lords?”
 
“Yes. They need to release their beasts. Don't worry. They're still in control when in their other forms. They won't attack you.”
 
“That sounded like a wolf.”
 
“Yes, I believe so.”
 
“Are they really wolves, though?” I started walking again, picking up the pace to catch up with Master Daeli, who hadn't stopped for us. Maybe he hadn't noticed our lagging behind.
 
“Yes.” Rath grimaced. “I mean, they're not animals, obviously. They have the same intelligence in their beast forms. But those of the Wolf Clan become wolves when they transform.”
 
“Sure. Giant wolves with razor-sharp claws.”
 
Rath chuckled. “They're still wolves. Otherwise, the clan would be called something else.”
 
Master Daeli suddenly turned to face us. “If you fear Ladrin, you will never defeat the Corrupter, Ember.”
 
I cringed.
 
“His family was murdered by members of the Wolf Clan,” Rath snapped. “He doesn't fear them. He hates them. But he's trying to get over that hatred because he knows it's unfair to hate an entire race based on the actions of a few. Just as it's unfair to judge people you know nothing about.”
 
Master Daeli lifted his head and sniffed imperiously. “Yes, well. It's better to hate than fear. I can work with that.” He turned and started walking again.
 
“Thanks,” I said.
 
Rath nodded.
 
“But you're wrong. I do fear them.”
 
“I know,” he said softly. “But I didn't want him to know that.”
 
I grinned. “Neither do I.”
 
“Then it will be our secret.”
 
“Am I here to take in the scenery or train a human?” Master Daeli's voice drifted back to us.
 
I snickered. “He is very serious about his work.”
 
“Indeed.”
 
We went further into the forest after the mage. Luckily, it was more sparse around the edges, and we quickly found him standing in a small clearing, his face lifted to the sun. With his horns and tail, Daeli looked as if he belonged there, a child of the forest. But then he lowered his head and motioned me forward.
 
“Come, Ember. To harness Earth Magic, you must first connect with the world.” Master Daeli stretched his arms toward the ground, fingers spread. “Close your eyes and try to feel the energy inside the soil. If you reach for it, it will reach back.”
 
I closed my eyes and mimicked his posture. Meanwhile, Rath found a tree to lean against.
 
“Magic infuses every part of our world, from the smallest speck of dust to the greatest mountain,” Master Daeli went on. “Even humans have a tiny bit of magic in their blood, though most can't access it. You are special, Ember. Chosen. Do you feel the energy of Varr?”
 
“I think so. It feels like a vibration.”
 
“Yes, well done. Now, I want you to focus inward. Find the energy inside you that resembles the one you just connected to.”
 
I let go of the vibrations outside of me to search for one inside. It was heavy, a solid thudding. I don't know why I called it a vibration, but the word felt right. Still, inside me, it was even heavier. An echo of my heartbeat. Once I found it, singling it out from the other vibrations, it grew stronger. Louder. My hands began to tingle as the thudding filled my entire body, lifting from my skin.
 
“That's it! Keep going,” Daeli said. “Welcome it. Bring it forth.”
 
The thudding overcame me. It poured through me. My heartbeat turned into drum beats. Wild drums. So loud, I couldn't hear anything else. I swayed with their beat. Primal music. The heartbeat of the world.
 
I gasped with the knowledge. The planet was alive. Thrumming with more power than I knew existed. My heartbeat aligned with that of Varr, slowing but thudding with more power. I could feel the blood flowing in my veins like molten rock moving beneath my feet. The taste of minerals filled my mouth, and the scent of rich soil swept into my lungs. I wasn't Ember anymore. I was the world. Or maybe the world was me.
 
Suddenly, voices crept past the heavy thudding. Shouts. I opened my eyes languidly, then scowled. I stood steady, but all around me, the world rippled. It didn't shake. It rippled. Undulated. The ground bucked and flowed like water. Leaves fell upon the rioting soil. Branches trembled. Master Daeli clung to a trunk as he extended a hand to the ground, and I could see the energy transferring from him to the planet. I could see it! It shimmered through the air like a heat wave.
 
“Ember!” Rath shouted.
 
In a strange, detached state, I slowly looked toward the sound of Rath's voice. He was on the ground, trying to crawl to me. But the ground kept rolling, tossing him about. It cracked. No, that was something else. Rath's eyes went wide, focusing on something behind me. I turned, still moving as slow as honey, and saw a massive tree come down. Staring at it in fascination, I completely missed the white object that launched itself at me from the right.
 
A solid, furry mass knocked into me. I grunted with the impact, then stared up at the giant wolf in mild curiosity. It stood over me, protecting me with its massive body, head bent to try to protect itself as well. Bemused, I lifted a hand and righted the ancient elm before it could hit us. Creaking, the tree settled back into place, its roots weaving into the soil as the dirt smoothed over. I saw it then. The connections. Earth Magic wasn't just about rock and dirt. It was the world and everything bound to it. Every plant and creature. Earth Magic wound upward to touch us, join with us, as every element did. They were separate and yet intrinsically tied together.
 
The world went still with my revelation.
 
With that stillness came reason.
 
“Holy fuck!” I shrieked as I stared up at the giant wolf. No, not a wolf—a Ladrin of the Wolf Clan. My mind screamed, murderer! “Get off me! Get the fuck off me!”
 
The wolf leapt away and bounded off into the forest.
 
I sat up, panting, and stared after it, my whole body trembling. The power I had summoned didn't disturb me, not at that moment, nor had my near-fatal tree interaction. It was the wolf. My hands shook uncontrollably. All my mind saw was a villain. A cold-hearted murderer. It didn't help that the wolf's eyes had been the same color as the Corrupter's.
 
“Ember?” Rath came to me and knelt by my side. “Are you all right?”
 
“Holy fuck,” I whispered, fear finally leaving to allow me to remember what else had happened. And to process it. “What did I do?”
 
“You just exceeded all my hopes and expectations,” Master Daeli declared.
 




Chapter Thirteen
We spent several hours out there, honing my skills until I was able to harness Earth Magic without losing myself to it. By the time we were done, it was getting dark, and I was way past starving. Someone—I won't name names but he has horns—insisted on working through lunch. But at the end of the day, Master Daeli was pleased, so I guess that was all that mattered.
 
I trudged into the dining hall behind Rath, then dragged myself up the center aisle, the sight of the laden buffet table urging me on. Despite my exhaustion and hunger, something tickled the back of my neck. An awareness. I looked to the left and locked stares with Lord Xaedren. I controlled the urge to cringe and started to look away, but something about his eyes stopped me. They had changed. The pale blue didn't seem so cold anymore. They weren't reminiscent of the Corrupter, whose eyes were such a pale blue, they were nearly white. No, Xaedren's eyes were the color of a robin's egg. As clear and pure as a mountain lake. Refreshing. Inviting. Beautiful.
 
And an exact match to the eyes of the wolf who had leapt upon me earlier.
 
With a gasp, I tore my gaze away. “What the fuck?”
 
“What?” Rath looked back at me, saw how far I'd lagged behind, and waited for me to catch up. “Did you say something?”
 
“What color is Lord Xaedren's wolf?” I asked.
 
Rath lifted his stare to look over my head, toward Xaedren. “White.” He looked back at me. “How did you know it was him?”
 
“His eyes.” I grimaced. “Shit, I feel awful. He was trying to protect me, wasn't he?”
 
“Yes.” Rath glanced back once more, then resumed walking.
 
“And after I attacked him on my first day. Shit. I should apologize.”
 
“Eat first, then apologize. Come along, Ember.”
 
I followed Rath to the buffet, my stomach growling when the scent of food hit me. Suddenly, I found the strength to forge on, and I used it to fill my plate, then practically run to the closest table. I didn't care who was sitting there, I just needed a place to put my plate and my ass so I could eat.
 
“Ember,” Lord Keltyr called brightly, then scooted down the table to sit beside me. “I heard you made the world shake today.” He looked up, nodded at Rath, then nudged my shoulder. “And you stopped a tree mid-fall. That true?”
 
“Uh-huh.” I went back to eating. Then groaned. “Why is food so much better when you're starving?”
 
“Tomorrow, I'm insisting that we stop for lunch,” Rath said.
 
“Good. I can't deal with another day like today.” I looked up just as Lord Xaedren stalked by, heading for the buffet to refill his plate.
 
He turned to look at me and held my stare as he passed by.
 
“What was that about?” Keltyr asked.
 
“What?” I looked back at him.
 
“That.” He nodded after Xaedren.
 
“Lord Xaedren attempted to protect Ember today,” Rath said stiffly. “From that falling tree. His assistance wasn't required. Ember righted the tree before it could crush them. Still, it was admirable.”
 
“Where were you?” Keltyr asked Rath. “I thought you were supposed to be his guardian?”
 
Rath's face twitched. “His mentor. And I was there, but I couldn't get across the ground. It was shaking too wildly. Xaedren was in wolf form and was able to leap to Ember.”
 
“Why didn't you use magic? You've got all of them.”
 
Rath's face twitched more. “I was about to when Xaedren appeared.”
 
“Ah.” Keltyr glanced at Xaedren. “So, you still hate the Ladrin, Em?”
 
“Don't call me Em. It sounds like a girl's name.”
 
Keltyr snickered. “Yeah, it kinda does. I'll just save that for the right time.”
 
I stuck my tongue out at him. Then I processed what he said. “Why does everyone think I hate the Ladrin?”
 
“You screamed at me to get the fuck off you,” a low voice said.
 
I looked up to see Lord Xaedren standing behind Rath, a heaping plate of food in his hand.
 
Wincing, I said, “I was going to find you after I ate, and apologize for that. I was in a sort of trance and didn't realize you were trying to protect me until it was too late. I'm sorry.”
 
Lord Xaedren grunted. “I wasn't trying to protect you. I just . . .”
 
I lifted a brow.
 
“Fine, I was trying to protect you, but only because you're integral to ending the war.” He stomped off. “Fucking newbies.”
 
“Whoa,” Lord Keltyr whispered. “Feel that sexual tension.”
 
“There's no sexual tension,” Rath and I said together.
 
Keltyr snorted. “Sure. What do I know?” He stared after Xaedren and added, “I'd fuck him if he was a bottom.” Then he saw Rath's glare. “What? He's got a great ass.” He lifted his hands and curved them to mimic the shape of Xaedren's ass, then squeezed. “Plump and yet firm and so fucking pert. I could happily take a bite out of that apple.”
 
“You would fuck anyone who bent over for you,” Rath said.
 
Lord Keltyr seemed to think about it, then nodded. “Probably. I'll give everyone a try twice, just to make sure I didn't like them the first time.”
 
I chuckled, then increased it to laughter when I saw Rath's annoyed expression. But even as I grinned, I suppressed a shiver. Keltyr was right; Lord Xaedren was becoming more and more attractive to me. There was sexual tension, though it was probably one-sided. Was it his heroic attempt at saving my life? Or was it the gruff way Xaedren deflected my apology? I wasn't sure. But I was a little shocked that I could feel such a strong draw to another man right on the heels of wanting Rath. And for a Ladrin of all people. A Ladrin of the Wolf Clan. No, I couldn't go there. Besides, he wasn't interested. At best, I irritated Xaedren. At worst, I was the dickhead who knocked him on his ass.
 
Then I looked at Rath and the longing hit again. Fuck, it was just survival instinct. That's all my attraction for Xaedren was. A way to distract myself from what I felt for Rath. And my instinct was right. Maybe not about Xaedren, but about the distraction. I needed to get over Ratharin. I glanced at Keltyr and seriously considered doing something stupid.
 




Chapter Fourteen
Two weeks passed and still, I didn't do anything stupid, not with Keltyr or anyone else. I decided to stick to my original decision to settle in before I started anything with anyone. I needed to focus on my magic, and sex would distract me from that. But every day, it became harder to resist the offers I was getting. Some were subtle but more were closer to Keltyr—as subtle as an iron poker up the ass.
 
The Wraith Lords, on the whole, were straightforward, dedicated men who spent most of their days either training or responding to a summons for help. Days and nights, I should say. At any time, a summons could come, filtering through the citadel's main notification crystal to stream out to the individual summons pendants the men wore—milky moonstone cabochons set in silver. The chosen Wraith Lords would stop whatever they were doing to armor up, then fade to the location they'd been summoned to. After a couple of weeks, I got used to the sudden disappearances. And I was grateful that Rath had been taken off the rotation so he could mentor me. Seeing him fade during the middle of a training session would have destroyed my focus, to say the least.
 
Rath. He was the real reason I didn't take a lover. Yeah, I told him I would, but every time I thought about it, Rath's face would pop into my head. And I didn't see him with anyone either. Which leads me back to what I was about to say about the Wraith Lords. They were, on the whole, dedicated and hardworking. And when it came time to relax, they were just as intent. With the only women in the citadel being Creen servants, the straight lords had to go out to find some sexual release. It would have been unethical to sleep with a citadel staff member. But other Wraith Lords were fair game, and a lot of the men were either gay or bisexual. And they were very . . . open about sex.
 
Don't get me wrong, there were several couples among the Wraith Lords, men who had gone from casual lovers to committed partners. But most of the men were single and preferred it that way. They saw sex as a bit of fun, a release their bodies required that didn't have to mean anything more than that. And so, the offers came nightly. I was the new guy, and that made me desirable. If for no other reason than I was uncharted territory and a bottom. It would have been great if I were into meaningless sex. Unfortunately, I wasn't. So, if I wanted to have sex anytime soon, I had to try to form a relationship with someone.
 
Two weeks had given me enough time to get comfortable in the citadel and around many of the Wraith Lords. Rath stayed by my side constantly in the beginning, but now that I knew my way around, he gave me some space. I was going to use that space to get to know someone better. But who?
 
I looked around the room I had wandered into. There were several like it on the first floor of the citadel—places where the Wraith Lords congregated when they weren't working or training. There were tables full of muscular men, some of them playing games, some cleaning weapons, and some drinking. The couches were also full of lounging Wraith Lords, talking casually with each other. Sern and Quenle, one of the couples I mentioned, were sitting crossways on a chaise lounge so Sern's wings could rest behind them. Seeing them together, Sern's arm around Quenle, gave me hope that I could find something similar with one of the Wraith Lords. They were an interracial couple—Sern was Makhon, obviously, and Quenle was Varraen. And still, they had found common ground. If they could, so could I.
 
“Care to move out of the doorway?” a voice came from behind me.
 
“Oh! Sorry.” I stepped aside.
 
“That's all right,” Lord Jusso drawled as he slowly passed by. Instead of joining one of the groups, he made a sharp turn to stand beside me. “If you're feeling shy, you can sit with me. Or on me. My lap, I mean.”
 
“Oh. Uh—”
 
“Leave him alone,” a deep voice came from the corner to my left, a shadowy spot I hadn't noticed was inhabited.
 
I turned to see Lord Xaedren sitting there in an armchair. An assortment of weapons was strewn on the floor before him, and he had a sword in his hand. He was cleaning it with a cloth. I don't know how I missed him with his pale hair. But then again, Ladrin were known for their stealth.
 
Xaedren's indifferent gaze flashed over me, then went to Jusso. “He doesn't like Ladrin.”
 
“For fuck's sake,” I muttered. “I told you, I don't hate your people.”
 
“I didn't say you hated us.” Xaedren set his sword down and picked up a dagger. “I said you didn't like us. And I understand why. Don't get all twisted over it.”
 
“Why don't you like Ladrin?” Lord Jusso asked me.
 
“I don't dislike Ladrin.”
 
“Oh, wait. I remember now. Some of the Wolf Clan killed your parents. But I'm not of the Wolf Clan. I'm a fox.”
 
“It doesn't matter. I don't dislike any type of Ladrin.”
 
“But you don't like us either?” Jusso's amber eyes twinkled.
 
“I don't know any Ladrin well enough to have an opinion either way.”
 
“Maybe you should get to know one of us.” Jusso trailed a finger down my chest. “I'm sure I could convince you to form a positive opinion. Give me an hour.” He turned his hand upward to offer it to me. “What do you say? Wanna see my bedroom?”
 
A clang came from the corner as Xaedren dropped his dagger.
 
“Uh. I think I'd like to get to know you out of bed first.”
 
Jusso chuckled and dropped his hand. “Not tonight, Ember.” He ran his hand over his bulging crotch. “I need to get some ass. Maybe another time.” And he strode away.
 
I let out an annoyed huff.
 
“You want to get to know Jusso?” Xaedren snorted. “I'll tell you all about him in four words. He's a fucking idiot.”
 
I looked over at Xaedren, then mentally shrugged. Instead of going further into the room, I sat down on the chair next to him and his arsenal. Sighing, I leaned back and let my gaze wander over the other Wraith Lords. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Xaedren watching me. He picked up another dagger and started sharpening it on a small stone.
 
“This is the first place I've felt comfortable,” I said, keeping my stare on the room. “I like it here, and I like all of you. I just thought that maybe I could form some friendships. I've never had friends. And maybe one of those friendships could become something more.”
 
“You've never had friends?” Xaedren asked.
 
“No, not even when I was little.” I looked over at him. “I've had to keep to myself to protect my secret.”
 
Xaedren grunted. “I'm sorry. Sounds lonely.”
 
“It was.”
 
“You don't become friends with someone by telling them you want to get to know them.”
 
“Then how?”
 
Xaedren paused his sharpening to level a stare on me. “Shit. You have less social skills than me.”
 
“I can be sociable. I like people. Especially people who don't judge me,” I said pointedly.
 
He grunted again. “Don't we all. But you're approaching friendship like a child. You think you can walk up to someone and say, 'Hey, wanna be my friend?'”
 
I snorted a laugh, relaxing back in my seat, a little shocked that I felt so at ease with a Wolf Ladrin. “I guess I am a little stunted when it comes to making friends. So, what do you recommend?”
 
“Just sit down with one of the groups.” Xaedren waved his dagger at the room. “Join in their conversation. Get to know everyone naturally. Friendships will come in their own time.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
“Sure,” he said gruffly and went back to sharpening his dagger. The schlicking sound was oddly comforting.
 
I waited a few minutes, but Xaedren didn't say anything more or even look at me. Assuming he wanted to be alone, I stood up. “Well, thanks for the talk.”
 
Xaedren grunted.
 
“Hey.”
 
He looked up.
 
“Do you wanna be my friend?” I grinned at him.
 
Xaedren—cool, serious, imposing Wraith Lord Xaedren—snorted, then laughed hard enough to draw everyone's attention. He ignored their shocked stares to say, “You don't want to be my friend. Trust me.”
 
I paused, staring at him, then shocked myself by saying, “I think I do.”
 
His lips softened for a second, then he grunted and went back to sharpening his dagger.
 
Biting my lip, I waited another moment, then gave up and walked away. The sharpening sound stopped for a few seconds, and I glanced back to see Xaedren watching me. He jerked his chin up, motioning for me to get on with it. I grinned at him and nodded, then chose a group and sat down with them. Xaedren was right. Within a few minutes, I was laughing at one of Sern's stories. I caught Xaedren watching me a few more times, but he never joined us. He never joined any of the groups. He just sat there in his corner, cleaning and sharpening his weapons, then he gathered his things and left.
 
I guess Xaedren wasn't interested in making friends.
 




Chapter Fifteen
The next day, I finished my Earth Magic training. Master Daeli declared me a Master Earth Mage. I could move soil and stone as easily as he could and even command plants. And it had taken only a little over two weeks. At this rate, I'd be able to start helping the Wraith Lords in a few months.
 
As we were walking through the citadel's entry hall, Rath said, “Why don't we go out to celebrate?”
 
“Out where?”
 
“Somewhere not here.” He grinned. “How would you like to try Varraen food?”
 
“Sure. Should I change my clothes?” I looked down at the simple black tunic and brown leather pants I was wearing.
 
“No, that's fine.” He held out his hand. “Shall we?”
 
“All right.”
 
Rath took my hand and pulled me into an embrace. Fading out of the citadel could be done from anywhere. It was only when you wanted to fade into the Wraith Citadel that you had to be careful and direct your fade to the arrival chamber. Since we were leaving, I just wrapped my arms around Rath and closed my eyes.
 
In a few seconds, the strange feeling of moving without moving stopped, and I opened my eyes. “Wow,” I whispered as I stepped away from Rath.
 
We were in a forest of enormous trees that soared hundreds of feet above us with trunks wider than a carriage. Wider than two carriages side-by-side. Massive lanterns dangled from the lowest branches on chains whose links were larger than my head. They shed bright, magical light upon pristine walkways formed of white pebbles. We had arrived off in the shadows, close to the base of a tree and away from most of the activity. Rath took my hand and led me around the side of a building and onto the nearest path. People glanced at us as we joined the foot traffic, a few frowning at me. That's when I realized they were all Varraen, not a rounded ear top in sight.
 
“Are we in a Varraen city?” I asked.
 
“Yes. This is Levari, on the continent of Krix.”
 
“Krix, home of the Varraen,” I whispered. “Fuck, Rath. When you said you were taking me to try Varraen food, I didn't expect you to bring me to the source.”
 
Rath chuckled. “Where else would we find the best Varraen food? Of course, here, it's just called food.”
 
“Ha-ha. That's so funny. Almost as funny as the way everyone is looking at me.” I glanced around as he continued to lead me down the path, past shops with windows full of beautiful wares. A dancing toy tiger briefly caught my attention before I asked, “Am I even allowed to be here?”
 
“As long as you're with me, you are.”
 
“Great,” I muttered.
 
“Come on, you'll love this.” He steered me through the throng of gorgeous people, their exotic clothing flowing around them as they walked. “I'm taking you to my favorite restaurant.”
 
I tried not to stare, but it was difficult. Magic was used casually in Levari, Varraen men and women employing Air to carry packages for them, Fire to light delicate tobacco pipes, Water to clean shop windows, and Earth to summon plants to adorn the storefronts. It was small magic, but still so shocking to me. Humans had to use elemental crystals to experience magic, and those crystals were also used as currency on Varr, so only the richest people used them frivolously. And there are no rich humans. But the Varraen didn't need elemental crystals to warm their homes or water their fields during a drought. The elements came to them freely, and they used them to improve their lives, not just as weapons or for survival. Maybe I could too. I was a Master of Earth now.
 
I stretched a hand toward a plant as we passed and summoned a flower. I was delighted to see pale yellow petals unfurl. After plucking it, I handed it to Rath.
 
Rath smiled at first, then snatched the flower away as his stare darted around. “Don't do that here, Ember. We're not ready to expose you.”
 
“Oh. Sorry.”
 
“It's all right.” He tucked the flower into a pouch on his belt. “I want you to use your magic. Just not here.”
 
“Sure.” After a few moments, I asked, “Do you think I'll be able to make elemental crystals?”
 
“It takes a team of mages to create elemental crystals,” Rath said. “And they're all employed by the Emperor.”
 
“That's not an answer.”
 
He grinned. “Because I don't know. After seeing you wield Earth, I can't put anything past you.”
 
“I could make my own money.” I puffed out my chest. “I'll be rich.”
 
“One step at a time, Ember.” Then he waved ahead of us. “Speaking of steps. We're heading up.”
 
I followed Rath's wave to a staircase that wound around the massive trunk of a tree. As we climbed the wooden steps, the city spread out below us, larger than I expected. In the distance, homes rose among the trees, great palaces of pale stone and glossy-tiled roofs. Everything sparkled with light, most of the light the bright white of magic that I'd seen in the Emperor's palace and the Wraith Citadel. The climb took a few minutes, but we only saw one other couple coming down the stairs. They nodded at Rath as they passed, ignoring me completely. Rath didn't seem to notice.
 
“Couldn't you have faded us to the top?” I whined.
 
He looked over at me in surprise. “Are you that out of shape?”
 
“It's a lot of stairs, Rath!”
 
“Look, we're here. Stop complaining.” He waved ahead of us to where the stairs ended in a landing.
 
The landing fronted a building that curved around the tree trunk and extended over one of the giant branches. The dining area was covered but there were no walls, only low railings. I gaped at all the pointed-ear people, dining at elegant tables, and lifting delicate crystal glasses to each other. I did not belong there.
 
But Rath took me through the front door without hesitation, into a reception room with benches along two walls and a woman standing at a podium. She smiled warmly at Rath, then her gaze coasted over to me and froze.
 
“Hello, Lacinda,” Rath said. “Two for dinner, please.”
 
“Oh, Lord Ratharin, it's always a pleasure to have you dine with us, but I'm afraid your servant will have to wait here.”
 
My cheeks instantly heated.
 
“My servant?” Ratharin frowned. “This is my dining companion and friend.”
 
The woman cleared her throat. “I'm so sorry, my lord, but we don't serve humans here. Even those who are . . . friends of Varraen.”
 
“What did you say?” Rath growled.
 
“Let's just go, Rath,” I whispered. “I don't want to make a scene.”
 
“No.” He stepped up to the woman and glared down at her. “This man is no ordinary human. He's chosen by the Goddess herself to—”
 
“Rath!” I snapped. “You said we weren't ready for that.”
 
Rath's face twitched as he looked over at me. “But this is insulting. If she knew who you were, she wouldn't dare disrespect you.”
 
“I don't give a fuck about her opinion of me.” I shrugged. “If she thinks so little of my people, I don't want her respect. And I certainly don't want to eat in her pretentious restaurant. Maybe someday she'll realize who she turned away and feel like an ass. That's enough for me. But who I am shouldn't make a difference. I should be given the common courtesy due to every living thing, no matter my race. So, fuck her and fuck this place.”
 
“Excuse me!” the woman gasped. “How dare you speak like that in my presence, you disgusting piece of human filth! Guards! Remove this creature!”
 
A couple of well-dressed men flowed out of the shadows and strode toward us.
 
“Come one foot closer and you will learn why the Goddess chose to make me a Wraith Lord,” Ratharin said in a low, deadly tone as he stepped between me and the men.
 
The men stopped.
 
“And you.” Rath turned to look at the woman. “You are a disgrace to our people. I'm embarrassed to have brought him here to be so disrespected by someone so insignificant as you. You are nothing compared to him!” he sneered. “Nothing. Just some servant in a restaurant. While he is the hope for our world. His name is Ember. Remember it. Someday you will hear it again and you will be the one ashamed.” Then he looked at the guards. “Tell Illorian that Lacinda has insulted Wraith Lord Ratharin so tremendously that he will never be returning to this establishment.” Then he turned and embraced me. “Close your eyes, Ember. I'm taking you somewhere they appreciate the Wraith Lords and all we do for Varr.”
 
“My lord!” Lacinda cried as we disappeared.
 
The last thing I heard was one of the guards muttering, “Illorian will not be pleased.”
 




Chapter Sixteen
I opened my eyes and found myself back at the Wraith Lord Citadel, in the arrival chamber—an empty room about ten feet square. Rath took my hand and quickly drew me out to the entry hall. Lingering in the chamber was a bad idea. A Lord could fade into you. Literally.
 
“Ember, I'm so sorry,” Rath said.
 
“It's all right. I was kind of expecting it.” I shrugged. “No one there looked happy to see me.”
 
He shook his head. “I guess I've been blind to my own people. I knew we were a bit . . .”
 
“Pompous?” I offered brightly. “Arrogant? Elitist?”
 
Rath grimaced. “Vain. We believe our race is the strongest on Varr. I still believe that, but that doesn't mean the other races are undeserving of my respect or that they're less significant in any way. I shouldn't have taken you to Krix. I see that now. But I wanted to share my culture with you.” He made a sardonic sound. “I've been away for too long. I've changed while they've stayed the same.”
 
“It's hard to realize that things aren't as you thought,” I said. “I'm sorry.”
 
“Don't you dare apologize.” He took my face in his hands. “I tried to give you a treat and ended up torturing you. I'm sorry, Ember. I'm so sorry.”
 
“Stop.” I pulled his hands down. “It's fine. I—”
 
“Can you not have this conversation right outside the arrival chamber?” someone growled.
 
I turned to see Lord Xaedren in the chamber doorway, with Lord Darsen behind him. Both men wore leather, armor, and chainmaille, with numerous weapons strapped to their bodies. Xaedren had blood splattered across his chainmaille tunic.
 
“Holy fuck!” I exclaimed as I jerked away from the arrival chamber and Rath.
 
Lord Xaedren's lips twitched as he stormed past.
 
“Sorry about him,” Lord Darsen said. “It was a rough one.”
 
“Uh, you have a little something, just there.” I motioned at the pointed tip of his left ear.
 
“What?” Lord Darsen frowned and brushed his ear. A piece of flesh fell to the floor. “Damn it.” He crouched and picked it up. “I hope I haven't shed any other bloody bits in the arrival chamber. I'd hate for the staff to have to clean that.” He went and checked, nodded, then stepped past us, heading for the stairs as he muttered, “Fucking Corrupter.”
 
“See?” I waved a hand after Lord Darsen. “He's a nice Varraen too. He even cleans up after himself so the citadel staff doesn't have to pick up body parts.”
 
Rath snorted a laugh. “He's a Wraith Lord like me. This job changes you.”
 
“For the better.”
 
Rath smiled softly at me. “I hope so.”
 
“I'm still hungry.”
 
“Oh! I could take you somewhere—”
 
“Why don't we eat dinner with people we like,” I said and waved toward the dining hall.
 
Rath nodded. “All right. But we're going to try for dinner again, somewhere other than the citadel.”
 
“It's a date,” I said.
 
Rath went still.
 
“I mean, it's not a date-date. It's a date like, it's a time when we will go to dinner again. As friends. Well, as mentor and . . . what am I? Mentee? Is mentee a word?”
 
Rath laughed. “You are so—”
 
“Devastatingly attractive?” I cut him off. “Adorably amusing? Charmingly suave?”
 
“Lovely to be around,” he finished. “And you're not terribly unattractive.”
 
I grinned broadly and hooked my arm with his. “I'll take that. Come on, let's get some food before I expire.”
 
“So dramatic.” Rath rolled his eyes. “But I do owe it to you to see you fed.”
 
“Yes, you do,” I said primly.
 
I glanced at Rath, then quickly looked away. It was hard enough working with him every day, but then he went and did something valiant and it made it even more difficult. I'd forever remember the way he stood up for me against his own people. The look on his face—he'd been so outraged on my behalf. And so sad to learn that my view of his people was more accurate than his. I wanted to hug him. All right, I wanted to do a lot more than that, and it seemed as if he wanted it too. And that made me hope for things I shouldn't be hoping for.
 
I let go of Rath as we strode down to the buffet table. Dinner had started an hour earlier, but the staff made sure to set out fresh platters when the food dwindled, so there were several hot selections available. As much as I would have loved dining on a tree branch and eating fancy Varraen food, I was more than happy with the sliced beef, roasted vegetables, crusty bread, and more that was offered for dinner that night. I heaped food on my plate, then followed Rath to a table that only had a few Wraith Lords sitting at it. He nodded at them as we sat down at the opposite end.
 
“Hey, guys!” I called to Jakel and Nex.
 
“Hey.” Nex scooted down to us. “Why are you so late for dinner?”
 
“Don't ask,” Rath muttered.
 
“Did your training go poorly?” Nex looked at me for the answer.
 
“No. Actually, I just became a Master of Earth.” I put my fists on my hips and puffed out my chest.
 
“Congratulations,” Nex said. “Well done, Ember. A master mage. That's a-mage-ing.”
 
I snorted a laugh. “Thanks.” Then I set to work on my food. After moaning, I spoke with my mouth full, “So good.”
 
“Yeah, we're lucky to have such talented chefs here,” Nex said.
 
“The least they can do is feed us well,” Lord Xaedren muttered as he passed by on the way to the buffet.
 
“Damn straight!” Nex called after him. “Hey, everyone, Ember became a Master of Earth today!”
 
The Wraith Lords cheered and called out congratulations. Keltyr even tossed a piece of bread at me. I caught it and ate it as I waved at everyone.
 
“Thank you!” I called to them. “Four more to go. Then I can earn my keep.”
 
“Yeah, stop being such a freeloader, Ember,” Lord Pavis called out.
 
“I've got a way for you to work off your debt,” Lord Finn said, then blew me a kiss.
 
“Shut the fuck up, Finn,” Xaedren growled as he sat down at the table across the aisle from mine. He looked up, met my stare, held it for a moment, then started to eat.
 
“Oh, you want him for yourself, eh?” Finn asked. “Well get in line. In case you haven't noticed, half the citadel is trying to get in Ember's pants.”
 
“It's because his ass is so plump,” someone said.
 
“It's because his ass hasn't been broken in by us yet,” someone else called out.
 
“Oh, fuck off, all of you,” Finn said. “It's because he's pretty. Just look at that face. And he's also the first normal-sized man to move in here. I'm tired of fucking someone as big as me.” He winked at me, then said, “I want to be able to throw my lover around.”
 
“Yes, exactly!” another Lord said. “Half the time, fucking another Lord feels more like wrestling than sex.”
 
“How much do you weigh, Ember?” Keltyr asked. “I'll bet it's less than one-fifty. I could do bicep curls with you . . . over my dick.”
 
Several Lords hooted and called out other things they could do with a lover like me.
 
I took the ribaldry well now that I knew them and recognized their bawdy teasing for what it was—affection and acceptance. But that didn't mean I couldn't fire back. Quite the opposite; I had to say something.
 
“What the fuck, guys?” I lifted my arms to emphasize my incredulity. “You go from congratulating me to sexually harassing me? Now none of you are getting my plump ass. And, for your information, Finn, this isn't just a pretty face. I also have dick-sucking lips.”
 
The whole room cheered, whooped, and generally celebrated my response. Not for the words—which were an impressive retort, if I do say so myself—but for the fact that I was playing with them. Taking their teasing in the way intended and shooting some right back at them. I was fitting in, and it felt wonderful.
 
“Oh, you want to see harassment?” Finn—a gorgeous Makhon with raven black wings and a pair of the greenest eyes I've ever seen—got up and sauntered over to me. “I can harass and congratulate you all at once.” He pulled me to my feet and yanked me into an embrace. Pausing for just a second to see if I'd protest, he grinned, then laid one on me. The kiss was hot enough to curl my toes, and when I opened my eyes, I found us enclosed in a cocoon of feathers.
 
“And you're a good kisser too,” Finn said with a smirk.
 
“I'm, uh . . .” I stared up at him in a daze.
 
With a laugh, Finn folded back his wings, then declared, “Definitely dick-sucking lips!”
 
The room cheered again, even those in relationships or straight. It was just a bit of fun, and that's what they were cheering for, not my lips.
 
“Let him go,” Rath growled as he stood up.
 
“I'm just teasing him, Rath,” Finn said. “Relax.”
 
“You need to have more respect for the man who's going to help us win this war.”
 
“Whoa. Easy now.” Finn let me go and stepped back. “I respect him. I'm just being friendly.”
 
“Don't.”
 
The room went quiet.
 
I laughed as brightly as I could. “You're so funny, Rath.” I slapped Finn's shoulder. “He's just messing with you.”
 
“Oh.” Finn's expression went from baffled to relieved. “Damn it, Rath. You had me going.” Then he slapped my ass and said, “Congratulations, Ember. You're making us all proud.” As he walked away, he added, “But come by my room any time you want to finish what we started.”
 
I gave Rath a pointed glare, and he sat down as I did. “What the fuck was that?” I whispered to him.
 
“I didn't want you to be disrespected again,” Rath said as if it were obvious.
 
“They were just teasing. Fuck, Rath. I'm trying to make friends here. You almost ruined it for me.”
 
“Sorry.” He frowned. “I . . . I'm still a little on edge about the restaurant.”
 
“It's all right. I get it, and I appreciate you trying to look after me.” I glanced across the aisle and saw Xaedren watching me. “And you're not the only one on edge.”
 
Xaedren scowled and went back to eating.
 




Chapter Seventeen
My magic training was going well.
 
Terrifyingly well.
 
Five days had passed since I'd graduated from Earth and moved on to Water Magic. On my first day of Water training, I nearly flooded the ravine around the citadel. Yes, the ravine that was thousands of feet deep. So now we trained at a lake several miles away. My Earth Magic training had given me a basis on how to proceed and it made my Water Magic training go faster. I was already competent with Water Magic and expected to finish the training soon.
 
Everyone in the citadel was impressed with me. Everyone but myself. I still felt like the same Ember. Maybe it was because I've had these powers my entire life or maybe it was the way they threatened to take over every time I used them. I felt more like a slave than a master. Or an impostor.
 
“Cease!” Mistress Arcasa shouted.
 
We were at the lake I mentioned. The location worked well for us. There was water but not much else around it. Even the forest stood hundreds of feet away. So, I didn't have to worry about hurting anyone, not even animals. All right, maybe the fish, but if any died, we could take them back to the citadel for the chefs to add to dinner.
 
I had been going through one of Mistress Arcasa's drills, moving ribbons of water through the air in intricate designs. Visually stunning, it was also incredibly difficult to do, partially because it was so pretty. It's hard to focus when you're in awe of something. But I'd been doing well, so I wasn't sure why she made me stop.
 
“Who are you?” She demanded as she swam to shore.
 
Oh, did I not mention that Mistress Arcasa always took the opportunity to go for a dip? That was also distracting. Imagine trying to focus on weaving water through the air while a beautiful woman with a tail swam below, shouting commands.
 
“I'm Ember,” I said, baffled.
 
“Yes, you are,” she said. “You're just an ember, waiting to ignite. You have the potential to start a great fire, but you just smolder.”
 
I grimaced. “That's a cute play on my name, but I don't know what the fuck you're talking about.”
 
Rath, sitting on the grass nearby, chuckled.
 
“You are not mastering the element!” Arcasa snapped. “You are letting it master you!”
 
Wasn't that exactly what I'd been thinking? I could hardly argue with her.
 
“Did you do this with Earth?” she went on. “I'm shocked Master Daeli let you continue to Water.”
 
“All right.” I held up my hands in surrender. “So, stop yelling at me about it and tell me how to master the magic.”
 
“The same way you master anything. You take control. Do not wait for it to be given.”
 
“Great.” I rolled my eyes. “I'll get right on that.”
 
A wave of water rose from the lake and crashed over my head.
 
I shouted, held up my hands instinctively, and felt the Water Magic rush to my call. Feeling it rise wasn't unusual, neither was the way it started to do its own thing. In a situation like this, one in which I had seconds to respond, the magic often acted before I could. But this time, I was aware of it. This time, I reined it in. I took control.
 
And I got soaked.
 
Mistress Arcasa giggled as I sputtered.
 
Rath shot to his feet and hurried over. “Ember, are you all right?”
 
“He's fine, Wraith Lord,” Arcasa said gleefully. “He's learning.”
 
“That was learning?”
 
She waved at me as if it was evident.
 
I snorted and pushed back my wet hair. “I didn't let the Water Magic take control. Unfortunately, I didn't have time to direct it either.”
 
Rath scowled. “So you let yourself get wet?”
 
I shrugged. “I didn't have much of a choice.”
 
“He had to establish his dominance, and he was willing to take a hit to do so,” Mistress Arcasa said. “That was the fastest way to show the element that he's in charge, even in a dire situation. After he masters the magic, then he can allow it to respond for him when he needs it to. But for now, he must be in control at all times.” She looked at me to add, “Now, Ember, you're ready to ignite.”
 




Chapter Eighteen
Rath faded us back to the citadel, and I immediately went to my room to shower. Lake water is not the cleanest. I mean, who knows what Mistress Arcasa did in it?
 
“See you at dinner,” I said to Rath as I opened my bedroom door.
 
He smiled and brushed back my bangs. “You look good with wet hair.”
 
I went still. He was just a few inches away. My stare went from his eyes to his lips. They were slightly parted. Waiting to be kissed. But then Rath stepped back.
 
Yup. That's what always happened when he got too close.
 
“Thanks,” I mumbled and hurried into my room.
 
Maybe my soaked state added to it, but Rath's rejection—his constant rejections—suddenly made me furious. Since the day Rath had told me he couldn't risk a relationship with me, I hadn't made one single move toward him. No flirting, no long looks, nothing. But he did. And he did it so subtly, that I couldn't put him in his place. Rath would look away when I caught him staring, or say things like he just said, things that were on the verge of flirtation. Then the fucker would withdraw. So, I constantly felt rejected even though I didn't instigate anything with him! It was frustrating, belittling, and so fucking unfair it made me want to spit. On him.
 
I went into the bathroom, yanked off my wet clothes, tossed them in the sink, and stepped into the shower. The hot water didn't help. I was still angry when I toweled off a few minutes later. Angry and horny.
 
“I need to get fucked,” I growled. “Maybe if the sex is good enough, I can fuck away my feelings for Rath.”
 
As I got dressed, I considered my options. As I mentioned before, I've had several offers. Keltyr was at the top of the list. But Keltyr would crow about it. He'd tease me and talk. The whole citadel would know he had me minutes after he left my bed. I didn't want that. I wanted discretion. Someone who would just fuck me and walk away. Never mention it again unless I came back for another go, and then, only to me. But who would do that?
 
I prowled through the halls feeling strangely powerful. This wasn't me. I didn't do shit like this. Even the secret affairs I'd had were with men who I had watched from afar first, gotten to know as much as I could back then. I needed more than a physical attraction to fuck someone. Frankly, those affairs ate at me. They still bothered me because they weren't enough. I hated seeing my lovers in public and acting as if there was nothing between us. I wanted something real. Someone who would be proud to be with me. And I could have it now. Just not with Rath.
 
So why not look for someone who would want a relationship with me? Oh, I would. But I had needs that had to be seen to immediately. I had waited too long for this, and now Rath had pushed me over the edge. If I didn't have sex soon, I was going to explode. Plus, the Wraith Lords don't judge people for having meaningless sex. They love meaningless sex. So even if the man I chose wasn't discreet, it wouldn't matter. I wouldn't be shamed by it. It wouldn't wreck my chances of being with someone special.
 
Making the decision to experience pleasure without attachment and knowing that I was in a place where I was completely accepted was what made me feel strong. Here, I could be myself in every way. Do whatever made me feel good. Maybe I'd choose Keltyr after all. Fuck it. I wanted to know what he could do with his tail.
 
“How's your training going?” a deep voice drawled.
 
I stopped in my tracks and slowly turned toward the sound. It was as if those words had released something inside me. A magic spell to enchant me. My heart sped up. My throat went dry. A thrill ran down my spine. Was it a sign that this man, in particular, caught my attention right when I decided to find someone to have sex with? It sure felt like it.
 
Lord Xaedren was leaning against a doorframe—hair wild and chest bare. His pants were slung low, half-buttoned, and I couldn't help following the pale hair on his sculpted chest down to his smooth belly, then to a hint of curls at the V of his crotch.
 
Xaedren growled, the sound coming from deep in his throat, and straightened. “You'd best stop looking at me like that.”
 
He's a Ladrin, I kept thinking. A wolf. But maybe that was just what I needed. Xaedren would serve two purposes—he'd help me with my hardening cock and also get me over my issues with his clan. And Xaedren wouldn't go blabbing to the whole citadel that we had sex. He was perfect.
 
Gathering my courage, I asked, “Or what?”
 
Oh, that gave me a thrill. The power that had been riding me returned, blooming under the lust that suddenly lit Xaedren's eyes. Had I done that? Little Ember starting a fire at last. Who would have thought that fire would be in Wraith Lord Xaedren of the Wolf Clan?
 
“Are you playing with me, Ember?” Xaedren stepped forward, crowding me with his barrel chest.
 
I didn't back down or back away. “No.” Feeling bold, I set my hand on his chest, sliding my fingers through his silky pelt. “But we can play if you want to.” I clenched my hand, pulling on his hair.
 
Lowering his head, Xaedren glared at me. “Why would you want to play with me? I thought you hated my kind?”
 
“How many times do I have to tell you that I don't hate your clan or you?” I asked as I met his gaze. “Yes, I have a terrible history with wolves. It haunts me. But I know it's not fair to hold it against all of you. Especially not you. You've shown me that the Wolf Clan can produce good men. But I need more to get over my issues. Wanna help me with that? Maybe give me something good to associate with Wolf Ladrin?”
 
He chuckled, the sound vibrating over me like magic. “I'm not a gentle lover. I doubt what I'd do to you would help you get over anything.”
 
Another thrill ran down my spine, then zinged through my cock. Breathlessly, I said, “That sounds like just what I need.”
 
Xaedren looked down at my tented crotch and grinned. “So, the little human wants a good hard fucking from a wolf. And here I thought you were after Ratharin, that you wanted something . . . sweet.”
 
The way he said “sweet” made it sound like poison. Yep, he was perfect.
 
I grabbed the back of his neck and yanked him down to me. Xaedren took control the second his lips met mine, scooping me up to clasp me tightly against his body as he plundered my mouth. He tasted of mead and man, and his waist was perfect for wrapping my legs around. And also for rubbing my cock against—those hard, washboard abs made my head spin.
 
With my eyes closed, I didn't see Xaedren carry me into his room or shut his door, but I felt and heard it. My body thrummed with excitement and a tinge of fear, but the fear felt good and only added to the thrill. I groaned into his mouth and ground my cock against him harder. Honestly, I could have just masturbated against the man and been perfectly happy.
 
Then I was tossed onto something soft.
 
I opened my eyes to find myself atop an unmade bed, Xaedren's musk thick in my nose. The four-poster behemoth had heavy velvet curtains hanging from its crown. Even with them pulled back at the posts, they felt cozy, like a den. But there was nothing comforting in the way Xaedren's hands went to my waistband.
 
As he roughly unbuttoned my pants, he growled, “Take off your tunic.”
 
I yanked off my tunic just as Xaedren did the same with my pants, then my undershorts. Once I was naked, I sat up and scooted backward, pushing aside the blankets.
 
“Where the fuck do you think you're going?” Xaedren shoved down his pants and revealed a thick, long, weeping cock. “Get over here and suck my dick. Unless you want me to fuck you dry.”
 
Holy shit. No one had ever spoken to me like that, and I loved it. Thrills ran down my body, and I was practically salivating as I crawled over to him. On all fours, my head was at the level of his crotch. How perfect. I leaned on one hand, took his cock in the other, and wrapped my lips around his impressive girth before I started drooling. We both groaned as I slid my mouth over him, and his hand went to my hair. Clutching a thick hank, Xaedren pulled, then added another hand to the back of my neck. He began thrusting into my mouth, and all I could do was hold myself still and cover my teeth with my lips.
 
Again, I loved it. Every second. Shivers ran over me as he fucked my mouth. I'd never had anyone do that to me. Roughly take control and show me what I needed. Would Rath have done this with me? Fuck no.
 
“Aw, fuck,” Xaedren groaned. “You do have cock-sucking lips.” He looked down and met my upturned stare. “You want to do it yourself? Show me what you've got?” He stopped thrusting. “Go on then. Suck me.”
 
Dropping my stare, I slid off him slowly, then tightened my lips and pushed forward. Turning my head, I varied the pressure, then gripped his base with my hand and squeezed. As Xaedren moaned and pulled my hair, my cock trembled. This was already the best sex of my life, and he wasn't even inside me yet.
 
“That's it,” Xaedren said. “Oh, fuck, you're good at that.” His grip on my hair loosened, and his hand slid back. “Get me wet, Ember. Real wet. I'm going to fuck you so hard, you won't be able to leave my bed.”
 
I groaned and let my saliva gather until the sounds of me working him grew slick. Even those sounds amplified my desire. My thighs clenched in need, my back arched, and my ass lifted. Everything about Xaedren made me want more, even the things I did to him.
 
“You want it bad, don't you, Ember?” Xaedren drawled, his hand sliding over my back to slap my ass. “You need my cock surging in your ass.”
 
I moaned a yes.
 
“Offer it to me properly. Show me your little pink hole.”
 
Shuddering, I let his cock slide out of my mouth to bob and drip before me. Placing one last kiss on its tip, I turned around, spreading my calves around him so that my feet hung over the edge of the bed. Then I lowered my head to the mattress and presented my ass.
 
“Spread your cheeks,” Xaedren demanded. “Show me where you want to be fucked.”
 
“Holy fuck,” I whispered as I reached behind me and pulled my ass cheeks apart.
 
Xaedren growled, then I felt the wet head of his cock rub against my hole. He moved it in a circle, pushed gently, prodding me, then pulled back. “Very pretty, Ember. So pink. And tight. You haven't been fucked a lot, have you?”
 
“No.”
 
“Don't worry. I'll fix that.” He spat on my hole, then slid an inch in.
 
“Oh, fuck,” I moaned.
 
“Is this what you want?”
 
“Yes, please!”
 
“Are you sure, Ember? This is your last chance to tell me to stop.”
 
“Sweet Goddess! I'm sure. Fuck me!”
 
Xaedren slammed into me.
 
“Oh, fuck!” I cried.
 
Xaedren hadn't worked me open, just forced his way in, and my body rebelled at the invasion. But then he held himself still, balls-deep, his pelvis flattening my ass, and my hands fell away from my cheeks on another moan. He was inside me. A wolf. A sexy wolf with a huge cock. I was finally going to get fucked properly. My whole body trembled in need.
 
Xaedren growled and ground himself deeper, letting my body relax around his before he pulled back.
 
“There's no going back now, Ember. You're mine to play with for as long as I wish.” Then he slammed forward again.
 
“I don't want to go back.” I rose onto my hands and pushed back to take even more of him. Then I looked over my shoulder to say, “Now show me what you've got, Xae.”
 
His eyes twitched at the nickname, but then he grabbed my hips and started thrusting. “Are you sure? I've got a lot to give, and it's been a long time since I've had a pretty little boy to give it to.”
 
“I want it all!”
 
Xaedren pounded into me, over and over, taking my body like a beast. He growled and snarled, reminding me constantly of who he was. My heart raced, but not in fear. This man had put himself between me and danger. He wasn't a threat. Even now, fucking me wildly, he thought to stroke my back, my sides, and then my cock. Xaedren wouldn't hurt me.
 
Oh, but Xae was so big. In all ways. He surrounded me. Everything about him was hard. Especially that massive shaft that he drove mercilessly into me. Forcing my body to accept his. I'd never been with anyone like him before, not even close. And I never wanted to go back. He was ruining me for other men, that big dick and ruthless body branding a standard into me that would be impossible for normal men to reach.
 
One of Xaedren's knees came up on the bed beside my calf. Then the other. He pushed me forward with his thrusts until he was on the mattress with me. Ecstasy ran through me. Bright, thrilling pleasure. It was more glorious than I'd hoped. I couldn't contain myself.
 
“Oh, fuck!” I cried out and came on Xaedren's bed.
 
Xaedren growled and pumped my cock as he kept thrusting into my ass. Only when I finished coming did he release my shaft and straighten. “Don't think I'm going to finish with you anytime soon, Ember. We're just getting started.”
 
I grinned as I looked over my shoulder at him. “I was hoping you'd say that.”
 
Holding my stare, Xaedren bent over me and nipped at my lower lip. I kissed him as best as I could in that position, and it seemed to please him, bringing forth happy rumbles that vibrated against my lips. Then he pulled back and nudged my head with his until I leaned it toward the opposite side. Nuzzling my neck, Xaedren made animal sounds. He licked at me. Kissed me.
 
Then bit down.
 
It didn't hurt. He only held my flesh between his teeth. No blood. No wounds. But Xaedren used his bite as leverage, holding me in place with his jaws as he slammed into me. And yet, it was more than leverage. The feeling of him biting me, his tongue working the flesh in his mouth, and his cock driving into me rapidly, summoned desire back to my shaft, hardening me in seconds.
 
“What the fuck is happening?” I whispered.
 
Xaedren grunted and kept fucking me. He fucked me for what felt like forever. And then, at last, he released my shoulder, rose onto his knees, and pulled out to come across my back with a wild howl that sent shivers down my spine.
 
I rolled over, wiping myself off on his sheet, then stared up at him. Xaedren was glorious in post-coital bliss, his hair streaming about his broad shoulders, glowing in the low light. His muscles gleamed, his chest rising and falling on his quick breaths, and his blue stare was locked on my face.
 
Xaedren bent forward, setting his hands to either side of me to cage my body, just as he'd done once as a wolf, and brought our faces together. He was about to say something, but I beat him to it.
 
“There are rings of indigo around your irises.”
 
“What?” Xaedren blinked.
 
“Your eyes,” I said. “They're not just pale blue. They have dark blue rings around them. They're beautiful.”
 
Xaedren got a strange look on his face, his muscles twitching, especially around his eyes, then he smiled and it made him ten times more handsome. Which meant he was so attractive I could barely breathe.
 
“Thank you,” he said. “I'm glad you like them. You're going to be staring into them for the next several hours.”
 
“Several hours? Is that all?” I teased.
 
Xaedren's smile turned into a grin. “Challenge accepted.”
 




Chapter Nineteen
“No more,” I begged as Xaedren revived yet again and started nibbling his way down my chest.
 
“It's only been two hours.” Xae nuzzled my belly, then sucked at my nipple. “I want more.”
 
“I do too,” I said as I slipped my hands into his hair and pushed back the heavy locks as he looked up at me. “But I need to eat first. I'm starving.”
 
Something shivered across his face, a strange look. Wild. Primal. “You're hungry?”
 
“Yes. Aren't you?”
 
He cocked his head as if to consider it. “Yes.” He pushed off me, then climbed out of bed.
 
I watched Xaedren go in a dreamy haze. His body was perfection. Not an ounce of fat on him. Muscles slabbed his shoulders, thinning a little as they ran down his back to the dimples just above his thick, rounded ass. I had grabbed that ass the last time we had sex, with me on my back and my legs spread wide. Holding a thick ass while a thick cock slid into me had been sheer bliss. I sighed.
 
Xae turned to look at me as he pulled on his pants. In an aggressive tone, he said, “Do not leave this room.”
 
I pushed myself up on my elbows and looked around. “We're in a room? Oh, yes, look at that. There's more than a bed in here.”
 
Xaedren narrowed his eyes at me. “Leave, and I will hunt you down, Ember.”
 
“Holy shit.” I sat up. “Are you serious?”
 
“Yes. I'm not done with you.”
 
“All right.” I held up my hands. “I'm not done with you either, big guy. But where are you going?”
 
“To get us food. You may use the bathroom if you need to.” He waved at a door to his right. “But other than that, do not leave my room.”
 
“Yes, Sir!” I saluted him.
 
Xae finally cracked a grin. “Good boy.”
 
“Good boy?” I huffed as he left. After the door closed, I muttered, “He's the wolf-shifter, not me.” I smiled as I recalled his other form—that great big, beautiful animal—and didn't feel even the smallest tinge of fear. “He's the good boy.” I grinned and added, “Or bad boy as the case may be.”
 
Then I slid out of the musky, rumpled, stained bed and headed to the bathroom. Xaedren. Of all the men in the citadel, he would have been my last choice for a lover. But despite his comments about not being gentle and the impression he gave that this would be meaningless, he had softened after our first round. Staring into my eyes as he moved inside me, Xaedren had become Xae. He stopped being fearsome and transformed into a sexy, tender man who always made sure I finished before he did and held me in his powerful arms after every climax.
 
A Ladrin. Of the Wolf Clan. How wondrously strange life was.
 
Xaedren's bathroom was clean and orderly, set up in the same arrangement as mine. I used his toilet and took a quick shower, soaping up and rinsing off the dried cum that was getting itchy. As I dried off, I stared at myself in the mirror over his sink. Then I hung up the towel and stepped closer. I had changed. In those two hours of wild passion, I had found more than a much-needed release. I had found joy, safety, intimate companionship, and freedom. Xae had given me that. And it felt fated. As if I had come full circle. His people had hurt me greatly. It was only right that one of them remove that pain.
 
“Holy shit,” I whispered.
 
“Ember!” Xaedren called from the bedroom.
 
A shiver went down my body, straight to my cock. I loved how intense he was. Aggressive. Savage. “I'm here!” I called before he lost his shit. The thought of Xae going crazy over me being gone made me shiver again. I hurried out to the bedroom. “I had to take a shower.” Then I saw the tray of food he'd brought, complete with a carafe of water. “Oh, that looks magnificent. Thank you.”
 
Xaedren grinned as he took the tray to a little dining set near the window. “I didn't know what you'd want, so I got a little of everything.” He looked over at me. “Do you mind if I open the curtains? Some of the cold will seep in, but I'm running hot.”
 
“Yes, you are,” I drawled as I joined him and sat down. “Go ahead. I'm warm too. I could use a little cool down.”
 
“Don't get too cold.” He pulled open the curtains, then sat down. “I'll want you warm again soon.”
 
“You can warm me up.” I reached for a plate, but he smacked my hand.
 
“I'll do it.” He emptied the tray, then carefully analyzed the plates—no, platters—of food before sliding one over to me.
 
I frowned until I realized he had given me the plate with the best cuts of meat. “Thank you,” I said softly as I watched him.
 
Xae grunted. Then he set the tray on the floor and started to eat. I reached for the carafe. Again, he jerked into motion, grabbing the pitcher before I could and pouring me a glass of water.
 
“Thank you,” I said again.
 
He met my gaze and his softened. “You're welcome.”
 
I ate watching him. Every time he looked up, his stare went directly to mine. And he looked satisfied to find me watching him. Every time. So I kept watching.
 
“Why did you become a Wraith Lord?” I finally asked.
 
He went still.
 
“You don't have to answer that,” I rushed to say. “I didn't mean to pry. I know we're just—”
 
“Just what?” Xae's tone went vicious.
 
I'd been about to say that we were just having sex, but I quickly altered it to, “Just getting to know each other. If it's too personal, I understand.”
 
Xae grunted, looked down, chewed a bite, then said, “My village was attacked. The Corrupted . . .” He looked up at me, then away.
 
Fuck. I knew what drove the other races to hunt humans, but I'd never let myself dwell on it. Never truly contemplated what could make people hunt other people. I'd always assumed the Ladrin were a violent race, all the clans, not just the wolves. But it wasn't their violent natures that had driven them to attack my village. It was fear.
 
“I'm so sorry,” I said. “Did they hurt anyone you loved?”
 
He swallowed and rubbed a hand over his face. “They killed my whole family. Most of my village. Only sixteen people survived. There weren't enough Wraith Lords back then.” He grunted and added, “There still aren't, but there are a lot more of us now.”
 
“Holy shit,” I whispered. “So you became a Wraith Lord to avenge your family?”
 
“And to protect other families.” He grimaced. “I know why my clan attacked your village. We were hurt, and a hurt animal lashes out. And it's not just the Wolf Clan or even Ladrin. A lot of immortals believe that if we wiped out the humans, the Corrupter could be easily defeated. He'd have no weapons to use against us beyond his own magic. But I don't agree with that, Ember. I would never condone killing someone to stop someone else.”
 
“I know, Xae. You're a good man.”
 
He grunted again and looked back at his food. “The Wraith Lords became my clan.”
 
I stared at his Wraith Lord pendant, the moonstone drawing the lantern light into its creamy depths. In the thick silver setting around it were carved symbols for Fire, Earth, Water, and Air. The moonstone itself was engraved with a W to represent the brotherhood of the Wraith Lords and wraith—Spirit. When Xae was summoned, the stone would shine and vibrate.
 
The thought made me frown. I didn't want him to be summoned. I didn't want him going out there to face the Corrupter. Not without me.
 
I made a soft sound of amazement.
 
“What?” Xae looked up.
 
“No, it's just . . . I just realized that you, all of you, are my clan too. I've never felt so at home before.”
 
He smiled softly, even tenderly, then smirked. “A good fucking will do that for you.”
 
“Asshole!” I tossed a roll at him.
 
He caught it, took a huge bite, and grinned as he chewed.
 
Then my stare returned to the pendant. “How does that thing work?”
 
“My Wraith Lord pendant?”
 
I nodded.
 
Xaedren shrugged. “Who the fuck knows? The Emperor enchants them.”
 
“The Emperor enchants every pendant?”
 
“Yup.”
 
“Wow.”
 
“Did you shit your pants when you met him?” he asked teasingly.
 
“Just about,” I said with a chuckle. “But he was so welcoming. He quickly put me at ease. Until he said that shit about it being me.”
 
“What being you?”
 
“I told him how I saved Rath, and the Emperor said, 'It's you' in this tone of revelation. He went on to explain himself, telling us about what the Goddess said. But that initial 'it's you' freaked the fuck out of me.”
 
“I'll bet.” Xae snorted. Then he went serious. “It is you. You're going to change the war, Ember.”
 
“Hopefully, I'll help end it.”
 
He grunted. “Hopefully. But for now, I need you to eat. Get your strength back.”
 
“You already have an erection, don't you?”
 
“Yup.”
 
Smirking, I said, “Me too.”
 
“Damn it, Ember! Now, you've done it.” Xae surged out of his seat and yanked me into his arms. As he carried me back to bed, he grumbled, “Our food is going to get cold.”
 
“I don't care.”
 
Xaedren met my hot stare and growled as he lowered his head to kiss me, “I don't either.”
 




Chapter Twenty
“Where were you last night?” Rath asked as I joined him at our usual breakfast table. “You weren't at dinner. I went to your room, but you weren't there either. I would have been worried if I didn't know you can't fade.”
 
“Sorry. I . . .” I smoothed my hair and stared at my food. “I ate with someone in their room.”
 
“You ate with . . .” Rath blinked. “Oh. I see.”
 
“It was just dinner.”
 
“Yes. Well, we all get hungry.” Rath stretched his neck, subtly looking around the room. “Who did you dine with?”
 
I lifted a brow.
 
“I'm sorry. Don't answer that. Just tell me it wasn't Keltyr.”
 
“It wasn't Keltyr.”
 
“What wasn't me?” Kel plopped down beside me, slung an arm around my shoulders, and nuzzled my neck. “You know, if you need something from me, all you have to do—” Keltyr's words turned into a shocked cry as he was lifted off the bench and tossed on the floor. He lay there and stared up at his attacker in confusion. “What the actual fuck, Xaedren?”
 
Xaedren just snarled at Keltyr, baring his teeth, then sat down beside me. He set his plate on the table and started eating as if nothing had happened. I gaped at him. Then at his plate. Xae had tossed Keltyr one-handed. He glanced at me, winked, and went back to eating.
 
“What the fuck?!” Kel asked again as he jumped to his feet. “There are plenty of open seats, asshole.”
 
“I like this one,” Xaedren said, then lifted his head and stared Keltyr down.
 
Keltyr's expression went even more baffled as he slid onto the bench across the table from us. He pulled his plate over, then his mug, sipped as he continued to stare at Xae, then looked at me.
 
I cleared my throat, focused on my plate, and took another bite.
 
“No,” Rath whispered. Then, louder, he said, “No fucking way. Tell me I'm wrong.”
 
I glanced at him, shrugged (though it was more of a wince), shot a nervous glance at Xae, then sipped my coffee.
 
“Why? For the love of the Goddess, why him?!”
 
Meeting Rath's stare directly, I straightened my shoulders, and said, “Why do you care?”
 
“Why does he care about what?” Keltyr asked. “You didn't really . . .” He looked at Xaedren.
 
Xaedren met Keltyr's look with a smug one.
 
“You fucked him?!” Keltyr pointed at Xaedren as he stared at me with wide eyes.
 
Xaedren narrowed his eyes at Keltyr. “What's wrong with me?”
 
“He knocked you on your ass his first day here,” Kel huffed. “And you're a dick.”
 
I couldn't help it. At heart, I'm a smartass, and my previous life hadn't given me a lot of opportunities to let that part of me shine. So, I brightly said, “I happen to like dicks.”
 
Xae snorted a laugh, then went back to eating.
 
“Of all the people,” Rath murmured.
 
I swiveled my stare back to Rath. His hands were clenched into fists and his jaw was tight. My chest felt just as constricted. One of the perks of sleeping with Xae had been his lone-wolf attitude. I didn't think anyone would find out, especially not Rath. But then I went and told Rath I had sex. I could have made up an excuse, but I didn't. So, I couldn't blame Xaedren entirely for our secret coming out. But I never would have expected this from him. Why was he behaving like this? I thought it was going to be a one-night stand.
 
Not that I wouldn't mind something a bit more . . . just more.
 
Transferring my gaze from Rath to Xae, I felt my chest relax even as my heart sped up. Rath had made his choice, and it wasn't me. I made a choice too, and it had turned out a lot better than I thought it would. Instead of ignoring me and pretending nothing had happened, Xaedren defended me from Kel's advances and proudly sat beside me. No man had ever admitted to being with me before, much less been proud of it. It felt . . . fucking amazing. I would have kissed Xae right there if I hadn't known he'd be opposed to such a public display. Or maybe he wouldn't. He'd made a far larger scene by tossing Keltyr on his ass. But no, I wouldn't do that to Rath.
 
Damn it! Why was I worried about Rath? I should just kiss Xae. Or maybe just touch him. I glanced at him. His big body was just a couple of inches away from me. I leaned over until our shoulders touched. Xaedren looked over at me, met my stare, and did something that shocked the entire table. He leaned over and nudged my forehead with his.
 
“Holy fucking shit!” Keltyr leapt up and pointed at Xaedren. “What the fuck was that? Was that an affectionate nuzzle? From you?! You like him. Holy fuck!”
 
I hunched in on myself. Not that I was embarrassed about having sex with Xaedren. Quite the opposite. I was just as proud as he was, maybe even more so. Both for snagging him and for getting over my issue with his people. But I was still getting used to attention, and this was a private matter.
 
“Shut the fuck up and sit down,” Xaedren growled. “Who I touch and how I do it is none of your fucking business. And if you make Ember uncomfortable one more time this morning, I'll cut off one of your horns and shove it up your ass.”
 
“Holy shit,” Keltyr and I whispered together as Kel sat down.
 
“We'll be late for your training,” Rath said abruptly as he stood. “Come along, Ember.”
 
“But I haven't finished my—”
 
“Now!”
 
“Son of a . . .” I trailed off as I saw Xaedren raise a brow. “Berry.”
 
“Son of a berry?” Xae asked, his lips twitching.
 
“Yeah, it's a thing. People say that. I've heard it.”
 
“Sure you have.” Xae grinned, but that smile hardened when he looked across me to Rath. “He needs to eat.”
 
“He's had enough to sustain him.” Rath glared back at Xae.
 
“He needs more. He had a long, strenuous night.”
 
“I'm fine!” I practically shouted as I jumped up. “Really, I've had enough to eat,” I said to Xae.
 
He grunted and let it go, but as I climbed over the bench, he cupped my ass, making me flinch.
 
“I'll see you later.” Xae lowered his hand and went back to eating.
 
“Uh, yeah. All right. Sounds good,” I stammered and stumbled over the bench. “See you later.”
 
Xae absently reached out a hand to steady me, as if he knew exactly where I was and what was happening with me even when he was focused on something else.
 
“Thanks,” I murmured.
 
Xaedren grunted and dropped his hand again, but he slid it down my arm as he did so and squeezed my hand before he let me go.
 
I swallowed past the dryness in my throat and left the hall with Rath.
 
Rath glanced at me as we walked away from the table, shook his head, then set his stare straight ahead.
 




Chapter Twenty-One
Rath didn't speak to me at all during my training session. Not even when he faded us back to the citadel. After we left the arrival room, Mistress Arcasa bid us goodnight and walked away, back on two legs. I started to walk away as well, feeling pretty shitty after enduring Rath's silent treatment.
 
Then Rath startled me into stopping by asking, “Why him?”
 
We were in the entry hall, with its high ceiling and grim suits of armor. I met the empty stare of a steel helm, sighed, and turned around.
 
“I thought he'd be discreet.” I shrugged. “I just needed . . . someone. A release. I ran into him in the hallway and we started talking. I realized he could also get me over my fear of Ladrin. And he did.”
 
“Good for you,” Rath muttered.
 
“Rath, come on.” I went over and reached for his shoulder, but he stiffened, so I dropped my hand. “It's been weeks since you told me you couldn't take a chance on me. We agreed to be friends and not let other relationships get in the way of that. Has something changed?”
 
Rath let out a long breath. “No. Nothing's changed. You're right. I'm sorry. I was just surprised by your choice.”
 
“I'm surprised that Xaedren wants more than one night with me. I thought it would be over this morning.”
 
“I'm not surprised at all,” Rath whispered and lifted a hand to my cheek. “You're special. Just . . . no, I don't have the right to give you advice.” He dropped his hand.
 
“You're my closest friend, Rath. If you don't have that right, then who does?”
 
His expression softened, but before he could say anything more, a hand clasped mine. I looked over to find Xae standing beside me. Close. As in touching shoulders.
 
“Have you finished training?” Xaedren asked with his stare on Rath.
 
“Yeah.” I looked back and forth between the men. “Uh, I'm just finishing a conversation with Rath. Then I want to shower and—”
 
“It's fine,” Rath cut me off, holding Xae's stare. “We can talk later.”
 
Xaedren grunted as if that were the proper response, then pulled me away from Rath.
 
“Hey.” I tugged on his hand as he dragged me to the stairs. “I'm coming. You don't have to drag me.”
 
Xaedren grunted and let up a bit.
 
“Are you mad about something?” I asked with a glance back at Rath.
 
He was already gone.
 
Xaedren didn't answer, just slid a glare at me.
 
I let that slide until we were upstairs and he drew me past my room. Xae's room was further down the corridor, but I wasn't ready to go there yet.
 
“I'm going to take a shower.” I tried to tug my hand free, but Xae only held on tighter. “I won't be long. Xae, let go.”
 
Instead of letting go, Xaedren picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder.
 
“What the fuck?” I pounded on his back. “What are you doing?”
 
Still no answer.
 
He carried me to his room, shut and locked the door behind us, then tossed me on the bed.
 
“All right, I love the alpha thing you've got going on,” I said as I sat up. “But—”
 
“Take off your fucking clothes,” Xaedren growled.
 
A sliver of fear went through my stomach. “Xae?”
 
“Do it now, Ember.” His eyes gleamed in the dim light, reminding me of his wolf.
 
My breath caught and with shaking hands, I pulled off my tunic. I eased off the bed to take off my pants, and my hands started to tremble as Xaedren stripped too, his movements as aggressive as his tone. I knew I had magic that could knock him on his ass. I had proven that. But he was a wolf, and that fear was rooted deep. I guess I wasn't as over it as I thought.
 
“Get back on the bed,” Xaedren said.
 
Keeping my gaze lowered, I crawled back onto the bed. But I didn't lie down or get onto all-fours. I brought my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Xaedren crawl over the mattress to me, looking like a wolf even in his man form.
 
He sat before me and demanded, “What is he to you?”
 
“What?” I looked up. “Who?”
 
“Ratharin. I saw him touch your face. Are you fucking him?”
 
“No. He doesn't want a relationship with a human.”
 
“Fucking isn't a relationship.”
 
“He doesn't want that either.” I cocked my head at him. “Is that what this is about? You're jealous?”
 
“He's nothing to you?”
 
“He's my friend. My mentor.” I let out an angry huff and pushed at his shoulders. “You scared me! What the fuck, Xae? I'm shaking!” I held out my hand to show him.
 
Xae sat back and frowned at my trembling hand. Sniffed the air. Then he scowled harder. “You have no reason to fear me, Ember.”
 
“I know,” I muttered. “I can kick your ass.”
 
He snorted then leaned in to nudge my cheek with his. “I would never hurt you. I'd die to protect you.”
 
“I know you wouldn't hurt me,” I whispered. “But you were so angry . . .”
 
“Come here.” Xae slid behind me to pull me into his arms and onto his lap. “I'm sorry I scared you. But you scared me first.” He nuzzled my face.
 
“I scared you?” I turned in his arms to look at him. “How?”
 
“The way you looked at Rath. You care about him.”
 
“As a friend.”
 
“No. Don't lie to me.”
 
I sighed. “I like Rath. A lot. But there is nothing more than friendship between us.”
 
“I heard him this morning. He's angry you slept with me. He's going to change his mind about you.”
 
“No, he's not.” I shifted to straddle Xae's lap, facing him, and he straightened his legs. “And even if he did, it's too late.”
 
“I don't think so, Ember.” He brushed his lips over mine. “I thought this would be sex and nothing more. A way to get you out of my head.”
 
“I was in your head?” I grinned.
 
“Why do you think I was there that day I saved you from the falling tree?”
 
“Technically, you tried to save me,” I teased. “I saved us.”
 
Xaedren growled.
 
“All right. All right. Ease down, big guy.” I kissed his cheek. “It's the thought that counts.”
 
He nipped my chin. “The sex only made things worse. I don't know what it is about you. I can't get past you. I want more. And I don't want to share.”
 
A warm feeling spread through my chest as I stared into his earnest eyes. “I want more of you too and I don't want to share you either.”
 
“Good.” Xae lifted me off his lap, but only to bend forward with me, laying me on my back. My legs wrapped tighter around his waist as he wedged his cock against my bottom. “Now, give me that ass.”
 
“Could we use some oil this time?” I lowered my legs.
 
“Oil?” Xae frowned.
 
“For lubrication. It works much better than saliva.”
 
Xaedren frowned and looked around his room. “I don't think I have any.”
 
“Have you never used oil before?”
 
“No.”
 
“Holy shit!” I pushed on his shoulders until he sat up. “Stay here. I'll go get some. You're gonna love this!” I snatched up my pants and pulled them on as Xaedren sprawled back against his pillows. Seeing his beautiful body on full display, his cock standing up straight from his lap, made me pause and grin dumbly.
 
“Ember?” Xae drawled knowingly.
 
“Right! I'm going.” I ran out the door, then raced down the hallway.
 
I knew I didn't have any oil in my room, so I had to go down to the kitchen. It took longer than expected. Not only was the kitchen on the ground level of the citadel, but it was also run by Creen, and they didn't like letting anyone not Creen do anything in their kitchen. I had five of them circling me within seconds of entering the vast, high-ceilinged room, offering me everything from a sandwich to a mug of ale to a whole roasted chicken.
 
“I just need a bottle of oil,” I said.
 
Within seconds, those five Creen had five different types of oil in their hands, lifting the bottles to me with hopeful grins, their antennae shivering with their eagerness.
 
“Uh.” I looked over the multicolored bottles. “Which one gives the best slide?”
 
The Creens' eyes widened. They looked at each other.
 
One of them held up his bottle and said, “This one is best for lubrication, my lord.”
 
“Thanks, buddy!” I grabbed the bottle and ran out as the Creen giggled.
 
I barely made it down the hallway before I ran into Xaedren. And I mean that literally. I rounded a corner and barreled straight into his bare chest. He barely grunted from the impact while I cried out as if I'd hit a tree. Then he saw it was me and growled. And I mean he literally growled like an animal. I found myself once more tossed over his shoulder. But this time, instead of taking me to his room, Xae kicked open the first door he came to and took me into the darkness beyond.
 
After shutting the door, Xae set me down on the floor and pushed me forward. I fell over something, bending at the waist. A wooden crate, I think. It was the perfect height for what my lover had in mind.
 
“Xae, I can't see,” I said.
 
“And I can't wait any longer. Give me the fucking oil!”
 
I handed him the bottle, then hurried to push down my pants. I heard some shuffling as he removed his pants as well, then a hand shoved one of my butt cheeks aside and oil dripped over my entrance. I shuddered eagerly, my cock dripping too, and reached back to hold the other cheek out.
 
“Good boy,” Xaedren rumbled. Then he set the bottle down beside me and slipped his slick cock between my cheeks. “You can let go now.”
 
I let go of my ass and grabbed the edge of the crate. Just in time too. Xaedren slid into me and groaned. His hands gripped my ass and kneaded as he worked himself slowly deeper, knowing I preferred that to a sudden entrance. Yes, I told him. That's how comfortable I was with him.
 
“Xae,” I moaned and pushed back, the oil allowing me to take more of him faster.
 
“Fuck,” Xaedren groaned. “You're right. This feels amazing.”
 
“We'll get another bottle before we go back upstairs.”
 
He chuckled and sped up. “Three more.”
 
“Are we eating dinner in your room again tonight?”
 
“Yes. We grab some food along with the oil. Now, brace yourself, Ember.”
 
“Great Goddess, I love it when you say that.”
 




Chapter Twenty-Two
The next day, I was on my way to meet Rath in the citadel's main library to look for some of the texts Mistress Lectia suggested I read when I was grabbed roughly from behind and shoved against the wall. I barely had time to see that it was Xae before his lips were on mine, demanding a response. He devoured me, rubbing himself against me as his tongue lashed at mine. His hands were everywhere—sliding over my chest, pinching my nipples through my tunic, going down my arms, then around to my ass. Squeezing. Kneading. Claiming. Then Xae pulled back, nuzzled my face, and walked away, leaving me panting and dazed.
 
The day after that, Xae caught me coming out of my room, pushed me back in, and tossed me on my bed. He only bothered to remove my pants, then propped my legs on his shoulders and slid into me. He was already oiled up. The man had been waiting in the hallway with a hard, oiled cock! Halfway through the sex, Xae got annoyed with my tunic and tore it off. Then, with a happy sigh, he latched onto my left nipple, sucking at me hungrily as he fucked me.
 
The day after that, I was in the garden, enjoying a rare moment of relaxation. Just sunning myself on the grass, tunic and boots off. A shadow blocked the sun, and when I opened my eyes, Xae was above me, his expression beyond aroused, more like inflamed. He dove for my neck, growling as he kissed and bit me there. Meanwhile, he ground against me, pumping his erection against my shaft until I was just as hard as he was. He knew that once he gave me an erection, he could do anything with me . . . even fuck me in public. And he did.
 
It went on for weeks. I quickly became obsessed with Xae, and part of me wondered if that was his plan. I thought about him constantly, always on the lookout for him, expecting him to pounce at me, out of the shadows. And yet, there was Rath, always watching me with those lavender eyes, always supporting me. Always frowning when Xae got near.
 
And through it all, I trained.
 
I made it through Earth and Water training, with Mistress Lectia overseeing everything. Now, I was on to Air. But Master Bri'tar wanted me to study a few books before we worked with Air Magic. So, I was back in the library. Rath sat at one of the many polished oak tables in the center of the vast room with Master Bri'tar beside him. I left them speaking in low tones and went to fetch the next book on Bri'tar's list.
 
I didn't mind studying. In fact, I loved it. It was a lot easier than learning to properly control the elements. For one thing, I didn't have to worry about hurting people or myself. And I've always loved books. With my lack of friends, books filled the gap, giving me other lives to live. Lives in which I was a hero with hordes of friends. The books Master Bri'tar had me reading weren't fiction, but they were interesting and helped me prepare for the practical part of his training. Maybe they'd help me become that hero I'd only dreamed of being.
 
I ran my fingertips over the leather spines, admiring the gilded titles. The library was my favorite place in the citadel. I couldn't get over how many books there were in one place. A veritable treasure trove of information. And it was so beautiful there, with polished ebony bookshelves pressed back to back, soaring up over fourteen feet to form a labyrinth around a central reading space. High-backed chairs sat around the edges of that space, with small tables gathered in the center, and smaller chairs pulled up to them. They were all carved from ebony to match the shelves and upholstered in soft maroon leather. Above the stacks, the lantern light was diffused, a soft glow that was just bright enough to read by. There was a reason for the dimness, something about light being bad for books. I'm not sure exactly, but whatever the reason, it wasn't as bright within the maze as it was in the center of the room. I had to lean in to read the titles.
 
I was just about to pull out a huge tome for a better look when a hand clamped over my mouth and a hard body pressed against me from behind. A week earlier, I might have panicked and fought, but I knew Xae's scent now. And the feel of his body. I even knew the sound of his breathing. So all I did was groan against his muffling palm, excitement shivering through me. I leaned back against him, angling my head to the side so he could bite my neck.
 
Xaedren loved to bite my neck. He did so now with a soft growl, then licked me there.
 
“How are your lessons going?” Xae whispered in my ear as he removed his hand from my mouth . . . and set it over my hardening cock.
 
Yes, he even had my dick trained. Sometimes all it took was a whiff of his spicy musk to get a rise out of me.
 
Instead of answering, I spun in his arms and lifted my mouth to his. Xae grinned before he gave me what I wanted, his lips molding to mine as his tongue slipped into my mouth. I moaned and pawed at him just as wildly as he groped me. Instantly feverish, I sighed when I felt cool air hit my skin, but then his warm hand slid under the hem of my tunic and glided over my chest.
 
After what felt like an eternity of kissing, I pulled back to say, “We can't do this here. Rath will come looking for me soon.”
 
“Are you sure?” He unbuttoned my pants and claimed my cock. Then, holding my stare, he went to his knees.
 
“Holy fuck,” I whispered as his hot mouth surrounded my shaft.
 
With one hand gripping the base of my cock and the other massaging my ass, Xae sucked and licked and moved his tight lips up and down my dick as he watched me with those sky-blue eyes. Primal sounds vibrated through his throat, and when I crumpled against the books, moaning, his eyes filled with pride.
 
“Xae,” I whispered as I ran my hand through his wild hair. “What about you?”
 
He just kept going, working me until my thighs tightened and my hand clenched in his hair. I bit my lip to keep from crying out but shuddered violently as I came in his mouth. Xae sucked it all down greedily, then moved off me to lick his lips and stand.
 
“You will see to me later.” Xae lightly tapped my flaccid shaft. Then he pressed a kiss to my lips and vanished, becoming a shadow before fading away.
 
Panting, I stared down at my wet dick. Then I heard the sound of footsteps. In a panic, I tucked myself away and buttoned my pants, my hands shaking so badly it took me several tries. Thankfully, I managed to get myself settled before Rath came into view. As if I were just reaching for it, I lifted my hand toward the book I'd been after, then pretended to notice him.
 
“Oh, hey,” I said.
 
“Did you find the book yet?”
 
“Yes, it's this one, I think.” I pulled the book forth and showed it to him.
 
Rath came closer and took the book, then looked me over. “Are you all right? You look flushed.” His stare zeroed in on my neck.
 
I lifted a hand nervously. Xae had doubtless left a mark. Another one.
 
“I don't recall you having that earlier,” Rath said.
 
I pulled my shoulder-length hair forward. “I haven't exactly been trying to show it off.”
 
Rath came closer. Leaned in. Sniffed me. “He's been here, hasn't he?”
 
“Who?” I squeaked.
 
“For fuck's sake,” Rath cursed as he stepped back. “You can play with Xaedren after you've finished with your daily training. Don't waste Master Bri'tar's time. Or mine, for that matter.”
 
“I'm not trying to waste anyone's time, Rath.”
 
Rath's face twitched. He bit his lower lip. Then he tossed the book on the floor and grabbed me. I gasped as he took my waist and pulled me into his arms, his lips coming down to cover mine. He used my gasp to slip his tongue through my parted lips and gently tease mine. Desire smacked me in the dick. I tasted honey and mint. I could barely breathe, barely think straight. This was what I'd been wanting for months. Him. Ratharin.
 
I groaned and wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders, clutching at the muscles on his back. As soon as I responded, Rath went wild, his hands gripping me tightly, as if afraid I'd bolt. His mouth moved over mine mercilessly, his tongue teasing me past any ounce of reason I had left. Then he was kissing his way down my neck, making a furious sound when he coasted over Xae's bite.
 
“Rath?” I whispered as I finally remembered why this was bad.
 
“I can't stop myself anymore,” he murmured against my throat. “You taunt me every day with him, forcing me to admit how foolish I've been.” He lifted his head to look at me. “I don't care about the future anymore. I need you now, Ember.”
 
“Rath . . .” I shook my head. “I can't. I'm with Xae.”
 
“But you don't care about him. Just tell him it's over. Be with me.”
 
“I do care about him. How can you think I don't? We've been together for over a month now. I can't just cast Xae aside because you've suddenly realized that you want me bad enough to risk falling in love with me.”
 
“That's just it. There isn't a risk anymore, Ember,” Rath said, his stare intensifying. “It's done. I'm in love with you. Don't you feel something for me in return?”
 
“Of course, I do,” I admitted. “I always have. But I won't cast Xae aside for you. He doesn't deserve that.”
 
“So, I'm just supposed to wait?”
 
“No. I can't ask you to wait. Especially since I don't know if Xae and I will ever end.”
 
“Oh, you'll end.” Rath leaned into me again, holding me in place. “He doesn't make you feel what I do.” His hand went to my chest, right over my heart. “He doesn't make your heart race and ache. I'm sure Xaedren's exciting and can fuck like an animal, but he isn't what you need, Ember. I can excite your mind as well as your body.” He bent to bite my earlobe, then whispered in my ear, “I can fuck you viciously, then tenderly. I can make you scream in ecstasy, then sigh in love. Say it, little spark. You love me too.”
 
“I . . .” My mind spun. This was what I'd wanted for what felt like forever. But somewhere during that wanting, I'd found something else. Someone else who had become special to me. “I can't, Rath.” I slid out of his grip. “I don't know what I feel for either of you, but I do know I feel enough for Xaedren to remain faithful to him. He may not be as smart as you or even as powerful, but he's neither a fool nor a weakling. There's more to him than you think, more than I expected. And I like it. All of it. All of him.”
 
Rath's face fell, his eyes going liquid and wounded. “I see.”
 
“Rath, I'm sorry.” I lifted my hand, but he stepped back. “I do want you, and I care a lot about you. You're my best friend. But I want him too, and I'm already with him.”
 
“I understand,” he said stiffly. “I made a huge mistake with you, and that's my fault. I shouldn't have expected or even hoped that you would help me correct it.”
 
“I wish I could,” I whispered.
 
“I'm not giving up, Ember. I can't. I'll be here when the wolf disappoints you.” Then he turned and walked away, stepping over the fallen book.
 
I stared down at it, the dim light catching the gilding so that I could clearly read the title. It seemed to mock me.
 
Conquering the Storm: An in-depth analysis of Air
 
I grimaced at it as I picked it up, then headed back to the table.
 




Chapter Twenty-Three
Later that night, I went to take care of Xaedren as promised. I knocked on his door, but he didn't answer. Feeling a bit like a criminal, I checked the handle and found it unlocked.
 
“Xae?” I ducked my head into his room. Then I grimaced. “You've entered my room without permission loads of times, so I'm just gonna come in. Hello?” I went inside.
 
“He got summoned,” Keltyr said.
 
I spun toward the door and found Kel leaning against the frame.
 
“I can help you out if you're,”—he looked me up and down—“in need.”
 
“Thanks, but I'll wait for Xae.” I went out to the hallway, then closed the door.
 
Keltyr's usual smile floundered, then settled into a serious line. “I want you for more than a fuck, Ember.”
 
“What?” I gaped at him. First, Rath, now Kel? Shit, I really did have a storm to conquer.
 
“I know you think I sleep around, but it wouldn't be like that with you. I . . . I really like you, Ember. I think we could be good together.” His tail lifted, and the end stroked my cheek.
 
“I'm flattered, Kel. Truly. I think you're handsome, and I would love to learn what you can do with your tail.”
 
“But?” His tail fell.
 
“But I'm with Xaedren.”
 
“Sure. I can see the appeal.” He shrugged, going right back to his carefree self. “He probably fucks like—”
 
“An animal,” I finished, rolling my eyes. “Yes, that seems to be the general assumption.”
 
Keltyr snickered. “Oh? I'm not the only one who's been talking about your boyfriend's sexual prowess?”
 
“Boyfriend?” I frowned, then looked at Xae's door. “Huh. Yeah, I guess he is.”
 
“You're turning me down and you haven't even worked out if you're committed?” Keltyr asked in dramatic offense.
 
“No, we've talked about it. Sort of. We said we wouldn't fuck other people. We just haven't talked about where our relationship is going. I don't think he's the kind of person who needs to label things.”
 
“Xaedren nuzzled you in public after your first night together. I think he's more like that than you think. You do know that wolves mate for life, right?” Keltyr winked at me, then turned around, and sauntered off. Over his shoulder, he tossed, “Let me know if you change your mind. I can always give you a taste of the tail to help you decide.”
 
I grinned as I watched him walk away. If only Keltyr knew how close I'd been to choosing him. Then I glanced at Xae's door again. That whole wolves mate for life thing was romantic, but I didn't know enough about Xae's people to assume that their animals had that much of an influence over them. And it didn't matter. We were people, not animals. We weren't mates, we were boyfriends. Hopefully. At the very least, we were monogamous lovers.
 
I wanted to go back inside Xae's room and wait for him there, but that would be pathetic. I don't know why I was even worried. This was what Xae did. He went out and fought the Corrupter and his Corrupted. He protected people. I loved that about him. I was going to do it myself someday. Xae would be fine.
 
Still, all I could think about as I headed to my room was how Rath would have died if I hadn't been there that day.
 
“I have to hurry up with my training so I can go on missions with him,” I said to myself as I entered my bedroom. “Then I won't have to worry.”
 
Shutting the door but leaving it unlocked for Xae, I headed for my bed, my thoughts turning back to Rath. My hand lifted to brush my lips, then the mark on my neck. I was glad I told Rath no, proud of myself for being loyal to Xae. But when I laid down on my bed, my hand went to my chest, right over my heart, and I remembered what Rath said.
 
He doesn't make your heart race and ache.
 
It wasn't true. Xaedren did make my heart race and ache. I was falling in love with him. Just as I was falling in love with Rath.
 
“Aw, fuck me,” I muttered.
 




Chapter Twenty-Four
A few hours later, I was still waiting for Xaedren. Battles were fast. They don't take three hours. Not the sort of battles the Wraith Lords fought. Sure, something could happen to change that, but that was rare. Usually, the Lords returned within an hour of being summoned.
 
“Maybe he came back and went to sleep,” I said as I put my book down. “I'll just go check.”
 
I went to Xae's room and knocked again. No answer. I opened the door and peered inside. It was dark but with the light from the corridor, I could see that his bed was empty.
 
“Xae?” I went inside and shut the door behind me. “Light,” I called out the command to turn the overhead lantern on. “Xaedren?” I went to the bathroom, but that was empty too. “Oh, fuck,” I whispered, a terrible ache lashing through my chest. “No.” I started to pace. “What do I do? I can't fade to him. I don't even know where he is.” I crumpled onto his bed. It was a mess as usual. Xae kept everything tidy except for his bed. He didn't see the point in making it only to rumple everything when he went to sleep. And it smelled like him. “Xae,” I whispered as I lay down and pulled his blanket over me. “Fuck. Xae. Please, be all right.”
 
Fear made my skin go cold. I was well acquainted with the feeling, but to feel it for a Ladrin was startling. That's when I knew that I wasn't just falling for Xaedren, I'd fallen. I loved him. How could I not? He was incredible. I never dreamed I could have a man like him. And now, I might have lost him.
 
“Please, come home,” I whispered. Then I did something I hadn't done since before my parents were killed. I prayed. “Goddess, please look after Xaedren. He's one of yours, out doing your work. And I . . . I love him. I need him to come home or I won't be able to do what you need me to—”
 
The bedroom door opened.
 
I shot upright. “Xae?”
 
Xaedren frowned at me as he strode in. His hair was tangled (more so than normal), his boots muddy, and there was a leaf caught in his chainmaille shirt. “Ember? What are you doing here?”
 
“Xae!” I ran to him, smacking into his metal-clad chest and wrapping my arms around him. “Shit, that worked fast.”
 
“What are you talking about?” He held his arms out to the sides. “And stop that. I'm dirty. You shouldn't touch me.”
 
“I don't care.” I held on. Then I looked up at him. “I fucking prayed for you.”
 
“For me?” Xae scrunched up his face at me. “Why?”
 
“Why?!” I jerked back. “You were gone for hours! I thought you were hurt or . . .” I swallowed roughly. “And I couldn't do anything! I had to sit here and wait, worrying about you. I was waiting in my room, but I thought maybe you had come back and gone to bed, so I came here to check on you, then I sat down and . . .”
 
“And prayed?” he asked softly.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“For me.”
 
“Yeah, for you. I was fucking scared. Terrified.”
 
Xaedren's face twitched. Shivered. Shut down. He unbuckled the straps holding his weapons, tossed them to the side, and then bent over to shimmy his chainmaille shirt off. It made a shushing sound as it fell into a heap. He picked it up and slipped it over the shoulders of his armor rack. I watched him, waiting for some kind of response. But he just kept undressing. His strong hands went to the buckles of his bracers. They got set on a shelf by his armor stand. Buckles. So many straps. Weapons got laid in their proper places. Then his padded tunic was removed. That went onto a rack to dry. When he was down to his undershorts, I lost patience with his calm routine.
 
“Xae? Am I being too clingy? I'm sorry. I'll just go. I'll see you tomorrow. I won't be like this again.” I started to step past him, but his arm shot out, and he pulled me into an embrace.
 
Tucking his head over mine, he whispered, “I just needed to get my gear off before I held you.”
 
“Oh.”
 
“No one's ever worried about me enough to beseech the Goddess on my behalf.”
 
I thought to mention his mother who had surely done that, as all mothers do, but decided against it. Bringing up his dead parents might ruin what was perhaps the most romantic moment of my life.
 
So, instead, I looked up at him and said something just as shocking, “I love you.”
 
Xaedren gaped at me.
 
I bit my lip and held his gaze, refusing to back down.
 
Xae swallowed roughly. His breath came faster. Then he struck.
 
Yanking me up his body, off my feet, Xaedren brought me up to his level, into a kiss. His lips moved over mine urgently. Low growls came from his throat, vibrating into my mouth, and his scent, already intensified by his sweat, grew stronger. He was all I could smell, and I loved it. Wanted to rub my body over his and get that scent all over me. But I couldn't break away from the passion of his kiss. Xae's tongue lashed, then stroked, and his hands gripped me tight enough to bruise. I held him just as tightly, one arm braced around his shoulders and my legs wrapped around his waist. With my free hand, I stroked his face, then ran my fingers back into his hair until a tangle stopped me.
 
Xae growled at the tug, then eased back to look at me. “I'm dirty.”
 
“I don't care.”
 
With a growl of approval, Xae carried me to the bed. He laid me down gently, then removed my pants as I pulled off my tunic. Once I was naked, I lifted my legs, hooking my knees over my arms to expose myself, just as he liked me to. Xaedren made a low, rumbling sound of pleasure, staring at me like a starving animal as he shoved his shorts down. His glorious erection sprang forth, but instead of pouncing, he grabbed one of the bottles off the bedside table and poured oil into his palm. Eyes on me, he coated his cock, stroking it to make wet sounds that made my heart race. Then he brought his slick hand to my cock and stroked me.
 
“Xae, please.”
 
“I've got you, Ember.” He set the head of his cock at my entrance and pushed slowly. “I've got you, and I'll never let go.”
 
I groaned as the popping sensation of Xae breaching my outer ring sent a zing up my spine. Then he was moving in and out, little by little, working me slower than usual. Normally, my Xae liked to slam home as soon as my body allowed it. But this time, he drew the penetration out, watching my face as he undulated his hips, churning his cock in my channel.
 
“Rest your legs on my shoulders,” Xae said as he helped me set them there. Then he bent over me, pushing me backward on the bed until he could crawl onto the mattress. He bent further, pushing my legs down toward my shoulders while he claimed my lips. Then, tenderly kissing me and moaning into my mouth, he pumped steadily into me. Lifting his head, Xae ended the kiss, but stayed there, close enough to take my mouth again when he wanted to. “Your ass is so tight. Tighter than any I've ever had. Like a fist around my cock.”
 
I frowned. This was not the sweet talk I was hoping for. And Xae still hadn't said he loved me in return. Maybe he didn't. Shit, he probably didn't. That's why he was distracting me with sex. My heart plummeted into my belly, dissolving in acid.
 
“What's wrong?” Xae stopped suddenly and rose onto his hands to stare down at me.
 
“Nothing. I'm fine. Keep going.”
 
“I can tell when you're upset, Ember.”
 
“No, it's fine.”
 
“Ember!” He yanked out of me and pulled me upright. Sitting back on his heels, he demanded, “Tell me now.”
 
I cleared my throat and gathered my courage. The hard part was over; I had confessed my love for him. Telling him I wanted him to love me in return wasn't so bad. It was perfectly understandable. I could do this. “I'm just a little disappointed that you don't feel the same as I do. But it's all right. I understand. You can't rush things like this.”
 
“What are you talking about?”
 
I scowled at him. “Are you fucking kidding me? I just professed my love to you, and you haven't said it back.”
 
Xaedren blinked. His lips twitched.
 
My heart boiled in my belly. Fuck.
 
“This isn't funny.” I moved back, away from him. “You're the first man I've loved. That means something to me.” I slid off the bed as he started to chuckle. I shook my head. “I can't believe I thought it might mean something to you too. Goddess, I'm a fool.”
 
I took a deep breath and blinked rapidly. I wouldn't cry in front of him. Then I'd be an even bigger fool.
 
“Ember.” Xaedren got off the bed and came toward me.
 
“No.” I held up my hand. “I'd be fine if you just weren't there yet, I can't expect you to fall in love at the same time as me. But you laughing at me, as if that emotion were for children, that's too much. That tells me you will never feel the same. And I can't torture myself with that. I'm sorry, Xae, I feel too much for you now to have this mean nothing to you.”
 
“Nothing to me?” Xaedren made a huffing sound. “I have publicly declared myself to you from the very beginning. I've defended you from other men, shown affection for only you, and even fed you. Do you know nothing about Ladrin?”
 
I went still, my jaw going loose, then finally found my voice, “No.” I scowled and stalked forward to shove at his barrel chest. “No, you asshole! I don't know anything about Ladrin other than they murdered my family. Forgive me if I haven't researched your culture.”
 
“Ember,” his deep voice went tender as he clasped my upper arms. “We Ladrin believe actions are more important than pretty words. Anyone can say they love you, but we show our love through gentle touches, protection, and seeing to each other's basic needs. That's how we know the love is real.”
 
“Basic needs? Like bringing me food?” I whispered.
 
“Yes.” His grip loosened, and he brought his hands up to cup my face. “I should have known you wouldn't understand, but it's all instinctual to me. I assumed my actions were universal signs of affection. Since they are not, I'll try to be more clear. It's hard for me to speak about emotions. I haven't had a lot of practice, but I'll do it for you. Because I love you too, Ember.” He bent his forehead to nuzzle mine, then lifted his head and dropped his hands to my shoulders.
 
“You love me?” My tight shoulders fell beneath those broad palms.
 
“Just now, I was making love to you instead of fucking you. That was my response to your declaration. And that's why I was laughing. It wasn't at you. I was laughing at myself because I realized that I'm the fool. You're not a Ladrin, so you can't sense my emotions through my actions. I understand that now.”
 
“Shit,” I muttered. “No, I can sense your emotions.” I laid my palms on his chest. “I have from the beginning. But this is all new to me, and it's hard for me to believe that someone like you would feel anything more than lust for someone like me. I needed to know for sure. I needed to hear the words.”
 
“I love you,” Xae said again. “I'm the one who can't believe that you love me. I'm a big, blundering, uncouth, animal who forgets to comb his hair.” He waved at the tangles, then grimaced. “I'd keep it short, but then I'd have to find someone to cut it.”
 
My chest filled with shimmering warmth. To think that this fine man felt insecurities just like me, that he saw himself as unworthy of me, was shocking. Shocking and endearing. The Wraith Lord had just become so much more to me. A real man with a real heart, and that heart was full of love for me.
 
“I love you too,” I said back. “You see? That's how it's done. One of us says it and the other says it back.”
 
Xae chuckled. “All right. I'll remember that.”
 
I looked him over, then took his hand, and led him back to the bed. “Sit down.”
 
I left him sitting on the edge of the bed and went to the bathroom.
 
“What are you doing?” he called after me.
 
I came back with his comb. “I'm going to start showing you how I feel through my actions too. If you can make an effort, so can I.” I climbed up on the bed behind Xae and started gently working out the tangles in his hair. “Don't ever cut your hair. It's beautiful.”
 
“Maybe you could comb it for me?” Xae looked over his shoulder.
 
I kissed his cheek. “Every night and every morning if you want.”
 
“I do want.” He tried to turn for a more thorough kiss, but I pushed his face forward. “Let me finish this. Then I'm going to bathe you.”
 
“Bathe me?” Xae asked with a chuckle. “That much I can manage.”
 
“But I want to do it, so you're going to let me. I want to take care of you like you do me.”
 
“All right, Ember. Do what you will with me.”
 
“Thank you,” I said primly.
 
I finished combing his hair, then led him to the bathtub.
 
“A shower is fine,” Xae said.
 
I glared him into silence, then ran water into the massive, oval tub. It was freestanding, on a low pedestal, set into a window nook like mine was. Golden pipes came out of the floor to end in faucets that hung over one end of the tub. I turned them both, then held my hand below the flow to feel for the perfect temperature. Once the water was at a good level, I motioned him in. Then I grabbed a sponge out of the shower along with the soap and a bottle of shampoo. As I set everything on the floor beside the tub, Xaedren sighed and leaned his head back on the rim.
 
“Do you still wish you were showering?” I asked.
 
He opened his eyes and grinned. “No. You were right. This is wonderful. Especially after a mission.”
 
“It's about to get even better. But first, dip your head in the water and get your hair wet.”
 
Xae obeyed, looking like a god as he brought his head up, his hair slicked back, sluicing water, and his strong features in profile. Chest shivering with vibrant emotion, I moved behind him and poured some shampoo into my hand. Spreading it over his scalp, I massaged it in, and Xae moaned in bliss. Grinning to myself, I brought his hair back, over the tub rim and gently lathered it.
 
“If you conditioned your hair, it would be easier to comb.”
 
“Condition?”
 
“I'll get you some. You put it on after you shampoo.”
 
He grunted.
 
“All right, rinse.”
 
Xaedren dipped his head into the water again, shook it about, then sat up. He glanced over at me as I moved back to the side of the tub and gathered the sponge and soap. “Thank you. This is nice.”
 
I leaned over and dipped the sponge into the water. “My pleasure.”
 
I started soaping up Xae's thick, gorgeous body, running the sponge over all those glorious muscles, then moving it down his belly to clean him everywhere. “You're not a blundering, uncouth animal,” I said softly as I stroked him. “You're wild, bold, passionate, and beautiful. So amazing that I got past my fear of your people just to be with you.”
 
“You think I'm amazing?” Xae whispered.
 
“Yes. And now, I'm going to show you how wonderful I think you are.”
 
I soaped up his big hand and carefully washed every finger before moving up to his forearm. Xae watched me with a fascinated expression, following the movement of my hands, then shifting his stare back to my face. I finished his arm, set it in the water, rinsed it, then went to the other side, and washed his left arm.
 
“Brace your foot on the rim,” I said.
 
Still watching me in bemused wonder, Xae lifted his left leg and set his foot on the rim of the tub. I washed his foot, giving his toes the same attention as I had his fingers. And yes, even the man's toes were gorgeous. Then I moved up his calf, massaging his hard muscles as I went, then moved down his thigh.
 
“All right, you can put it down,” I said.
 
Xae lowered his leg back into the water, and I quickly ran a hand over him to rinse the soap. Then my hand wandered higher. His eyes widened when I plunged the sponge beneath the water with my other hand and washed his cock. He hardened, and I couldn't help massaging him with the sponge, squeezing it around his shaft until he moaned and dropped his head back on the rim. I went lower, cleaning his balls, and Xae's legs spread as wide as the tub would allow. So, I went lower still.
 
With a gasp, Xae lifted his head and met my hot stare. “You really want me clean.”
 
“If I'm going to bathe you, I want to do it right. Don't tell me you don't wash here.” I dropped the sponge to rub his asshole with my finger.
 
Xaedren shuddered, then groaned. “Of course, I do.”
 
“Then I should too.” I made sure he was squeaky clean, then retrieved the sponge.
 
I added more soap and worked my way up his tight belly and over the hard curves of his chest, taking my time with his nipples. Finally, I pushed his hair to one side, moved behind him, and soaped his back and shoulders. Then I tossed the sponge into the water.
 
Xaedren glanced back at me. “Are you finished?”
 
I stared into that brilliant gaze for a second, then said, “No, I'm just beginning.”
 
A shy smile came to his lips as he turned forward,
 
I massaged his shoulders.
 
“Oh, fuck,” Xaedren moaned and hunched forward so I could reach more of his back. “Goddess, that feels incredible.”
 
“You've never had a massage?”
 
“No.”
 
“Well, pay attention because I'm going to want you to return the favor someday.”
 
Xae caught my wrist and pulled me closer. Nuzzling my cheek, he said, “All my days are yours now, Ember. My nights too.”
 
There went my heart. It surged out of my chest and into his hands, never to return.
 




Chapter Twenty-Five
“Uh, are you sure we should start up here?” I asked as I stared warily over the low wall that circled the citadel's lookout tower.
 
A couple of Wraith Lords were on duty, sitting on stone ledges opposite each other. They chuckled, then went back to their watch.
 
Master Bri'tar did not laugh. “You must feel Air's power before you wield it. Now, Ember—”
 
“I don't think they should be here.” I interrupted him and pointed at the Lords on duty. “What if I blast them off the tower?”
 
“Then I will save them.”
 
“Both of them? At the same time?” I lifted my brows. “What if I blow them really far?”
 
“You gonna blow us, Ember?” Lord Jackel wagged his brows at me.
 
“You wish,” I said.
 
Master Bri'tar grimaced. “Are you afraid of heights, Ember?”
 
“No. No, I'm not afraid of heights. It's falling from a great height that I'm afraid of. And making others fall.”
 
Lord Jakel said, “Aw, thanks, Ember. First, you wanna blow me and now you're worried about me. I didn't know you cared.”
 
The other Lord on duty, Sern, added, “Yeah, I thought you only cared about Xaedren.”
 
“Knock it off,” Rath snapped. “He's training.”
 
Sern lifted his hands in surrender. “So sorry to interrupt.”
 
“Master Bri'tar, I could accidentally kill them,” I tried again.
 
“If they fall, they'll simply fade to the ground,” Rath said. “Stop worrying about them and focus, Ember.”
 
I stuck my tongue out at him.
 
“And stop wasting my time,” Master Bri'tar said. “I have prepared you, unlike my predecessors. You will not lose control. Now, do as I instructed and summon Air.”
 
“Fine,” I grumbled.
 
Closing my eyes, I held out my arms and went through the process Master Bri'tar had outlined. I felt for the Air Magic inside me, envisioned what I wanted it to do, then steeled myself, and commanded it. I instantly felt the wind whip around me, gathering into a tunnel. I sent it upward to spiral above me, then opened my eyes. Focusing on the column of air, I silently commanded it to move faster. Spinning, gathering sparks, the tornado soon crackled with lightning.
 
“Well done!” Master Bri'tar exclaimed. “Now send it forth. I want you to target that mountaintop, Ember.”
 
I glanced at Bri'tar to see where he was pointing, then sent the magic in that direction. Sweat broke out on my brow as Air threatened to go wild. I could feel its need to be free, to blow over all the mountains, not just the one I sent it to. But I reaffirmed my mastery over it and demanded obedience. Like a wild horse, the magic bucked, the tornado bending and thinning, but I held firm, and, at last, it broke.
 
I touched the tornado down on the mountaintop, pulling up shrubs and dirt, then lifted it before it did too much damage. Once tamed, Air became easier to wield. I spun the tunnel, twisting it into all sorts of shapes. Yes, I was getting a little cocky, but I was also testing my limits. So far, I couldn't find any.
 
“Great Goddess!” Jakel exclaimed.
 
“Yes, most excellent, Ember,” Master Bri'tar said. “Now, release it.”
 
“Release it?!” I asked in shock.
 
“Don't release control of it, release the Air,” he clarified. “Let it die out.”
 
“Oh. All right.” I commanded the Air to subside.
 
Again, it fought me, not as tame as I thought. But I pulled back, and it blew itself out.
 
“Excellent!” Master Bri'tar exclaimed as the other men clapped, even Rath. “I think that's enough for today, Ember.”
 
“Really?” I asked.
 
“Yes, you've done well, but I don't want to push it. We'll try again tomorrow. Take the day off.”
 
“Thank you!”
 
“You're welcome. Well done.” Master Bri'tar pulled in his great wings and headed for the stairs in the center of the roof, patting my shoulder as he passed by.
 
“Damn, Ember!” Sern exclaimed. “You'll be mastering them all in no time.”
 
“Yes, he will.” Rath stepped over to me. “But he needs to know more than magic.”
 
“Wait. What?” I went still.
 
“I'm going to start training you to fight today.”
 
“Like, physically fight?” I squeaked.
 
“Yes.”
 
“You said I didn't have to do that!”
 
“You probably won't have to, but I want you prepared in the event of an emergency. I won't have you going onto a battlefield without knowing how to defend yourself with your bare hands.”
 
“Bare hands? You want me to punch the Corrupter?”
 
The other Wraith Lords chortled.
 
“If you have to,” Rath said, silencing them. “Or any of the Corrupted he might send after you.”
 
“I could just fade away.”
 
“If you ever learn that skill.”
 
“Oh, that's mean.” I made a face at him.
 
“No, it's honest. We don't know if your Spirit Magic will be the same as ours. Regardless, you need to be able to defend yourself without magic, Ember.”
 
“Fine. But I'm no good with my hands.”
 
“That's not what I heard,” Sern called out.
 
“Shut up,” I drawled. “Xaedren doesn't kiss and tell.”
 
“Are you sure?” Jackel teased.
 
“Yes,” I said without an ounce of doubt.
 
That shut them up. It also put a scowl on Rath's face.
 
“Sorry,” I whispered to him.
 
“It's fine,” he said and went to the stairs. When I just stood there, watching him leave, he shouted, “Are you coming?”
 
I grimaced at Jakel and Sern, and they burst into laughter again.
 
“Ember!” Rath shouted.
 
“I'm right behind you, for fuck's sake!” I shouted back and followed him down the stairs.
 




Chapter Twenty-Six
I followed Rath down to the ground floor and then outside the keep. He took me around the side of the building, to the training yard that I hadn't known existed. The space was hemmed with weapon racks, benches, and currently, over fifty Wraith Lords. Most of them weren't sparring with the wooden weapons or even real ones. They were watching two men beat up each other in the center of the yard.
 
One of those men was Xaedren.
 
“What the fuck?” I whispered and stopped walking.
 
“Great,” Rath muttered. “Come on, we can—”
 
The rest of his words were lost to cheering. Since I was still watching the match in open-mouthed horror, I knew immediately what the cheering was for. Xaedren. He had delivered a punch to his opponent that sent the man—a fucking Tytra—soaring into an arch to land on his back. And he didn't get up.
 
As the crowd cheered, Xaedren spotted me. He locked stares with me, his chest rising and falling heavily. I couldn't hold his stare for long. The rest of him screamed for my attention. Xae looked magnificent—blond hair wild, like sunshine streaming about him; bare chest glistening, all golden-brown and delicious; and that pale stare glittering as he licked his lips. A champion ready for his prize.
 
And oh, did I want to be that prize.
 
Slowly, the crowd became aware that the victor was focused on a new target. The Wraith Lords looked my way, and several of them chuckled. A few even called out encouragement to my Ladrin. Things that made Xae grin, Rath glare, and me blush.
 
“Let's go, Ember. I can train you somewhere else,” Rath said.
 
“Train him?” Xae called as he strode over. “To do what?”
 
“Defend himself,” Rath met Xae's stare belligerently. “As good as he is at knocking certain people onto their fat asses, he needs to learn to do it without magic.”
 
“Did you just call my ass fat?” Xae growled.
 
“Uh, could we take this down a bit?” I asked. “Your ass is perfect, Xae.”
 
Both men ignored me.
 
“Yeah, I did. And?” Rath growled back at Xae.
 
“And you're full of shit,” Xae said. “And mistaken if you think you're the best option for Ember.”
 
Everyone went quiet.
 
Until someone broke the silence by asking, “Are they still talking about combat training?”
 
Good question.
 
“You think you're better for him?” Rath demanded. “In what way, Xaedren? Are you more dependable than me? More proficient with a sword? More dedicated? You're certainly not smarter.”
 
The crowd made disapproving sounds as Xaedren snarled, baring his teeth at Rath. They were all correct; Rath had gone too far. Teasing was one thing, but this was serious and, frankly, rude.
 
“All right, that's enough!” I shouted as I stepped between the two men. “You're on the same side, remember?”
 
“I'm better for him in every way!” Xaedren took my hand and pulled me backward to his side. “And that includes training. Sure, you're good with a sword, but I'm the superior man when it comes to hand-to-hand combat.”
 
“You think so?” Rath narrowed his eyes.
 
The Tytra who Xae knocked out groaned as if in support of Xae's argument.
 
“Xae, Rath's my mentor—” I started to say.
 
“Yeah, I do. I may not be a scholar, but neither are you, Ratharin,” Xae cut me off. “And I don't have to be a genius to know I can kick your ass. You want me to prove it? Let's end this argument right now. Hand-to-hand, you and me. Winner trains Ember.”
 
“Challenge accepted,” Rath said.
 
“No!” I pulled my hand out of Xae's grasp and shoved at his chest. “Don't do this.”
 
Xae pulled me into his arms, lifted me off my feet, and kissed me. He kissed me long and deep and so passionately that I was dazed when he set me back on my feet.
 
“It will be all right, love. Trust me,” Xae said, then nuzzled my forehead.
 
Love. Oh, fuck. That smacked the sense back into me. My stare shot to Rath, who looked as if I'd just stuck a blade in his heart. I made an apologetic face at him, but that upset Xaedren, who yanked me away, marching me to the far side of the circle that had been formed by Wraith Lords.
 
“Xae, please, don't—” I tried again.
 
“Stop, Ember,” Xaedren growled, cutting me off again. “You know why I have to do this. Do not ask me to back down now. It will shame me.”
 
“No, it won't. Rath's my mentor. He's supposed to be the one to train me.”
 
“He wants you, and I see the way you look at him.”
 
“Goddess damn it! I love you, Xae, and you have me. Isn't that enough?”
 
“Not if he's going to insult me and say that you'd be better off with him.”
 
Ah, so there it was. “Xae,” I whispered and took his face in my hands. “I'm with the man I'm meant to be with. What Rath says doesn't matter.”
 
His expression softened, and he leaned forward.
 
Just before we kissed, Rath shouted, “Are we doing this or not?”
 
Xaedren growled as he swung his whole body toward Ratharin.
 
“Fuck,” I whispered when I saw Rath.
 
My asshole of a mentor had removed his shirt and wrapped his fists in strips of fabric. He bounced on his toes and stretched his neck, looking calm and ready. Then his stare met mine. Rath went still, emotions surging from his eyes. Emotions that had come too late.
 
Then Rath went flying.
 
I cried out, realizing that I had distracted him, giving Xae the chance to deliver the first blow. The crowd cheered. But Rath didn't stay down like the Tytra. He lifted his legs, kicked them upward into an arch, and leapt back onto his feet. Then he dove for Xaedren's belly.
 
Xae grunted from the impact, flying backward as Rath had, but Rath went with him. Rath landed on top and delivered another punch to Xae's face. I cringed as blood sprayed, my hands clenching into fists. Then I winced as Xae landed a punch too. He shoved up with the blow and bucked Rath off. The men rolled to their feet and circled each other, faces bloody and stares violent.
 
“All right, that's enough!” I shouted, but no one could hear me over the crowd. “Fuck, you're all bloodthirsty.” I looked around me at the cheering Lords and spotted Keltyr.
 
Kel winked, then went back to shouting encouragement at the men.
 
“Fuck,” I whispered.
 
Blood arched through the air again when Xae hit Rath in the jaw. I whimpered. Rath swung back from the impact, then kept going, bringing himself full circle to hit Xaedren in the back of the head with his fists clasped together. Xaedren went stumbling. I gasped. Xae caught himself, jumped into the air, and came down on Rath. Rath crumpled, and Xae stood up with a triumphant look. I stared at Rath, part of me hoping he wouldn't get up.
 
He did.
 
Rath kicked Xae's knee out from behind, sending him to the ground.
 
“No,” I whispered and covered my face.
 
A thud came.
 
I hunched in on myself. This is all my fault. They're fighting because of me.
 
A crack.
 
They're going to tear each other apart.
 
Crash.
 
I never should have kissed Rath. I should have stopped him.
 
Emotions vibrated inside me becoming something wild and desperate. Magic responded, churning in my gut.
 
Grunt.
 
Power filled my body and numbed my mind. I was too upset to control it. Too—
 
Blood splattered on the stone at my feet.
 
“Stop!” I roared, bursting through the ring of Wraith Lords to reach the center. Air blasted out of me, lifting the opponents off the ground in two mini tornadoes. With a terrible screech, I jerked them apart and flung them down on opposite sides of the fighting area. “That is enough!”
 
Xae and Rath got to their feet slowly, both of them bleeding from numerous wounds. Even with their cut lips and broken noses, I could see their shock as they watched me step between them.
 
“I have had enough of this alphahole bullshit!” I continued to shout, angrier now that my fear was gone. “There is no winner. You're both losers! And I'm not training with a couple of losers!” I stomped away.
 
“Ember!” Rath called after me.
 
“Fuck you!” I shouted and kept walking.
 
A few of the Lords snickered.
 
“Is Ember the only one with any sense here?” a new voice roared.
 
It was General Ranor, newly arrived and absolutely livid. He stomped past me to glare at all the men, not just Rath and Xae. “You are Wraith Lords, not a bunch of common ruffians! You are supposed to hold yourselves to a higher standard. The enemy is out there, you fools!” He pointed behind himself, toward the gate. “We don't bring our grievances to the training yard and work through them with our fists. That only leads to division among us, and we cannot be divided. The war is more important than whatever petty bullshit this is!”
 
The men looked down at their feet like a bunch of chastised children. Most of them murmured, “Sorry, General.”
 
“Do not ever let me catch you fighting each other like that again!” the General roared. “If I do, I will be the one you fight next. Am I clear?”
 
“Yes, Sir,” everyone said.
 
“Now, shake hands.”
 
Rath and Xae grudgingly shook hands.
 
The General grunted. I did too, then I turned and walked away. The General lecturing them didn't change anything for me. I was still furious.
 
I heard footsteps coming my way and spun to find Xaedren rushing up to me. He came to a stop and lowered his gaze, looking sheepish, even more so than he'd been with the General. But that wasn't what got through to me. It was the way his hands shook and how his chest moved rapidly with his anxious breaths.
 
“Yes?” I prompted.
 
“I'm sorry. I should have listened to you.” Xae met my stare. “Forgive me?”
 
I softened immediately. Holding out a hand, I said, “Always.”
 
Xaedren grinned, the motion making his lip bleed, and took my hand.
 
I winced. “Come on, honey. Let's get you cleaned up.”
 
“I'll be fine.” He squeezed my hand. “All of this will heal by dinner.”
 
“So, you don't want me to tend your wounds?”
 
Xaedren's expression turned sensual. “Always.”
 
As we walked away, I glanced back to see Rath staring after us, his expression forlorn and shoulders fallen. My heart broke at the sight, but I had made my choice, just as he had. I wouldn't let Rath bully Xae simply because he changed his mind about me. That was Rath's problem, not Xae's.
 




Chapter Twenty-Seven
I tended to Xaedren's wounds, then he tended to me. All night. He even stayed the night in my room—a first for him. Previously, when we spent the night together, I slept in his room. I liked having him in my bed, but it didn't matter to me where we slept, as long as it was together. I was quickly getting used to having his large body beside mine during the night, warming and comforting me. Making me feel safe. But it was morning now.
 
“Xae, I've got to get up. If I'm not in the dining hall in fifteen minutes, Rath will come looking for me.” I pushed at Xaedren's chest, but he didn't budge—his body remained above mine, pinning me in place.
 
“I don't give a fuck,” Xae said just before he kissed me.
 
His cock was a hard, demanding presence against my balls, and his hips had my thighs wedged apart. As I groaned into his mouth, he slipped a hand between us. First, he gave my dick a few strokes, then he wandered lower, past my sacs, along the sensitive skin beneath, and to my entrance. It was already oiled from our escapades the night before. It had been so exhausting that we'd fallen asleep in my bed before I could think to get up and shower. So, his finger slipped into me easily, and he groaned to feel me squeeze him.
 
Breaking away from his devious lips, I panted, then said, “We can't.”
 
“Yes, we can, and we will.” Xae removed his finger from my ass, but only to move both hands under me, hooking his arms beneath my thighs to lift them, then pushing forward, taking me into his favorite position—my body bent nearly in two, ass lifted from the bed, and legs bent out to either side of him. “I need you. Will you accept me?”
 
It was an odd phrase and one he'd been using a lot. I approved fully of Xae's checking in with me, getting my approval before he entered. That was great. But it always felt like more than that, as if he were asking me to accept all of him, not just a certain part of his body in mine.
 
“Always,” I gave my usual approval, my stare holding his, showing him how much I loved him, as he liked to be shown. But he also knew I liked the words, so I added, “I love you, Xae. All of you.”
 
Xaedren grinned wickedly and a bit smugly. “I love you too, my Ember.” Then he slid into me, rocking gently despite my slickness. “Now, take my cock like a good boy.”
 
I moaned as he sped up, clinging to his shoulders. “I want it all. Give me every inch.”
 
“Always,” he mimicked me, then slammed deep. “Is this what you want? You want my big cock sheathed balls-deep inside your tight channel?”
 
“Yes!” I shuddered as he pumped, the slick sounds of his claiming sending thrills down my spine. “Yes!”
 
An eternity may have passed with Xae's incredible body above mine, holding me as he entered me, making us one. I can't say for sure how long it was. I was lost in him even as he got lost in me. Nothing mattered but the joining of our flesh and our pounding hearts. Xae's wild stare. His glistening skin. The feel of his hard flesh beneath my hands and inside my channel. The rest of the world could fuck off when Xae was fucking me.
 
But then Xae pulled out and let down my legs. He helped me sit up, then kissed me wildly, both of us on our knees, his big body hunched over. This wasn't unusual; we often shifted positions during sex. Doesn't everyone? So I wasn't surprised when Xae urged me onto my hands and knees across the width of the bed. This would be his second favorite position, and mine as well. I loved how fast he could slam into me from behind. It was worth not seeing his face when I climaxed.
 
“Oh, fuck,” Xae groaned as he speared into me again. Once he was fully sheathed, he gripped my hip with one hand and pulled my right cheek out to the side with the other. “I love watching my cock go into you. Your tiny pink hole stretched around me.”
 
He slowed down, and I knew he did it for the visuals. I looked over my shoulder and, sure enough, his stare was locked on where we were joined.
 
“I wish I could see it,” I said.
 
Xae looked up and met my gaze. “It's beautiful. You're beautiful.” He let my cheek go and bent over my back to give me an awkward but wonderful kiss. “I love you.”
 
Oh, twice in one morning. That's a good sign.
 
But I knew he wouldn't like me pointing it out, so I just said, “I love you too.” Then I added, “Now, fuck me like a beast!”
 
Xaedren snarled and slammed forward. I braced myself as my lover went primal, grunting and growling as he rapidly drove himself into my channel. His powerful hands gripped my hips, but even with him securing me, I jerked with every thrust, my cock banging my belly.
 
“Xae!” I cried and came over the bed.
 
Xae just grunted and kept going, his cock like a warm glass rod, so slick and hard, mercilessly stroking all those wonderful places in me. Taking what he needed without reservation now that I'd given my permission. No, not just permission. I demanded it. And Xae always gave me what I wanted. We took care of each other.
 
“Ember, I've been waiting half an . . .” Rath trailed off.
 
My head spun to the door where Rath stood in the frame, his eyes wide and jaw falling. His stare skimmed my body and settled on my ass, where Xae was still thrusting despite our audience. In fact, Rath's presence seemed to be exactly what he needed to reach completion.
 
With a roar, Xaedren threw back his head and locked his hips against me. I felt the heat of his release inside me, and my eyes went wide. He never did that without asking. Looking back at him, I knew it was instinctual, the wolf in him seeking to embed his scent as deeply in its mate as possible. I knew because he'd explained it to me the first time he asked to come inside me. But this time, I knew it was more than scent-marking his lover. It was marking me in front of a rival.
 
With one last groan, Xaedren slid out of me, his hands massaging my ass possessively as he looked at Rath. “He'll need a shower. Give him a few minutes.” Then he climbed off my bed and walked out of my room naked, shouldering the shocked Ratharin out of his way. He didn't even take his clothes.
 
As soon as Xaedren was gone, reason smacked me in the face, and I realized I was still on all-fours, sideways across my bed, giving Rath the perfect view of everything. I dove for the sheet and pulled it over me as I sat down. Then we just stared at each other.
 
“I . . . I'm sorry. I thought you might be avoiding me after yesterday,” Rath said. “I didn't think you'd have company.”
 
“I should have locked the door,” I said. “But we were distracted.”
 
“Yes, I saw.”
 
I grimaced and got out of bed, pulling the sheet with me to wrap around my hips. “I didn't mean by that. I meant that last night when we got back to my room, we were busy talking about the shit you two pulled yesterday.”
 
“Oh. Yes. I'm sorry about that too.” He glanced down the hallway, then stepped into the room and closed the door. “You were right to stop us.”
 
“No shit,” I muttered and went to the trunk at the foot of the bed. With one hand on the sheet, I pulled out some fresh clothes, then headed to the bathroom. “You're lucky it was me. A few minutes longer and it would have been the General breaking it up. I don't think he would have been as nice.”
 
Rath followed me to the bathroom but stayed outside, keeping to the left of the door to give me privacy as we continued our conversation. “But you must concede that Xaedren pushed me into it.”
 
“What?!” I nearly screeched. I was so annoyed that I stepped out of the bathroom in only my undershorts. “All Xae did was ask what you were going to train me for. You were the one who launched right into insulting him, calling his ass fat, then saying that you were the better man for me. You know damn well that he couldn't back down from that. Yesterday is on you, Rath!” I shoved my finger into his chest. “You're the dick.”
 
Rath stepped back, his expression wounded. “I'm sorry. I . . . you're right. I was just so angry about you choosing him.” He waved his hand limply in the direction of the door. “He's so . . . unworthy of you.”
 
“Oh, and you're so much better than him?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I told you, Rath. Xae is a better man than you think. You told me that yourself once.”
 
“And I was wrong!” Rath suddenly shifted into ferocity. “Because what I just saw was a man who had no problem putting his lover on display to benefit his pride. He didn't try to cover your body or even pause in fucking you when I walked in. Xaedren wanted me to see him taking you. He wanted me to see all of you. Covet you. It made him feel superior. As if he won. He didn't give a shit about how it would make you feel. But I know that you were embarrassed by that. I know you, Ember. I would never have shared something so intimate just to bolster my ego.”
 
I shrunk back. His words stung. I knew Xaedren hadn't done it to feel superior. I mean, he did, but that wasn't the driving force behind his actions. I knew Xae. He didn't want to expose me to anyone. He wanted me all to himself. But it was Rath who had walked in on us, and right after the incident in the training yard. That made all the difference. It wasn't about winning or pride. It was about claiming his lover. Xae did it to stake his territory. To show Rath once and for all that I was his, and he was mine. I knew it was the wolf inside Xae demanding the display. I was learning about his culture now, and I knew the animal in him had no concept of shame. It wouldn't occur to the wolf that I might be embarrassed. All the wolf saw in Rath was someone it had just battled for my affections. And Xae happened to be inside me at the time. The choice was obvious. Pulling out would have been backing down. I knew all of that, so that wasn't what bothered me. It was the fact that I knew Xae so well, and had been making an effort to get to know him and his people, but I wasn't certain that he knew me.
 
I probably doubted Xae for nothing. As I said, I knew why he had acted so barbarically. But I couldn't be sure. We talked, of course, but did he truly listen? Did he sense who I was beneath my words? Did Xae know me as well as I knew him?
 
Looking at Rath, it was hard to have faith in Xae. Because as much as I loved my big, gruff Ladrin, I also loved my intense, stern Varraen. The fight yesterday had made me furious, but it also roused my ardor. As terrible as it sounds, there was a small part of me that liked them fighting over me. I had gone so long without a public relationship that seeing two men beat on each other just to have me, in front of men they worked with and respected, made me savagely proud. Yep, I admit it. I secretly enjoyed it.
 
Of course, I only enjoyed it now, after the threat of them seriously hurting each other had passed. I guess, I just liked the idea of them fighting over me, not the actuality of it. I didn't enjoy Rath belittling Xae. Nor did I want them to suffer. Fuck, maybe I didn't know myself either. And if I didn't know who I really was, how could I expect Xae to?
 
“I'm not going to justify Xaedren's behavior to you,” I finally said. “But I know why he did it, and I understand. I don't need you to approve of it or understand it. I doubt you ever will. But if you're going to continue to be my mentor, I need you to respect my choice and your fellow Wraith Lord. No one likes a bitter asshole, Rath.”
 
Rath's face twitched. His lips pressed together.
 
I knew him nearly as well as I did Xae. I recognized the signs of Rath's fury and frustration. I knew he wanted me badly, and that excused a lot of what he did in my eyes. I could forgive him because he loved me, and he was desperate. But I also knew he was full of Varraen pride. Rath may not be a condescending asshole or a raging racist, but he'd been raised to believe his race was superior to others, and that belief had revealed itself yet again. It was part of what had kept him from becoming my lover and the reason he couldn't conceive of me wanting Xaedren more than him. And that's the part of Rath I didn't like. I realized then that fate had been kind to me. I was with the right man. I could never fully love Rath until he got over his superiority. But I didn't have that problem with Xaedren. With him, it was the opposite; he felt unworthy of me.
 
“I love him,” I said at last. “And he loves me.”
 
Rath's irritation turned into pain. I saw it clearly for three seconds. Then he shut it down, concealing his hurt behind an indifferent expression. “A man who loves you wouldn't have done that, Ember.”
 
“Goddess damn it,” I growled. “It's not Xae's pride that bothers me, Rath. It's yours.”
 
“Excuse me?”
 
“Excuse me?” I mimicked him. “It's not just Xaedren either. You think you're better than everyone, me included. I can't stomach that.”
 
“I do not think I'm better than everyone!”
 
“Oh, pardon me. I misspoke. You think you're better than everyone who isn't Varraen.”
 
“Fuck you, Ember!” Rath pointed at me. “I thought you knew me as I well as I know you, but I was wrong. You don't see me at all.” He turned around and stormed out of my room.
 




Chapter Twenty-Eight
I went to my training session on the lookout tower without Rath that morning. Master Bri'tar didn't mention my mentor's absence, but I felt it keenly. Rath always gave me his support during classes, whether it be with advice, encouragement, or just his presence. Going it alone was awkward.
 
“Good, now come here, Ember. It's time you learned how to fly.”
 
“What?” I squeaked.
 
“Masters of Air Magic can fly.” He spread his wings to add, “With or without wings. We Makhon have a natural advantage since we are born with Air Magic, but I have no doubt you will become powerful enough to move through the sky buoyed by Air alone. The first step is for you to get the feel of flight. Come here.” He opened his arms.
 
“Uh.” I looked at the Wraith Lords on duty, and they grinned at me.
 
“Go on,” Lord Dreven, a Tytra, said. “We believe in you, Ember.”
 
“Great.” I made a face at him as I went to Bri'tar. “Too bad that doesn't do me any good.”
 
Bri'tar lifted a dark eyebrow along with his speckled wings. “Then have faith in me, Ember. I will not drop you.”
 
“Are you sure you can carry another person while flying?”
 
“Yes, I'm sure.” He stepped behind me, wrapped his arms around my waist, and lifted me off the ground.
 
Pressed against Master Bri'tar's chest, facing forward, with my feet dangling, I felt like a child. I stuck my tongue out at the Lords when they snickered, doubtless thinking the same thing. But then Bri'tar stepped up onto the top of the low wall that ringed the tower, and I found myself staring down the extreme drop at the mist within the abyss—I mean the ravine around the citadel.
 
“Wait,” I said.
 
“No.” Bri'tar jumped, taking us several feet out from the tower.
 
We plummeted, and I screamed like a little girl. But then his wings caught the air with a cracking thud, and we arched upward. With my heart beating in my throat, I tried to gasp in enough air to slow its rapid rhythm.
 
“Feel the air currents!” Master Bri'tar shouted over the wind. “Feel the magic within them. Let your magic rise in response.”
 
“I can't,” I squeaked, my stare locked on the misty crevice below.
 
“Release your fear, Ember!” He swooped up and around the citadel, taking me out over the forest.
 
That helped. At least the ground wasn't so far away. But my stomach still did flops, and my heart didn't give a shit about the difference in the fall. As far as it was concerned, the altitude was the same.
 
“Forget that you were born without wings,” Bri'tar said. “You don't need them. You can be a master of the sky if you will only accept the power inside you. Feel the rush of the Air and envision yourself riding it. Stretch out your arms and let the wind carry you.”
 
Taking a deep breath, I extended my arms and closed my eyes, blocking out the sight of my potential death and concentrating on the magic. Air came to my call, and I felt it cradle me. The pressure increased until it felt as if I were floating. Master Bri'tar spun us around, and the wild feeling in my belly moved upward, becoming elation. I whooped and opened my eyes.
 
Then I screamed.
 
We were back over the ravine, but that wasn't what scared me. It was Bri'tar. He was flying next to me. Not above me. Next to me! I was flying on my own.
 
“Focus!” Bri'tar shouted. “You're doing it, Ember!”
 
I screamed again and fell like a stone.
 
“Ember!” Master Bri'tar shot after me, his wings tucked in against his back. “Command the Air! You are its master!”
 
“I am its master!” I closed my eyes. “I am its master!”
 
A solid weight hit me and leveled me out. The rush of wind vanished, I felt the telltale feeling of fading, then my feet touched something solid.
 
I opened my eyes and met Rath's wild stare. Blinking, I looked around to see that we were standing in the courtyard, before the keep's main entrance. Wraith Lords were pouring out of those imposing doors, most of them wearing anxious expressions. Had they all been watching me fall? Doubtless, my high-pitched screaming had caught their attention.
 
Then Master Bri'tar landed beside us.
 
“Thank you for the assistance, Lord Ratharin, but it wasn't necessary,” Bri'tar said. “I had the situation under control.”
 
The fear in Rath's eyes turned into fury. “You were letting him fall!”
 
“With thousands of feet of open air below him,” Bri'tar said calmly. “I would have caught him if it became necessary.”
 
Rath turned to fully face Bri'tar, but kept one hand on my waist. “He's human, you idiot! You could have given him a heart attack! That wasn't teaching, it was torture, and it was fucking reckless.”
 
“It is the exact way that I was taught to fly.” Master Bri'tar lifted his chin. He was about to say something else when a blur passed before me and knocked into him.
 
There was a jumble of feathers, platinum hair, and angry fists. I gaped at the wrestling men as I realized who had plowed into my teacher.
 
“Oh, fuck! Xaedren!” I tried to go forward, but Rath pulled me back.
 
“Give him a second,” Rath said, his voice low and menacing, as was the stare he focused on Bri'tar.
 
I gaped at Rath as Bri'tar grunted in pain.
 
“All right.” Rath nodded at some of the Lords standing around us, all of them wearing the same expression as him.
 
A couple of Wraith Lords jumped in and pulled Xae off Bri'tar. My lover's face was drawn in ferocious lines, his eyes wild, but not in a good way. He fought the hands that held him, broke free, and launched himself back at Bri'tar. Bri'tar screeched and shot into the sky like a frightened sparrow. Xaedren tried to leap after him, but a bunch of Lords grabbed him before he left the ground. Snarling, baring his teeth, and generally looking fucking badass, my lover glared at my teacher as he flew away. Only when Bri'tar was out of sight did Xae shake off his fellow Wraith Lords and rush over to me.
 
“Are you all right?” Xaedren pulled me away from Rath and ran his hands over my face, then down my neck, checking me for injury.
 
“I'm fine.” I took his hands and held them still. Then pointedly looked at Rath.
 
Face tight, Xae grudgingly said, “Thank you for saving him.”
 
Instead of saying something shitty, as I expected, Rath just nodded.
 
“Thank you,” I added. “I don't believe Master Bri'tar would have let me die, if for no other reason than the Emperor would have had his ass for it. But still, you saved me from shitting my pants at the very least.”
 
Rath snorted a laugh, then said, “You're welcome.”
 
“And I'm sorry for this morning. I shouldn't have said that.”
 
“No, it's my fault that you don't know me better, not yours.” Rath sighed. “I don't . . .” he trailed off as his gaze went to my right. “Never mind. I'll talk to you later.” He strode off, the Wraith Lords parting to let him through.
 
I looked up to see Xae's hard expression. He softened it for me.
 
“You shouldn't have hurt my teacher,” I said.
 
Xaedren's expression returned to its previous severity.
 
“But I know why you did,” I added. “Just as I know why you did what you did this morning.”
 
His expression went tremulous. “You do?”
 
“All right, guys, that's enough gawking,” Nex called out. “Our boy's alive and well. Now, let's give him a moment with his brute of a boyfriend.”
 
Xaedren didn't even glance at Nex as he passed by with the other men. But he did wait until they were gone before he said, “I thought you might be upset with me.”
 
“No. I know you, Xae. I know you needed to assert yourself in front of Rath. You had to show him he doesn't have a chance with me.”
 
Xae's jaw dropped.
 
I stood on my toes to kiss him on the tip of his nose. “And I love you too.”
 
With a whoop and a brilliant grin, Xaedren lifted me off my feet and spun me in a circle. When he set me down, his head came down as well, and he claimed my lips in a jubilant kiss. I wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders and kissed him back, feeling the rightness of it. This was ours. Our love, our way, in our time. I had feelings for Rath too, maybe I even loved him, but we only get one person to be with, and I was happy with my choice.
 
“You really do know me,” Xae whispered as he turned our kiss into a hug.
 
I realized then that my earlier doubts had been foolish. Xae listened to me. He always did. He didn't just listen, he used what he learned to look after me. And he didn't just look after me; Xae treasured me. He showed me love in every way he could. It was Rath. He was the chink in the armor around my love for Xae. My heart wanted two men and whenever I was in the presence of the one I didn't have, it made me doubt the one I did have. That was going to stop right now. I would never doubt Xae again.
 




Chapter Twenty-Nine
Another week passed, seeing me proficient in Air magic and absolutely pathetic in combat training. And yes, Master Bri'tar had returned to finish my training, but he refused to do so at the citadel. We finished our lessons on a nearby mountaintop. And he did teach me to fly without wings, though he had me summon the Air and use it to lift me until I was confident. And I was extremely confident now. I never had to fear falling again. Before Master Bri'tar left, he declared me a Master of Air. He even hugged me. No hard feelings on either side over the incident.
 
I was a master of three elements. Not that I felt masterful. Yes, I was learning to take control of the elements, but I still had two to go, and the last one, Spirit, was the most important. Without it, all the other elements couldn't be united. Until they were, I felt the separation. I'd never felt it before but now that I had three elements mastered, I could sense the discord inside me. It was as if controlling three elements showed me how wild the other two were.
 
Speaking of wild things . . .
 
Xaedren grinned as he set a satchel down on the trunk at the foot of my bed. “You've got the day off.”
 
“What? How?” I asked.
 
“I spoke with Master Resar, and he agrees that you've earned a day to yourself before you start training with Fire. I'm taking you out.”
 
“Out where?”
 
“Out of the citadel.”
 
“Yes, but to where?” I reached for the satchel, but he jerked it away.
 
“No peeking,” Xae said. “Are you ready?”
 
“Uh. I guess. I'm not sure since you haven't told me where we're going.”
 
“Stop pouting and come here.” He slung the satchel across his chest and opened his arms.
 
I went into Xae's embrace eagerly, grinning as I nestled in against his chest. To think, I'd once been afraid of fading. And of Xaedren, for that matter. Now, they both felt natural to me. I closed my eyes and held on as my lover took us away.
 
A few seconds later, I felt the warmth of the sun on my skin and heard the rush of water. I opened my eyes to find myself on a pristine beach. At least, I assumed it was a beach. The blue water extended to the horizon and the shoreline was covered in pale yellow sand. There was also a distinctly tropical look to the vegetation.
 
“Is that the ocean?” I asked as I headed for it.
 
“Yes.” Xae grabbed my hand to stop me. “The Maralen. We're on Luvimar. It's an island. But you should take off your shoes and, well, everything, before you go swimming.” He grinned wickedly.
 
“We're going swimming naked?” I asked. “What if someone sees us?” I looked around again, but the beach was deserted.
 
“There aren't a lot of people on this island and those there are don't frequent this beach.”
 
“You researched spots for our date?”
 
Xae shrugged. “It's our first time going out together. I wanted it to be special.”
 
“Thank you, Xae.” I slid into his arms and kissed him. “I love you.”
 
“I love you too. Now, get naked.” He smacked my ass.
 
“Yes, Sir!” I yanked off my boots, then my clothes. When I got down to my underwear, I paused to look over at Xaedren, made sure he was watching, then pushed the shorts down slowly, bending all the way over and sticking my ass in the air.
 
Xae growled and moved toward me, but I laughed and ran for the ocean. He had to rush to remove the rest of his clothes before he could follow. By then, I was in the cool water, sighing at the relief from the sun and the feeling of buoyancy that was greater than any I'd felt in a lake. I laid back and floated, letting my body bob to the surface.
 
I heard Xae splash nearby, then felt his movement in the water, but I kept my eyes shut, letting him look. I angled my hips, bringing my shaft to the surface to show him how happy I was to be there.
 
“You little tease,” Xaedren growled as he stroked my chest. His free hand went beneath me, supporting my spine to bring me even further out of the water.
 
I opened my eyes and grinned up at his beautiful face. “Never. You can have me whenever and wherever you want.”
 
“Is that so?” he asked, his voice dropping into the sexy range—a clear indication that his cock was as hard as mine.
 
“It is, and you know it. You've proved it often enough. But I'd like to enjoy the water a while before we have sex.” I hooked my arm around his shoulders. “This is my first time in the ocean.”
 
Xaedren cocked his head. “It is?”
 
“Yes. The biggest body of water I've ever seen is a lake.”
 
“Then I'm glad I decided to bring you here.” He bent to nuzzle my forehead. “Take all the time you want.”
 
“Thank you.” I closed my eyes and trailed my free arm through the water. “But don't stop holding me. I like this too.”
 
“In that case. You just relax and enjoy. I'll find something else to keep myself busy.”
 
I sighed as his hand slid down my belly, but then it went beneath me to join his other hand. His support left me blissfully weightless. But the bliss didn't stop there. As I relaxed in the cool, gently moving water, a wet heat enveloped my shaft. I gasped and opened my eyes to see Xae bent over me, his hair blocking the view of what he was up to. I didn't need to see him to know he was industriously sucking my dick, but I wanted to.
 
I drew Xae's hair over his shoulder and groaned. “Dear Goddess, you look so hot doing that.”
 
Xae glanced at me, his eyes twinkling as he continued to move up and down my cock. I stroked his face and watched him, a feeling of contentment adding to my pleasure. Then I laid back in the water and let myself drift in the ecstasy. A few minutes later, my thighs tensed, and I prepared to find completion.
 
Xaedren stopped.
 
“No!” I cried as I lifted my head and opened my eyes. “I was nearly there.”
 
“I know.” My lover grinned as he carried me closer to shore. “That 'whenever' has arrived, my love.” He set me on my feet, and I started to leave the water. “No. I want you here, in the shallows. Get down on your hands and knees.”
 
With a shiver of anticipation, I sank onto my knees, the sand sucking at me and the gentle lapping of the water burying me even deeper. I leaned forward, planting my hands, and the same thing happened with them. The sand held me firm for my lover. The water came to mid-thigh on me, a perfect level. As if Xae had planned it. He entered me smoothly, and I glanced back in surprise.
 
“You oiled your cock before we left?” I asked.
 
Xae grunted as he slid in deep, then said, “Yes. I had everything planned.”
 
“Oh, I love you so fucking much.”
 
Xae chuckled as he sped up, but his amusement quickly fled, giving way to passion and pleasure. The sun warmed us on top, the water cooled us below, and our bodies joined in between. I gripped handfuls of wet sand as the water sloshed around me, then closed my eyes and thanked the Goddess for the wonderful man she'd given me. And I added that I hadn't forgotten the way she'd brought him back to me after my first prayer. She had made a loyal follower out of me. I'd fight for her in the same way I gave myself to Xaedren—anytime and anywhere.
 
Just as Xae and I shouted together—him coating my back while I emptied into the sea (sorry, fishies)—the moonstone in his necklace began to ring softly, vibrate, and glow.
 




Chapter Thirty
Jerking away from Xaedren, I spun to stare at his pulsating pendant. “Shit.”
 
Xaedren grimaced and stood up, water rushing off his naked, glorious body. As he headed for his clothes, my heart sank. I didn't want him to go, and not just because it would ruin our day. I hurried over to my clothes and dried off with the towel he tossed me, then started getting dressed. The boots were the hardest. I had to sit down and quickly brush my feet free of sand before I pulled on my socks, then the boots. By the time I was done, Xae was ready, holding his hand out to me.
 
“Hurry, love,” Xae said. “I still have to get into my fighting gear.”
 
I rushed into his arms, and he faded us into his bedroom. As Xae sped to his armor stand, I brushed off the remaining sand and slicked back my damp hair. My mind raced. I had another anxious wait ahead of me. Or I could go with him. I was a master of three elements. I could help. Hadn't I just vowed to the Goddess that I would? And that was mere seconds before Xae's pendant summoned him. It had to be a sign. But Xae would never allow me to go with him. So what to do?
 
Xaedren stretched his neck and bounced a little to settle his chainmaille shirt. Then came his sword belt and the straps that went across his chest, holding numerous weapons, most of them daggers. He met my stare and held out his hand.
 
“Be safe,” I said just before he kissed me.
 
“I'll be fine. Stay here if you like. I won't be long.”
 
“All right.” I stepped back as if I were going to stay.
 
At the last second, right when Xae started to turn into a dark wraith, I latched onto him. His eyes, on the verge of going transparent, widened. At first, he tried to push me away, but then he realized it was better to hold me tighter and make sure he didn't lose me along the way.
 
I closed my eyes and clutched Xae tightly as we moved from one place to another in seconds. When I opened my eyes, we were standing in the center of a village. Bells clanged and people shouted. This wasn't like the attack on my village. The Corrupted weren't just incapacitating people. They were killing. Mercilessly. People were running, screaming, and . . . shifting. It was a Ladrin village. Shit. This would be personal for Xae. And for me.
 
“What the fuck is he doing here?” Lord Loren asked, his brilliant white, Makhon wings pulling in together behind his back.
 
“He grabbed me just as I faded,” Xae growled. “And I'm taking him back right now.”
 
“We don't have time for that.” Loren launched into the air. A shadow resembling the Wraith Lord burst out of him and shot downward, through a corrupted man, taking the corruption out the other side and destroying it.
 
But that was one man and there were over a hundred Corrupted.
 
“Damn it!” Xaedren growled. “Stay behind me!”
 
Xae ran to defend a mother cradling a young boy, the two of them huddled against the side of a building. As he blasted the Corrupted with his Spirit Magic, pushing a piece of his soul out of himself to burn the corruption out of others, I stuck close. But I wasn't there to sightsee.
 
Finding a target nearby, I sent a tornado at her, picking up the corrupted woman and slamming her down in the middle of the road. The fall knocked her unconscious. At least, I hoped she was only unconscious. I didn't want to kill anyone before Xae could free them.
 
Xae looked from my target to me and smirked. “All right, love. We'll do this together.”
 
I grinned back. “I'll follow your lead.”
 
After sending the woman and child running for safety, Xaedren motioned at a mass of people down the street. A group of Ladrin was taking a stand, most of them in leopard form, encircling a bunch of children. Over twenty Corrupted had them surrounded, but the Ladrin were tearing them apart, massive paws topped with deadly claws delivering blows that would have killed normal humans. But these weren't normal humans. Corruption gave them superior strength and resilience. And even if those didn't work, their immunity to pain would keep them going.
 
As Xae ran for the group, I wondered why he didn't choose to help someone more like the last two, people who were in dire need. But then I realized that if we helped these Ladrin, they could help the others.
 
And I could help them faster than Xae.
 
I flung a hand before me, sending a wave of magic into the ground. The hard-packed dirt buckled, then opened, sucking the Corrupted into a deep pit. The Ladrin pulled back, all those bright, leopard eyes focusing on me, then they lifted their heads to roar. At least I think they were roaring. The sounds they made were rasping and low, like a saw going through a tree trunk.
 
The Leopard Ladrin didn't waste a second more, immediately herding the children over the ravine, the little ones leaping like deer to safety. A few leopards went with the kids while the remainder ran off to help others.
 
Xaedren pulled up short and looked at me.
 
I shrugged.
 
Laughing, Xae yanked me into an embrace and kissed me. It was just a quick kiss to celebrate, but it was long enough for a group of Corrupted to surround us. I heard their shuffling as I eased away from my lover, then gasped when I saw a wall of men and women around us with blank expressions and swords. Raised swords.
 
“Xaedren!” I shouted as the swords came down.
 
A blast of Air Magic burst out of me with my panic, sending the Corrupted tumbling. But it also bowled Xaedren over. Before he could get up, another group of Corrupted converged on him. Xae shot to his feet as I shouted again, this time wordlessly. Magic gathered with my fear and determination, then surged out of my body in a brilliant white cloud that took my shape. I gaped as that spectral me flew into my lover. It wasn't a freeing wraith. For one thing, I didn't know how to do that. It also wasn't black, nor was there any corruption inside Xae. So what the fuck was it?
 
Xaedren's eyes went wide, locking on me instinctively as my ghost sank into him. Swords sliced downward, toward him, but as they did, another blast came, this one emerging from Xae. Air Magic blew out from his body, sending the Corrupted tumbling, just as I'd done with the last bunch. With a heavy breath, Xaedren settled his shoulders and looked down at himself.
 
I ran to him. “Are you all right?”
 
“What the fuck was that?” Loren shouted at us from above.
 
“Ember!” Xaedren shouted back, then met my stare. “What did you do to me, love?”
 
“I haven't a clue.”
 
He nodded and took my hand. As soon as we touched, his hand glowed, and we both gaped at it.
 
“It's you,” Xae whispered. “I can feel you inside me. Your magic. Your essence.” He lifted his free hand and touched my cheek. That hand began to glow too. “Sweet Goddess, I think you've shared your magic with me, Ember.”
 
I set my hand over his, and the glowing faded. “Then let's not waste it.”
 
We strode toward the remaining Corrupted together, hand-in-hand.
 




Chapter Thirty-One
Xaedren and I rounded up the Corrupted, using Air Magic to sweep them into the pit with the others, while Loren freed them of corruption. Once they were all collected, Xae helped to clear the Corrupted, then both of us lifted the freed humans out of the pit with Air Magic. As we worked, the Ladrin trickled back into the village until we had a crowd watching us. When we finished, they cheered.
 
The newly uncorrupted humans were in a state of shock and whimpered through the cheering, but then Xae and Loren calmed them, and the work of sorting them into groups divided by their home villages began. The Ladrin helped, and I was shocked to see them bring blankets, food, and water out to the people who had just attacked them. Even the children helped, laughing as they ran back and forth from the village well. But then, children are the most resilient of creatures.
 
When the pit was empty, I closed it, sealing the land as if it had never parted.
 
A little Ladrin girl came up to me and asked, “Aren't you human?”
 
“Uh. Yes.”
 
“Humans don't have magic.”
 
“This human is special,” Xaedren said as he joined me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “He's been blessed by the Goddess to help us fight the Corrupter.”
 
“Wow,” she whispered. Then she ran off toward her family, shouting, “The human has magic! He's blessed by the Goddess!”
 
“Do you think that was a good idea?” I asked Xae.
 
He shrugged. “The secret's out, love. We might as well tell the truth.”
 
“We're going to have to tell the Emperor about what I did, aren't we?”
 
“Yes. We should probably visit him before we return to the citadel.”
 
“Go,” Loren said. “I'll see to the humans.”
 
“Thank you.” Xaedren pulled me into his arms and tucked his head over mine. “Hold on, Ember.”
 
“Oh, I am,” I whispered as I closed my eyes.
 
And then we were in the Emperor's antechamber.
 
Xae went to the tall door and pounded on it. I winced as the sound echoed, but no guards appeared to question us. In a few minutes, though, the door opened and the same man who had escorted me to the Emperor the first time, stood there.
 
He frowned at Xaedren, then saw me. “What are you doing here with the human?”
 
“There's been a development,” Xaedren said. “We need to see the Emperor immediately.”
 
Amazingly, the man didn't question Xae further. He just nodded, opened the door wider, and ushered us past. Xaedren strode forward as if he knew where he was going. He didn't.
 
“Where is he?” Xae tossed over his shoulder.
 
“Having lunch in his garden.” The man raced ahead of Xae and led the way down the long corridor.
 
He took a few turns differently from last time and led us to a stone archway without a door. I guess the Emperor didn't worry about things like insects and weather invading his home.
 
“Out there, my lords.” The Emperor's manservant bowed as we passed.
 
“I'm a lord now?” I whispered to Xae.
 
“You're something even more important than a lord, Ember,” he whispered back and took my hand.
 
I was surprised by the hand-holding, but I expected Xae to let go once we reached the Emperor. Until then, he used the connection to lead me through the garden, around bends formed by plants. Exotic flowers bloomed everywhere and ripe fruit sweetened the air. The humidity was pleasant, just enough to comfort the skin, and the mottled shade softened the sunlight. Then I caught the scent of bread and meat, and my stomach rumbled.
 
Xaedren frowned down at me. “Fuck, I need to feed you.”
 
“I'll be fine.” I grinned at his protectiveness.
 
Then we came out into a circular clearing—a man-made meadow. In the center of it sat the Emperor, his larger-than-life presence dominating a white iron table. He sat there alone, but several servants stood nearby, all at attention. Before the Emperor was an assortment of dishes that made my stomach rumble again.
 
The Emperor looked up. “Ember. And Lord Xaedren. Has something happened?”
 
“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty,” Xaedren said, then bowed.
 
I quickly mimicked his bow.
 
“Come, join me. Eat, Ember. It sounds as if you're hungrier than I am.” The Emperor waved at the food, then looked toward the servants. “Bring plates for Ember and Lord Xaedren, please.”
 
A woman ran off.
 
“Thank you.” I reached for a piece of bread to hold me off until my plate arrived.
 
Xae put the butter dish before me, watched me slather my bread in the stuff, then waited for me to take a bite. Only when I started chewing, did he relate to the Emperor what had occurred. The Emperor watched Xaedren fuss over me, then listened to him intently. By the time Xae finished his tale, our plates had arrived along with two glasses and flatware.
 
“Thanks,” I said as the woman set a plate before me.
 
I instantly reached for a platter of sliced meat, but Xaedren grabbed it for me and ladled out a portion. I sat back as he filled my plate with a bit of everything before he started on his. Smiling self-consciously, I shrugged at the Emperor. He had a strange look on his face.
 
“What do you think I did, Your Imperialness?” I asked.
 
Xaedren snorted a laugh at the title but didn't correct me as Rath had.
 
“Are you two lovers?” The Emperor asked instead of answering.
 
“Yes,” Xaedren answered for us without hesitation.
 
“True lovers? You're in love?”
 
“Yes,” I answered this time.
 
“I see,” the Emperor murmured, his attention going inward. “So this is what she meant.”
 
“Who? The Goddess?” I asked. “Did you speak to her again, Your Imperial Sire?”
 
Xae shook his head in amusement.
 
“That's not right either?” I whispered to him.
 
“Imperial Majesty,” he whispered back.
 
“Oh, right. Your Imperial Majesty,” I tried again. “I don't know why I can't remember that.”
 
“It's all right, Ember. The point of a title is respect, and you give me that,” the Emperor said. “To answer your question, no, I haven't spoken to the Goddess again. I'm referring to something she said in our last conversation, the one in which she told me about you. She said, 'He will unite them and give them unmatched power. His love is the key to conquering all corruption.'”
 
“Unite them,” Xae murmured.
 
“Yes. I thought she meant that Ember would lead the Wraith Lords and that his race would be integral to winning the war—his love for his people. But now, I see that I was wrong. She meant it more literally. Ember's love is the key.” He nodded at me. “Your love, Ember. That's what allowed you to empower Lord Xaedren. And this is just with you half-trained. I imagine once you master Spirit, it won't merely be your power that grows. Lord Xaedren will rise with you.”
 
“Well, shit,” I whispered.
 
“Holy fuck,” Xaedren said.
 
The Emperor's expression softened. “You have proven yourself to be the man the Goddess spoke of, Ember. I'm grateful that you have joined us and elated that you have found love. Love is the greatest gift, especially for a warrior. It gives us something to fight for.”
 
“Yes, I'm very lucky Ember chose me,” Xaedren said.
 
“You're not the only lucky one.” I gave Xae a tender look.
 
The Emperor winced. “Seeing your devotion to each other, it pains me to do this, but I must share my new interpretation of the Goddess's words.”
 
“What is it?” I dropped my fork. “Have I hurt Xae by giving him magic?”
 
“No, not at all,” the Emperor said gently. “Your love has literally made Lord Xaedren a better man.”
 
“Then what is it?” I asked. “I don't understand. What could be bad about me empowering Xae and ending the corruption?”
 
“Fuck,” Xaedren whispered. “No. Don't ask it of us.”
 
“I'm so sorry,” the Emperor said. “I'm not asking anything of you, nor is the Goddess. It is merely her prophecy and my interpretation of it. You are free to interpret it differently.”
 
“What?” I looked back and forth between the men. “What interpretation?!”
 
“He will unite them and give them unmatched power,” Xaedren repeated in a monotone. “Them, Ember.” He met my stare, his eyes full of pain. “You have to take more lovers.”
 
“What?!” I screeched.
 
“Your love is meant to unite many Wraith Lords, not just empower one,” the Emperor said. “I believe that is what the Goddess was trying to tell me. It makes sense. With just one Wraith Lord's might magnified we are stronger, but not strong enough to end this war. With several, we may be.”
 
“Several?! How many is several?” I demanded.
 
“As many as your heart leads you to, Ember,” the Emperor said. “I'm not trying to hurt either of you. In fact, I think you will find happiness in this.”
 
“Happiness?” I growled. “You think I'll be happy to betray the man I love? No, I'm not doing it.”
 
“Ember,” Xae said gently.
 
“No!” I shot to my feet. Then I softened my tone for Xaedren. “No, Xae. I won't do that to you. I love you too much.”
 
“I love you too.” Xae stood up and took my arms, turning me to face him. “But the Goddess has given you this gift for a reason.”
 
“Gift? A gift I can only share through sex?” I made a horrified sound. “Are you kidding me? This is stupid. Ridiculous! I'm not going to fuck a bunch of men under the guise of obeying the Goddess.”
 
The pain in Xae's eyes melted. “I love you so much, Ember.”
 
“I love you too.” I cupped his face. “I will never betray you.”
 
“It's not a betrayal if I consent.”
 
“Consent?!” I jerked back. “You want me to do this?”
 
Xaedren hunched his shoulders and stared at the ground.
 
“We're not asking you to return to the citadel and take the first man you see to your bed, Ember,” the Emperor said. “It needs to be about more than sex. I believe sex is simply the vehicle of transfer—the tangible action that solidified your bond. But without the love between you, it would have been worthless.”
 
My mind instantly turned to Rath. I looked at Xaedren and saw that he was already there. He'd thought of Rath before I had.
 
“No,” I whispered. “I won't hurt you like that.”
 
“You care about him,” Xae said, then swallowed roughly.
 
“But I fell in love with you, Xae.” I took his hand. “Not him.”
 
“Would this be Lord Ratharin you're referring to?” the Emperor asked.
 
I swiveled my head to glare at the Emperor.
 
He chuckled as he held his hands up. “I'm just trying to say that I saw how drawn you were to each other. Frankly, I thought you'd take Lord Ratharin for your lover.”
 
“He didn't want to risk a relationship with someone who will eventually die,” I said.
 
Xaedren made a wounded sound.
 
My gaze shot back to him. “Why does that hurt you?”
 
“You wanted him first,” Xae said. “You only chose me because Ratharin rejected you.”
 
“They are two separate things,” I said firmly. “Rath and I had that talk when I first arrived at the citadel. He ended things before they started. And it was weeks after that when we got together. I chose you because I wanted you. You weren't my second choice, Xae. You weren't even an option back when Rath rejected me.”
 
Xaedren's face twitched, but he nodded.
 
“You see?” I waved at him, then glared at the Emperor. “I'm already hurting him, and we're only talking about it.”
 
“As with anything, I won't force you, Ember,” the Emperor said. “I hope your heart will guide you to your destiny, but if it's telling you to remain monogamous with Lord Xaedren, I will not push you into another relationship. This is your decision.”
 
I grimaced. “Sure it is.”
 
“It is,” the Emperor insisted. “I am more than pleased that you are training and have displayed such progress. And the power you've given unto Lord Xaedren will help significantly.”
 
“But it won't end the war,” I whispered.
 
“I don't believe so,” the Emperor said gently. “But, Ember, the Goddess does not command. This is not an order to be obeyed. It is a prediction. I'm only warning you of what may come so you may prepare for it. I am not commanding you either. Hearts cannot be commanded.”
 
“But if my heart doesn't love someone else, the war will never end,” I said wearily. “Why does everything good in my life come at a cost?”
 
“Ember, I truly believe this will bring you joy. You and all the men you love.”
 
“No offense, Your Imperial Majesty, but that's a load of bullshit.”
 
The Emperor nodded sadly. “I understand. I would be upset as well if I were you.”
 
“Take me home, Xae.” I wrapped my arms around Xaedren's waist and latched on.
 
“All right, love,” Xae said gently.
 
A moment passed, in which he doubtless exchanged some silent communication with the Emperor, but I didn't care. I refused to open my eyes or let go. I was done listening to the Emperor's non-commands. A few seconds later, we were moving without moving, and when I opened my eyes again, we were back in Xaedren's bedroom.
 




Chapter Thirty-Two
“Ember,” Xae said as he cupped my face.
 
“No.” I met his beautiful stare and shook my head in his hands. “I won't do it.”
 
“I will be all right.”
 
“No, you won't.”
 
“I will . . . eventually.”
 
“Xae, you are more important to me than everyone else in the world.” I pulled his hands down and held them. “I don't give a fuck about this war if winning it means hurting you. I'll do what I can to help, but I'm not taking another lover. I know you. If I fall in love with another man, it will hurt you more than if I had meaningless sex with him. So, let the world crumble. Let the corruption spread. I don't give a fuck as long as you're happy and you love me.”
 
Xaedren made a soft sound, a catch of breath, then swept me up and kissed me tenderly. Tenderly, yet deeply. It wasn't a passionate kiss. This was about love and only love. I felt it in every movement of his lips. In the way he held me and stroked my back. In the way he moaned and sighed. In the steady beating of his heart. And I felt that piece of me inside him. It rose beneath my palm, gathering over his heart and spreading across his chest.
 
Xaedren pulled back and looked down at his chest. “I feel you again.”
 
“I feel it too.” I looked up and met his stare. “You have my love in you now. It's right there for you to feel if you should ever wonder how much I love you. You will carry it with you forever. No one can take this from us. I won't let them.”
 
“You're right.” He covered my hand with his, then leaned his forehead against mine. “This is what I needed, Ember. Here is proof of our love. Something real that belongs only to us. With this, with you inside me, I can accept what needs to be.”
 
“What?” I whispered and pulled away from him.
 
“Go to Ratharin. I give my consent. Our love is strong enough to survive this.”
 
“What?!” I shrieked.
 
“Ember, you love me enough to let the entire world suffer. It sounds terrible, but I find beauty in that brutality. I love you even more for it. And I would destroy the world for you too, my love. But this will not destroy us. It will make us stronger. We can have love and victory.”
 
“Victory?” I gaped at him. “You want to put our love on the line for victory?”
 
“I'm talking about a victory that will save millions of lives, Ember.”
 
“I only care about your life! Yours and mine!”
 
“Ember, please. This is hard for me too.”
 
“But you're doing it anyway! Even after I swore to be true to you.” I made a wordless shriek of frustration.
 
“You will have the love of many men. Isn't that a good thing?”
 
“What the actual fuck?” I growled. “I don't want the love of many men. I want your love. That's it.”
 
“And that gives me the security I need to share you.”
 
“Share me? You . . . oh!” I stormed to the door, slung it open, then turned to point at him. “You dickhead!” I slammed the door on my way out.
 




Chapter Thirty-Three
By the next day, word spread about what had happened in the Ladrin village, but not about our meeting with the Emperor. Both Xaedren and I remained quiet about that. Not that I was surprised. I couldn't imagine him going around the citadel, telling everyone that his lover had to find more Lords to fall in love with for the good of the world.
 
“The good of the world,” I muttered to myself. “It's ridiculous. And the Emperor isn't even sure if that's what the Goddess meant.”
 
“What was that, Ember?” Master Resar asked as he stepped closer.
 
“Nothing.”
 
We were at the bottom of a stone quarry, with nothing flammable in sight. Ratharin, who had shown up at my door that morning as if we had never argued, sat on a boulder several feet away, watching me. If I hadn't known better, I'd think he knew about my talk with the Emperor. But there was no way Xae would tell him. I frowned as I thought about how Xae had tried to convince me to go to Rath. Shit, maybe he had. That beautiful, self-sacrificing dickhead! Had I admired his honor before? Now it was a pain in my ass.
 
“Ember?” Master Resar prompted.
 
“Huh?”
 
“Are you listening to me?”
 
“Yes, Master Resar. Sorry. Yesterday was rough.”
 
“I've heard about your escapade,” he said sternly. “You shouldn't have gone with Lord Xaedren unprepared. That being said, it seems you've discovered a new gift, and that is good news indeed. But we must continue to train you and get you fully prepared so that the next time you join the Wraith Lords, you will be even more powerful.”
 
“Yes, Sir.”
 
“Now, as you see, there is no fuel for fire here. As with Water Magic, Fire is easier to summon and control if it has something to work with. No water, and your Water Magic must summon it forth. No wood, and your Fire Magic must manifest alone.”
 
“So, why are we here?”
 
“Because I want to see if you can do that, Ember. Perhaps we can skip the basics if you prove that you have some mastery over them. Burn that rock.” He pointed at a boulder before us. “Picture the fire consuming it, raging hot enough to spread and grow despite the lack of fuel. Call it and send it forth. Command it to—” He trailed off as the boulder burst into flames. “Very good, Ember.”
 
I released the magic and the flames instantly vanished. “Now what?”
 
“Encase the rock in fire without letting the flames touch it.”
 
“How will I know if I'm successful if the rock is encased?”
 
“Send your mind forth with the Fire Magic and you will know. I will monitor it as well. Try it.”
 
I enveloped the boulder in Fire, then tried to feel if the Fire was touching the stone or just hovering above it. I focused and sent my mind forth.
 
“No,” Master Resar said. “Try again.”
 
I released the Fire and tried again.
 
And again.
 
And again.
 
An hour passed, bringing me greater competency with everything about the flames except for it rising off the stone.
 
“I'm just not feeling what you do,” I said.
 
“Yes, you are. You're not recognizing it as I do. Search for the warmth. Feel the essence of Fire. Feel how it consumes but also gives. Without it, there is no growth, no renewal. We would not be able to cook our food or survive a harsh winter. Fire is integral to life. Feel its essential nature and know that it is with you.”
 
I closed my eyes. I searched. I understood. I felt . . . nothing. With a groan, I released the magic. I was sweating and shaking. “I can't.”
 
“Yes, you can. Try again.”
 
“No, you don't understand. I can't do anymore today. I'm literally burnt out. Can we take this up again tomorrow?”
 
“No, Ember,” Master Resar said sternly. “Do you think the Corrupter will stand down when you're tired? Do you think he'll reschedule for another time when you're feeling more up to fighting him? Try again.”
 
“Master Recar, he's beyond tired,” Rath said as he slid off his boulder.
 
“Stay out of this, Lord Ratharin. I've heard about your interfering ways. You will not jeopardize my lessons,” Master Resar said.
 
“Exactly,” Rath snapped. “This is a lesson, not a battle. He's exhausted.”
 
“Try again, Ember,” Master Resar ignored Rath.
 
I tried again.
 
And collapsed to my knees.
 
“Again!” Resar shouted.
 
I blasted the boulder with Fire, sent my mind forth, and blacked out.
 
When I came to, I was lying in Rath's arms, and he was shouting at the Fire Master.
 
“I told you to leave him be, but you just had to push him. What is with you mages? You have no fucking sense or sympathy!”
 
“I'm all right,” I said and sat up. “Phew. I'm not sure what happened.”
 
“You passed out because this asshole kept pushing you,” Rath said as he stood up. “Can you stand?” He held a hand down to me.
 
“I think so.” I took Rath's hand, and he helped me to my feet. “I'm sorry, Master Resar. I know this is a poor start to our training, but I don't think I can press on.”
 
“Yes, I see,” Master Resar said stiffly. “Very well. Let's return to the citadel.” He held a hand out to Rath.
 
Rath got a vicious look on his face.
 
“Rath, no,” I said.
 
Rath took my hand, pulled me in against his chest, then said, “Find your own way back.”
 
Before Master Resar could respond, Rath faded us to the citadel.
 
“Damn it, Rath!” I growled as I stormed out of the arrival chamber. “He's my teacher. This was my first day with him. You can't leave him stranded in a rock quarry miles from here.”
 
“I'm not leaving him stranded.” Rath grinned. “I'm letting him stew a while, then I'll go back. Don't worry about him, Ember. He's a Tytra. If he wanted to, he could shapeshift and fly back.”
 
“Maybe go back before he decides to do that.”
 
Snorting a laugh, Rath said, “All right. But you have to admit, the look on his face was priceless.
 
I chuckled. “Yeah, it was pretty funny.”
 
“Before I go.” He stepped in close and cupped my cheek. “Are you truly all right? Maybe I should take you to the healer.”
 
“No, I'm fine. I'm feeling much better now.”
 
He frowned at me.
 
“I'm telling the truth,” I vowed. “Go on. Go get him before we have to deal with a dragon landing on the citadel.”
 
“All right. Wait for me here.”
 
I nodded, and Rath vanished. As he did, I saw who was standing on the stairs behind him. Xae. He gave me a forlorn look that nearly tore out my heart. But then I remembered what he wanted me to do, and I hardened my heart and expression. Xae turned around and climbed the stairs.
 




Chapter Thirty-Four
The next day, with me rested and calmer, my training went smoothly. Once I understood that without fuel, I was already placing Fire in a specific location, I was able to adjust the location to hover the flames over an item.
 
“Now, yourself,” Master Resar said.
 
“What does that mean?” I asked.
 
“Hover the flames over your hand.”
 
Rath, back on his boulder, sat up straighter, his stare locking on me.
 
I glanced at him, then focused on my hand.
 
“Ember,” Rath said in a worried tone.
 
“I'll be fine.” I blocked him out and focused on Fire.
 
It's just like hovering Fire over a stone. With one difference; Fire could burn me. I'm fuel. No, I won't think like that. Focus, Ember. Just above my hand. In the air over my fingers. No problem.
 
I gasped as flames erupted over my left hand and just for a second, they burned me. But that zing of pain pushed the flames upward, taking them where I wanted them to be. It was an important lesson for me. A moment when it all clicked. It was my reactions, be they emotional or physical, that drove the elements. They were protecting me.
 
I thought back to the falling tree, how the elements took control and righted it. But when I was plummeting through the sky, Rath saved me. Was it because I was more in control of Air then? Or would the magic have saved me eventually? I believed it was the latter. The elements were a part of me and like anything with any bit of sentience, they wanted to live. To live, they had to keep me alive.
 
“Holy fuck,” Rath whispered.
 
“Well done, Ember,” Master Resar said with a smug grin. “I knew you could do it. Now, try encasing your entire body.”
 
“Hold on one second,” Rath growled.
 
“Lord Ratharin!” Master Resar snapped. “One more outburst and I will insist on training Ember a—”
 
Both men went silent as I surrounded myself in Fire. The feeling of standing in the center of that inferno, without even a hint of the heat brushing my skin, was so empowering that I laughed. Then I held my hands out and lifted the fire into the sky to swirl it over my head, forming it into a bird.
 
“Now, you're just showing off,” Master Resar muttered.
 
“Holy fuck,” Rath said again and swayed on his feet.
 
“Two days!” I shouted and met Rath's amazed stare. “Two fucking days and I can do this, Rath!” I brought my hands down, the flames winking out, and ran to him.
 
Rath lifted me off my feet, caught up in my jubilation, and spun me. When he brought me down, he kissed me. I don't know if it was an automatic reaction or if he was using the moment to further his suit, and I didn't care. I kissed him back. Effusively. Passionately. Whole-fucking-heartedly. I'd wanted him for so long. Why not kiss him? Xaedren had all but pushed me into Rath's arms. I could have them both. I could . . . fuck, this wasn't me.
 
I jerked back.
 
“I'm sorry,” Rath said anxiously, holding his hand out to me. “I don't know why I did that.”
 
“I do, and I participated. It's not on you.” I swallowed roughly and calmed my breathing. “But I can't, Rath.”
 
“I know,” he said softly.
 
“This is all fascinating,” Master Resar drawled. “Thank you for the insight into your personal life. But as proficient as you are, Ember, you have not mastered Fire yet. We have more to do.”
 
“Yes, Sir,” I said, tearing my gaze away from Rath. “Sorry about that.”
 
“I am a passionate man as well,” Master Resar said. “And I understand getting caught up in the moment. But this is not the time for that.”
 
“No, it isn't,” Rath said. “Proceed, Master Resar. I will not interrupt again.” After a long look at me, he turned and went back to his boulder.
 




Chapter Thirty-Five
That night at dinner, I sat with Lord Finn and a few of his friends, avoiding both Rath and Xae. I could feel their stares on me—Xae's becoming a glare when Finn got too close. That annoyed me even more. He was the one pushing me at other men. Xae didn't have the right to get jealous when I actually showed an interest in someone else.
 
“So, you wanna tell me what's going on in your little love triangle?” Finn asked, curving one dark wing around me and leaning in conspiratorially.
 
There went Xaedren's glare again.
 
I sighed. “It's a long story.”
 
Finn lowered his wing and straightened. “You know, you're one of us now, Ember. Every man here would fight and even die for you.”
 
“What?” I whispered as I looked at him.
 
“I'm not saying you're special. I mean, you are, but that's what we'd do for each other. Even the Lords I'm not close with, I'd die for. That's what being a Wraith Lord means, and you are a Wraith Lord in all but title.”
 
“I am?” My chest went warm and tingly. It's what I'd sensed from the Wraith Lords and what I hoped was true, but I'd never assume. Not with something so important.
 
“You are.” He nudged me with his shoulder. “It's a type of brotherhood. We care for each other like family.”
 
“A freaky family,” I teased with a pointed look at Sern and Quenle on our left.
 
Finn snorted. “I said like family. I mean that no matter what happens among us, we always have each other's back. Anything can be worked through because we are all Wraith Lords and always will be. You understand?”
 
“Are you saying that I don't have to worry about fucking up because I'll be forgiven?”
 
“Yes, but also that you should forgive with the same ease.”
 
“Ah.” I glanced at Xaedren. “But you don't know why I'm upset.”
 
“So tell me.” He pushed my mug of ale closer.
 
I glanced at the other men at our table.
 
Finn looked at them, then at me. “All right.” He got up, grabbed our mugs, and said, “Come on. We can do this in private.”
 
“Woo-hoo! In private, eh?” Lord Pavis teased. “Moving on already, Ember?”
 
“That's right,” Finn lifted his voice. “He finally realized he can do better. And by better, I mean me.”
 
Xaedren's growl carried across the room.
 
I winced and shook my head at Xae, trying to convey that it was not what Finn made it out to be. I may be angry, but I didn't want him to think I'd take another lover so easily. Xaedren met my stare and settled, his stare going hopeful. I shook my head again, this time to deny him, and he crumpled, his shoulders hunching inward as he fell forward on his forearms. I hated seeing that, hated hurting him, but I was doing it for us. I needed Xae to learn that he truly didn't want me to be with anyone else. At least, I hoped he'd learn that. I didn't want to be with a man who could share me. How much could he possibly love me if that were true?
 
“You'd better be careful, Finn,” Pavis said. “You're poking an angry beast.”
 
Finn looked back and forth between Xae and me, then took my hand and whispered, “If you want him to value you, you have to show him that you're valuable.”
 
I looked up at Finn and nodded. “All right.”
 
With a grin, Finn handed me my mug, then clasped my free hand. Sauntering down the aisle with me, he lifted his chin as if he knew he'd be getting exactly what he wanted soon. Rath scowled at the display, his baffled stare going to Xaedren before returning to me. I wouldn't meet his eyes. I had to be valuable, and I had to value myself. That meant not letting others push me around. I could go anywhere I wanted with anyone I wanted to go with. I knew I wasn't cheating on Xaedren and, if he knew me at all, he'd know it too.
 
And yes, I still considered myself to be in a relationship with him. I was mad at Xae, but I hadn't stopped loving him. That would never happen.
 
Finn led the way through the corridors, though he did release my hand once we were out of the dining hall. That made me feel immensely better. For a second there, I'd been wondering if this was just a ploy to get me alone so he could make a move. But even after Finn led me out to the kitchen garden, he didn't try to touch me. He just went to a stone bench by the bed of basil and sat down on one end. I sat down on the other end so his wings wouldn't be crowded.
 
“All right, it's only me and the plants now,” Finn said. “Tell me everything.”
 
“You heard about what happened with Xaedren? How I went with him on a summoning?”
 
“Yeah. We've all been talking about it. Loren said you did something to Xaedren, and he suddenly had magic like a Makhon.”
 
“Like me. My magic.”
 
“So you did share it with him? That's what a lot of us assumed. That somehow, you transferred your magic to him.”
 
“Not exactly. After it happened, Xaedren took me to see the Emperor. He told us about something the Goddess said that he now believes he misinterpreted. She said that I would unite Wraith Lords and give them unmatched power.”
 
“Holy shit. That's amazing! So you can do that for all of us?”
 
“No, she also said that my love is the key to conquering all corruption. The Emperor believes it's my love for Xaedren that gave him magic.”
 
“So you have to be in love with the Wraith Lord to empower him?” He frowned. “Well, shit. That's limiting. I guess, Xaedren's luckier than I thought.”
 
“Luckier?”
 
“Well, he got you, didn't he?” He nudged my shoulder again.
 
I slumped.
 
“What? Did you break up?”
 
“No.” I shrugged. “I don't think so.”
 
“You don't think so?”
 
“I called him a dickhead and walked out on him.”
 
Finn hooted. “Shit. He probably deserved it.”
 
“I don't know if he did. Xae was trying to be . . . I don't know what he was trying to be. Pious maybe? Self-sacrificing.”
 
“Hold on. What did Xaedren do?”
 
“The Emperor believes that the Goddess wants—”
 
“The Emperor believes the Goddess wants.” Finn rolled his eyes. “Just say it, Ember.”
 
“I guess the Goddess doesn't want it so much as she predicted that I would love several Wraith Lords. The Emperor said I need to follow my heart and take additional lovers. I have to fall in love with someone else so I can empower them too.”
 
“Holy shit,” Finn whispered. “What the fuck?”
 
“Yes. Obviously, that's not something I want to do. I could never betray Xaedren like that. I argued with them both and—”
 
“Wait,” he cut me off again. “You argued with them both? Are you saying that Xaedren is siding with the Emperor?”
 
“Yes, exactly. He told me he would share me.”
 
“Ugh!” Finn made a face. “Fucking idiot.”
 
“Thank you!” I waved a hand at him. “I mean, so what if this is the key to ending the war? Xae shouldn't want to share me. And I guess, he really doesn't want to share me. But he shouldn't be urging me to do this. He shouldn't be willing to share me.”
 
“You taking more lovers is the key to ending the war?” Finn asked, suddenly grim.
 
“Yes. At least, that's what the Emperor thinks. He says without me uniting multiple Wraith Lords and empowering them, we won't be able to stop the Corrupter. Evidently, the fate of the world rests on my dick.” I grimaced and added, “And my heart. It's so stupid.”
 
“Great fuck,” he whispered. “I'm sorry, Ember, but I agree with them.”
 
“What?”
 
“This is about more than your relationship with Xaedren. Millions of lives are at stake. All of us, every Lord here, have made sacrifices for the war. We make them every day. This is your sacrifice. Yours and whoever falls in love with you. They will have to share you, and you will have to share yourself.”
 
“I can't.”
 
“You must,” Xaedren's voice came from the shadows before he stepped into the moonlight. “I don't want to share you, Ember. Just thinking about it makes my wolf claw at my chest in fury. But this is the will of the Goddess. You are her gift to us. Not just me.”
 
“What?” I jumped to my feet. “Now you want me to fuck every Wraith Lord in the citadel? Should Sern and Quenle betray their commitment to each other to be with me? And the Wraith Lords who aren't into men, should they just close their eyes and do it for the Goddess?”
 
“That's not at all what I'm saying,” Xae said sternly. “You're angry and scared. I understand. And I don't want this for us, Ember. But we have to deal with this. I told you to go to Rath because I know you already have feelings for him. The Emperor said to follow your heart, and all I'm saying is I'll support that. Do I want to see you two together? No. But I won't tear him to pieces or hold it against you.”
 
“Oh, gee. Thanks.” I strode past him.
 
“Ember!” Xaedren chased after me.
 
“No!” I pushed him away. “No. I can't do this.”
 
“Not even to save the world.”
 
“Let the fucking world burn,” I snarled and stormed away. Muttering to myself, I added, “What has it ever done for me?”
 




Chapter Thirty-Six
In the days that followed, I thought a lot about the beach. The one Xae had taken me to. I'd been so happy there with him, but that happiness had been brief. I didn't even get to go swimming. I thought we'd have all day, so we had sex first. Now I regretted not enjoying the ocean more. Not that I regretted having sex with Xae. I'd never regret that. But it looked as if I wouldn't be going back to the beach anytime soon.
 
Not with Xaedren at least.
 
I should have told Finn to keep it all a secret. But even if I had, he may not have agreed. To him, my potential to unite a group of Wraith Lords and turn them into an elite fighting unit capable of defeating the Corrupter was news that had to be shared. And he did. Rapidly. By the next morning, every Wraith Lord looked at me differently. The day after that, the offers started again. Not flirtation or propositions—invitations. Requests to take me to dinner and shit like that. They wanted to do more than seduce me now. To join my band of supercharged men, they had to win my love, so that was their goal. You'd think they would have avoided me. I know I would have. But these men were all dedicated to ending the war, and, as Finn said, they were used to sacrificing for it.
 
And that made it so much worse.
 
I knew that every man who approached me was doing it out of obligation, not any true desire for me. They didn't want me. They wanted the power to defeat the Corrupter. All right, I knew some of them desired me because they had flirted with me before, but none of them wanted to love me. I guess, technically, I was the only one who had to be in love. So, maybe they were thinking they'd make me fall in love and just fuck me once in a while. Shit, maybe they'd ditch me after I shared my power with them. Whatever they were planning, I didn't want to fall in love with a man who didn't love me back. By sharing my secret, Finn had made it nearly impossible for me to fall in love with someone other than Xae.
 
Of course, there was Rath.
 
“What is it?” Rath asked as we strode down a corridor together.
 
I had passed my Fire training and was now a master of four elements. As far as my combat training, Rath had been giving me lessons in his bedroom every night. Neither of us wanted a repeat of what had happened with Xae in the training yard. Plus, I was more comfortable getting my butt kicked in private. And one-on-one combat training didn't need a lot of space.
 
Now, we were on our way to meet with Mistress Lectia and start the final phase of my training—Spirit Magic. This was what I'd been waiting for. I would have been excited if not for the weight of the world hanging on my shoulders. I spent my days hiding from Wraith Lords, eating in my room, and randomly bursting into tears. It just wasn't fair. My so-called gifts had brought me nothing but pain.
 
“Nothing,” I muttered.
 
Rath stopped walking and gripped my arm. “Ember, you still have a choice.”
 
“Do I?” I looked up at him. “If I refuse to do this, I'll lose everyone. The Wraith Lords will turn on me. They've become a family to me, Rath. I've never had this, never felt as if I was part of a community. But they won't understand my choice. They think I'm being selfish.”
 
“Maybe you are.” Rath shrugged. “But family doesn't give up on each other just because they don't agree. They'll come around. Just stand your ground.”
 
“You're not going to try to convince me to take multiple lovers?”
 
“No. I would never do that.”
 
“Not even to save the world?” I asked bitterly.
 
“Fuck the world.”
 
I snorted a laugh. “That's kind of what I said to Xae.”
 
“Listen, Ember. This war has been going on for a very long time. Would I like to end it? Of course. But I'm not a man who believes in sacrificing one person to save many. I'm the man who storms a castle with an army, risking many lives to save a single captive. Because it's about the principle. Right and wrong. And it's wrong to force someone to do something they don't want to do, even if it saves others.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
“I just want you to know that no matter what you decide, I'll still be your friend.” He lowered his grip to my hand and squeezed. “Always.”
 
“Rath, you know you have my friendship forever too. You're my best friend.”
 
“I do know that.” He grinned. “That's why I want you to be happy. And it's not as if you've done nothing for the cause. You're training your ass off, trying to become powerful enough to join us out there. The other Lords know that, Ember. You won't be rejected for being true to yourself.”
 
“I hope not.”
 
“Hey, if they do treat you differently, then they're assholes. And you don't want them as friends.”
 
“No, but I'd still want them as family.”
 
Rath's expression softened. “Family is forever.” He tugged on my hand. “Now, are you ready to begin your Spirit training?”
 
“Yes. I need to stop moping about and get on with it.”
 
“Good.”
 
We continued down the corridor until Rath led me into a nearly empty room. Most of the furniture had been removed, including all the artwork and, well, everything. All that was left was a collection of chairs—three to be exact. Mistress Lectia was sitting in one of them.
 
“Close the door, Lord Ratharin. Then sit down, both of you.”  Lectia waved at the chairs. Once we were seated, she continued, “I am your last teacher, Ember. And the one who will be of the least amount of help.”
 
“Why do you say that?” I asked.
 
“Because I am not a Mistress of Spirit Magic. I am a Mistress of the other four elemental magics. But only the Emperor and his Wraiths are wielders of Spirit. That is why I welcome Lord Ratharin to your training. I will guide you, but he will be your true teacher.”
 
“What this now?” Rath sat back.
 
“You know Spirit Magic intimately, Lord Ratharin. And you are a Varraen, so you also have some competency with the other elements. I need you to help Ember learn to control them as you do—united under Spirit.”
 
“But I'm not a teacher. I don't know how I control Spirit.”
 
“Yes, you do. Don't worry. I will guide both of you. Most of this will be mental work, but the elements may make an appearance. Thus, I've had the room emptied.”
 
“All right. How do we begin?” I asked.
 
“First, turn your chairs so that you're facing each other,” she advised. Once we did as she instructed, she said, “Now, Lord Ratharin, lay your hands face-up on your knees. Ember, you place your hands atop Ratharin's, palms together. Yes, like so. Close your eyes. I want you both to take a deep breath and when you release it, let every muscle in your body relax. Begin.”
 
I inhaled and with my exhale, I tried to relax. Surprisingly, many of my muscles obeyed, and I found myself slumping in the chair.
 
“Keep going with the breaths until you are completely relaxed. Breathe in to the count of three—one, two, three. Now, out to the count of four—one, two, three, four.” She went on, guiding us through our breaths until I was a puddle in my chair. “Now, sink your awareness into yourself, deep where your magic is rooted. Let the magic guide you to it. Going deeper, deeper, deeper. You are weightless here. Nothing but your essence and your magic. All of your truth lies here, in your core. Feel it. Accept it. Breathe.”
 
Mistress Lectia left us there, hanging in the void of ourselves for what felt like an eternity but what was probably a few minutes. Not that it was torture. Far from it. I felt comfortable there, more in touch with myself than I'd ever been. And just on the border of my essence, I felt another presence. Someone strong, whose love burned bright enough to reach through my physical form and touch my soul. My spirit.
 
“There. You are so close,” Lectia's voice flowed back gently. “You already have a bond. That's good. It will make this easier. I want you to reach for each other. Not physically, but with your souls. Feel Rath, Ember. Let him come through your hands. Welcome him into you.”
 
I took another breath and as I let it out, I let Rath in. I simply stopped pushing him away. Rath's essence surged into me and with it came all his truths. The man he was. The being inside his body. I saw the depth of Rath's loyalty to the Emperor, his determination to fight for his world until the last breath left his body, and the honor that guided his actions. But I also saw his weaknesses, and I was among them. His honor shattered when it came to me. Rath would defy mages, magic, and even the Emperor himself to protect me. His love overcame all that he was. I didn't make him a better man, as I'd done for Xae. I made Rath less. But less what? Less honorable? Perhaps. But what was honor to the heart? Less loyal? He showed me loyalty. No, this wasn't a weakness. It was another type of strength. A very particular one.
 
Then Rath was inside my soul. I felt us merge. All that I was became his. He saw it. My triumphs and shame. My tragic past. My sorrow and loneliness. My love for Xaedren. And . . . for him. There it was, the truth unmasked. I had loved Rath all along. He took it all into his essence until I couldn't tell who was who. Instead of losing myself, it freed me. Bliss like no other flooded me. I floated in the void but was not alone. I would never be alone again.
 
And I felt his joy—Rath's elation at being there with me. This was more than he hoped for. More than a joining of bodies. Far beyond such baseness. This was true love. The complete knowledge of another person's virtues and faults, then the complete acceptance of it all. No rejection here, not even for our ugliest parts. His love found mine and became something ten times stronger.
 
Then Lectia's voice floated down to us, “Now, reveal your magic to each other. Ember, seek the Spirit Magic in Rath. And Rath, seek Ember's. Find the similarities and the differences. Let the magic show you the way to wielding it.”
 
I spun with Rath, twirling in all that was him until I felt the Spirit Magic separate and come forward—both his and mine. It gleamed, colorless but brilliant. A gift from the Goddess. No, a piece of the Goddess. Rath had gone through trials to prove himself worthy. But the Goddess had found me before I was born and freely given me the gift all Wraith Lords had to work for. It was her will made into magic. Her power to unify the elements. Control? No, there was no need for control. All I had to do was let go. The magic was there to guide me. All the other elements had to be controlled, but not this one. This one was control. It was the Goddess in me. Now a part of me.
 
With a brilliant burst of energy and a gasp, I felt the magic come alive. All my doubts and fears vanished, releasing the hold I had on the magic. Rath flowed back into his body, but he took a little of me with him. I felt it go. Just as I'd felt a part of me enter Xae. With Rath inside of me, I didn't have to push that piece out to him. He just accepted it.
 
We were bound now. Eternally. Would Rath share in my power as Xae did? I didn't know. But he shared my heart.
 
I gasped and jerked back, opening my eyes to find the void gone. Blinking, I tried to process what had happened but it was hard to think within the maelstrom. Around us, magic swirled, flashes of green, blue, yellow, and red dancing to form a tornado. And the energy containing them was Spirit, shining without color. Controlling the wild power.
 
“Take it, Ember,” Mistress Lectia said. “Accept who you are.”
 
I stood up in a daze and held out my arms. The tornado spun into me, funneling straight into my chest. With a wild cry, I threw my head back and accepted it. All I was. All I would be. All that I was meant to be. My body vibrated, and I knew I was about to fade. Me. Ember Aldritch, a human, was about to fade like a Wraith Lord. But where would I go? In my mind, I saw the place I yearned to return to.
 
The world went black. Stars sparkled in the darkness. I saw eternity in a second. And then I was standing on a beach, staring at the vast blue of an ocean. A few feet ahead of me was where Xaedren had made love to me in the shallows.
 
“Holy fuck,” I whispered.
 
Panic set in. Can I get back? What did I see on the way here? Was that the Goddess's domain? It scared the shit out of me. Next time, I have to close my eyes. Would there be a next time? Was I stranded here?
 
“Calm the fuck down!” I told myself.
 
I closed my eyes and concentrated on the room I had just left. I saw the bare walls and the three chairs. I saw Rath and Mistress Lectia. I willed myself to be there and felt the world spin around me again. This time, I kept my eyes closed. I only opened them when the shivering on my skin stopped.
 
Rath and Lectia stood before me, both wearing panicked expressions that quickly turned into relief.
 
“That was fucking amazing!” I shouted.
 
Then I fell back into the void.
 




Chapter Thirty-Seven
I came to in my bed. As I blinked, I became aware of a conversation happening nearby.
 
“He doesn't want that, Xaedren,” Rath said. “And as much I want him, I won't pressure him into it. You should respect his wishes too. You say you love him.”
 
“I do love him!” Xaedren roared.
 
“Shh! He needs his rest.”
 
“Don't shush me. I know what Ember needs better than you.”
 
“Look, I'm sorry I said you weren't the best man for him. I was jealous, all right?”
 
Xaedren grunted.
 
“Ember loves you. I saw it. I fucking felt it, Xaedren. I saw everything he is, and it was so beautiful . . . I can't . . . fuck. I can't put it into words.”
 
“As beautiful as you are?” I whispered as I turned toward the men.
 
“Ember!” Rath exclaimed.
 
Both men rushed to the bed.
 
I sat up and crawled to the side, then slid my legs over it and sat up. They stood before me—the men I loved. “Fuck,” I whispered. “She's got me. She fucking got me.”
 
“What are you talking about?” Xae asked.
 
“The Goddess. She showed me that this might not be the most horrible thing that could happen to me.” I grimaced and stood up. “Xae, I'm sorry.” I took his hand. “You were trying to do the right thing, and I pushed you away for it. But I never stopped loving you or believing in us. In fact, I thought I was doing it for us.” Then I looked at Rath and took his hand, forming a bridge between the men. “Rath, I'm sorry for pushing you away too. I've loved you from the beginning. I've just been too proud to admit it.” Looking from man to man, I asked, “Are you sure you love me enough to accept each other? Because I can't cause either of you any pain. That would kill me.”
 
Xaedren and Rath looked at each other. Something unspoken passed between them, and they nodded. Then they pounced.
 
I cried out as the men took me backward, onto the bed. Their hands slid over me, caressing me as they undressed me. Then their mouths found mine—first Xaedren, then he turned me toward Rath. Kissing Rath in front of Xae felt wrong for a fraction of a second. And then it felt very right.
 
Maybe that was because Xaedren's hand found my cock while it was happening.
 
I groaned into Rath's mouth as Xae kissed his way over my chest, stopping to suck on my right nipple. Rath eased back from my mouth and followed Xae's lead, coasting down my neck to my left nipple. As the men sucked at me, I stroked their hair and writhed between their hard bodies.
 
“Take off your clothes,” I panted. “Please.”
 
The men, my men, pulled back and sat up. Watching me, they undressed, tossing their garments aside carelessly. I drank in the sight of Xae, whose body I hadn't seen since the beach. But then I saw Rath. He looked graceful compared to Xaedren's bulk, but he was slabbed with lean muscle and that power radiated from him. His smooth chest—a Varraen trait—was just as sculpted as Xae's, its muscles leading my eye down to the ripple of his abdomen, then his lean hips. Amid a nest of raven curls, his cock emerged, hard and true, the blushing tip weeping for me. It was all I could do to keep from diving for it.
 
And a few seconds later, I was glad I had controlled myself. Because the men went for my cock instead. Xae pushed between my thighs, spreading them wide, while Rath laid on his belly and propped himself over me. Moving in harmony, they nuzzled my shaft, stroking it between them, their faces close enough to kiss. Then Xae let Rath have the first taste.
 
I cried out as Rath's hot mouth slid down my length, my hand automatically weaving into his thick hair. He moaned, the sound becoming a physical sensation on my sensitive skin, and Xae moaned with him, his searing stare locked on Rath's lips. One large hand went to the back of Rath's head, Xae's fingers weaving through mine before pushing Rath down on my cock. Rath made an aroused sound as he took me deeper.
 
“My turn,” Xae growled as he let go of Rath and bent his head between my thighs.
 
Xaedren sucked at my balls, giving Rath time to slide off my cock, then surged up and took me into his mouth. Rath tenderly brushed the wild hair back from Xae's face so we could watch him suck me, his greedy mouth taking my entire shaft without encouragement.
 
“Oh, fuck,” I whispered. “Is this really happening?”
 
Xaedren sucked his way off my cock with a wet sound and got to his knees. “Come here and suck our dicks now. Show us how much you want this.” He lifted his chin at Rath, and Rath moved over to kneel beside him so they were lined up for me.
 
“Yup, this is happening,” I said as I sat up, then crawled forward and sat before them, stretching one leg between Rath's knees and the other between Xae's.
 
I took both their cocks in my hands, excitement running down my spine at holding Rath's shaft at last. Then I bent forward and sucked Xae's cock into my mouth as I played with Rath's. The men groaned in unison, and when I glanced up, I found them both watching me, their eyes full of lust and love. Happiness burst inside me, and I moaned with it, moving faster over Xae.
 
“No,” Xae growled. “It's too much. Suck Rath's cock for a while.”
 
I looked up at him.
 
“Do it.”
 
I drew off his cock and replaced my mouth with my hand. Xae covered my fist with his and took over the stroking as I moved over to Rath. With one last look at Rath's burning lavender stare, I bent my head. His cock was thinner than Xae's, but a little longer. A perfect length of rock-hard flesh with a pale pink tip that matched Xae's. I licked my lips, then spread them over that blushing head. I couldn't take all of Rath, he was too long, but I tried anyway, sucking down the sound of Rath's cries as much as his cock.
 
“That's it,” Xae said as he let go of my hand to stroke my hair. “Suck his dick good, Ember. Then I'm going to oil it and watch as he slides it into your ass.”
 
I groaned, then looked up at Xae.
 
“Yes, I'm sure,” he said to my unspoken question.
 
Xae got off the bed and went to the nightstand where he fetched my bottle of lubricant. After getting back on the mattress, he moved up beside Rath. With one hand on my head, his hips gently pumping, Rath looked over at Xae and frowned.
 
“I'm not interested in fucking you,” Xae said to Rath's look. “But maybe we should get a little closer. For Ember.” He grinned as he grabbed Rath's jaw and kissed him.
 
I shuddered as I watched them kiss, Rath's dark hair the near opposite of Xae's pale locks. Their jaws moved, tongues slipping between their open lips. Rath's free hand slid up Xae's chest, running over those bulging muscles before plucking at a dusky nipple. Xae grunted and grabbed Rath's waist to grind his cock against Rath's hip.
 
When they eased apart, they grinned at each other, their expressions both pleasantly surprised and relieved.
 
Then Xae looked down at me and said, “Lay down and get your legs up, Ember. It's time.”
 
My heart raced as I sucked free of Rath's cock, then laid back. Holding Rath's stare, I lifted my legs, pulling them back by the knees until my ass left the bed. Rath's gaze lowered to my cock, then went further down and stayed there.
 
“Pretty, ain't he?” Xae asked as he moved behind Rath.
 
Xae opened the bottle, poured some oil into his palm, and handed Rath the bottle to cork. Then, pressing up against Rath, Xae bent his head over Rath's shoulder so he could watch as he oiled Rath's cock. That meaty fist pumped Rath's flesh, making slick sounds that added to my excitement.
 
“Fuck,” Rath panted as his head lolled back on Xae's shoulder. “You've got a strong grip.”
 
“You're ready.” Xae kissed Rath's neck, then moved away. “Take him.”
 
Rath glanced at Xae before moving between my legs. I looked at Xae too, and he nodded at me, easing my nerves. Then he laid down on his side beside me. Xae's hand went to my face as Rath settled over me, placing his tip at my entrance.
 
“I love you,” Xae said as Rath slid into me.
 
“Xae,” I moaned as Rath moved gently into me, working me open with a steady back and forth. “I love you too. Thank you.”
 
Xae kissed me wildly, then took the weight of my right leg, freeing my hand to touch him. I put an arm around his shoulder and looked at Rath. Rath was watching me as he pumped steadily deeper, his hands on the back of my thighs now that he was wedged firmly.
 
“I love you, Ember,” Rath said. “I've waited so long for this.”
 
“Me too, Rath. I love you.”
 
“Now, fuck him already,” Xae said.
 
“I'm doing it, Ladrin,” Rath growled. “I don't just pound away like a dog.”
 
“Oh-ho!” Xaedren laughed. “All right, Varraen. Show me how you do it.”
 
With a grunt, Rath bent over me, taking the weight of my legs from me and Xae, then put his face in Xae's to say, “Then back the fuck off.”
 
With a grin, Xae rolled to the side and sat up. He propped himself on a hand and watched us as he idly stroked himself, oiling his cock with the residue left on his palm.
 
Rath turned to face me and as he began to thrust, he kissed me. Love shivered through me to merge with the pleasure of Rath's body joining with mine. At last. I had wanted this for as long as he had and it was finally happening. It was happening, and it was better than I ever imagined.
 
I groaned and slid my hands up the sides of Rath's face, threading my fingers into his hair. I felt him then. Not just his cock diving deep, rubbing all those wonderful places, but also his soul. The piece of me inside him drew us together. I felt him surge into me and touch the place where Xae was tethered. A place I didn't know existed. I assumed the reason I could feel Xae was because he had a piece of me inside him, but that piece hadn't left me. My soul had stretched itself into his, forming a cord between us that went both ways. And it was the same with Rath.
 
Xaedren made a soft sound, then whispered, “Oh, fuck. What is that?”
 
I eased back from Rath's lips to say, “That's Rath. The two of you are touching souls. Through me.” I reached out a hand to Xae and drew him closer. “Kiss him again. You'll feel him even stronger.”
 
As Rath pumped into me, he rose onto his hands and turned his head to Xae. Xae met him halfway, grabbing the back of Rath's neck to pull him into a kiss. The men groaned together, and Rath's thrusts sped up while Xae's hand went back to his cock to stroke it in time with those thrusts.
 
“Bring me your cock,” I said to Xae.
 
Xaedren groaned as he pulled away from Rath, his stare holding Rath's for a second before he looked at me. I know they felt each other. I could feel their awareness. Xae's whole being seemed to melt then, all the pain that could have come from this disappearing before it began.
 
“Ember,” Xae said.
 
“I know. You were right. This is how it's supposed to be. Now, come here and face fuck me with that huge cock.”
 
Xaedren chuckled as he moved to kneel beside me.
 
“Here.” Rath grabbed a pillow and tossed it to Xae.
 
“No, I've got a better idea.” Xae got off the bed behind me, then grabbed my shoulders and pulled me to the edge until my head hung over the side.
 
“Damn it,” Rath muttered as he tried to move with me and failed, his cock slipping free. “Warn me next time.”
 
“Sorry.” Xae grinned at Rath, then said to me, “Open wide.”
 
I opened my mouth, then moaned as Xae slid into it, and Rath simultaneously thrust back into my ass. My body molded to my men as if made for them, welcoming them deep, then tightening, trying to keep them there. My lips curled around my teeth to protect Xae even as my throat relaxed to accept him. It was amazing, especially in the way it felt both natural and effortless. As if we'd done it thousands of times before. And yet, the thrill of being with them both for the first time ran up and down my spine.
 
The men quickly found a rhythm, pounding into me together. And as they entered me, my Spirit Magic rose to tingle beneath my skin. Ecstasy and euphoria swirled inside me, taking me up to that apex of desire. As I came over my chest, I cried out around Xae's cock, my whole body shuddering in an orgasm that far surpassed any I'd ever had before. I felt my magic explode with my release and opened my eyes to see a glow slide from my skin into Xae's. As it spread over my wolf, I knew it also seeped into Rath, uniting the three of us in my love, just as the Goddess predicted.
 
The men kept thrusting through my climax, even as they gasped in shock and pleasure, pushing me over that cliff and into the waters of languid bliss.
 
“I'm going to come,” Rath panted.
 
Xaedren eased out of my mouth and lifted my head as he knelt on the floor behind me. Propping my head on his shoulder, he nuzzled me as we watched Rath pull out and come in a gleaming arc across my stomach, adding his release to mine. I writhed and moaned, lowering my legs around Rath's knees.
 
“Holy fuck,” Rath whispered. “That was . . . it was fucking magical.” He moved back, then dropped onto the bed lengthwise, laying down on my pillow.
 
“That was just the beginning,” Xae said as he stood up. “Get on your hands and knees next to Rath, Ember. It's time to show him how I fuck you.”
 
I got into position beside Rath and grinned at him as Xae moved into place behind me. As Xae's thick cock slid into my oiled entrance, I groaned and pushed back on him.
 
“Fuck, I think I'll let you go first every time,” Xaedren said. “You got him loose enough to take all of me immediately.” He slammed in deep, gripped my hips, then started a wild thrusting, no build-up. “Oh, yeah. Squeeze me, Ember.”
 
“I've got you, babe,” I said. Then I looked up at Rath and outed. “I really wish I had something to suck on.”
 
Rath chuckled. “Give me a few minutes, love. Then I'll gladly give you my cock again. Until then.” He slid down until our heads were at the same level, then slid a hand through my hair and kissed me.
 
Filled by one lover while kissed by the other, I could only think one thing—thank you, Goddess.
 




Chapter Thirty-Eight
“We're going to need a bigger bed,” Xaedren declared the next morning.
 
“Ugh. You're telling me,” I muttered as I disentangled myself from him and Rath, then climbed over Rath and headed to the bathroom.
 
“We don't have to share a bed every night,” Rath said. “We could take turns sleeping with him.”
 
“I like that idea,” I called from the bathroom, then shut the door.
 
After I did my morning stuff, including a quick shower, I stepped out of the bathroom in a towel to find the room empty.
 
“Well, all right then,” I said as I went to the trunk at the foot of my bed.
 
As I rifled through my clothes, I realized that I was done with training. I'd been so wrapped up in my men-drama the night before that I forgot to celebrate. Well, I guess I did celebrate, just not that. But the end of my training meant the beginning of my true work. I assumed I'd be sent out with Xae and Rath now that we had done . . . whatever we had done. Bonded? No, united. I had united them. That's what the Goddess called it.
 
“You are one lusty woman, Goddess,” I said. “And I love it.” Then I went serious to say, “Thank you for them. I didn't know I could be so happy. Just please, look after us. I can't lose them now.”
 
She didn't respond, but I knew she heard me. Funny, I've never been a religious man. You'd think someone chosen by the Goddess before birth would innately know how important she was. I didn't. In fact, after my parents were killed, I lost faith in her completely. I thought if she did exist, she didn't give a shit about me or my people. How wrong I was.
 
I got dressed and headed out of my room. First, I went to Xaedren's room, then Rath's. Both were empty. Frowning, I went down to the dining hall, but that too had a distinct lack of my lovers.
 
“It's as if they just vanished,” I muttered as I went to the buffet table and filled a plate with food.
 
“Coffee?” Nex offered as I reached the beverage table at the end of the buffet.
 
“Yes, please.” I took the mug he held out to me, already full of coffee, then added cream and sugar.
 
“You alone this morning?”
 
“It seems that way.” I grinned. “But I wasn't last night.”
 
“Oh?” Nex went with me to a half-full table.
 
A few of the men there eyed me, but Nex gave them a back-off glare.
 
“Thanks,” I said, then sipped my coffee and sighed.
 
“You're like Wraith Lord bait.” Nex chuckled. “I'm surprised Xaedren has let you out of his sight now that you've made up. I'm assuming your smug comment means you're back together.”
 
“Yes.” I glanced at the other men, then whispered, “And we've added Rath.”
 
Nex's eyes went wide. “We? Are you saying Xaedren agreed to Rath being your first addition?”
 
“Rath was Xae's idea.” I shrugged. “I was the one holding back.”
 
“Not anymore?”
 
“Nope.” I grinned. “I discovered the perks.”
 
Nex chortled. “Perks? Yeah, I'll bet you get some nice perks with two men focused on you. But honestly, I'm surprised Xaedren and Rath were able to get along in such . . . close quarters.”
 
“They were only at odds because of me.”
 
“Huh. Yeah, I guess. So, they're good now?”
 
“Oh, yeah.” I smirked.
 
“No,” Nex whispered. “No way. Rath didn't . . .”
 
“No, nothing like that. They just found common ground.”
 
“Common ground? You mean your asshole?”
 
I nearly snorted my coffee.
 
Nex laughed again. “Oh, I'm sorry, they probably made good use of your mouth too.”
 
“I'd tell you to fuck off, but you're right.”
 
“Oh, kid. I'm always right.” He grinned, showing me the tips of his Tytra fangs. “So, where are your happy lovers this morning?”
 
“I don't know.” I frowned and glanced toward the door. “I went to the bathroom and came out to find them gone.”
 
“That's odd.”
 
“Yeah.” I ate a few bites of food, then my mind circled back to something he'd said. “Hold on, what did you mean by our first addition?”
 
“What do you mean, what do I mean? He's the first one you added to your elite Goddess group.”
 
“First,” I whispered. “I have to add more?!”
 
“Isn't that what the Emperor said?” Nex frowned at me.
 
“He wasn't exactly clear.” I crumpled. “I guess I was so relieved that things went well with Rath that I hadn't thought of . . .”
 
“It going well with another man?” Nex offered. “I'd make a play for you, just to see what it's like with three-on-one, but I'm not good with sharing.” He winked at me. “Sorry, kid.”
 
I made a face at him.
 
“I know,” he said dramatically and flicked a long, golden lock over his thick shoulder. “It's a tough blow, but you'll get over it, eventually. You've got two lovers to help you through your heartbreak. And soon, maybe more.” He glanced at the Lords at the other end of the table. “So, who's next? Who you got your eye on, huh? You can tell Nex.”
 
“I . . . I can't.”
 
“Sure you can. Just whisper it.”
 
“No, I mean I can't take another lover.”
 
Nex sighed. “Here we go again.”
 
“Hey!”
 
“Hey yourself.” Nex pointed his fork at me. “You've got an awesome opportunity, kid. The Goddess herself has decreed that you need to collect Wraith Lords and make them into superwraiths with your magical asshole. You could have any man in this place.” He pursed his lips and amended it with, “Well, almost any man. You know, except for the straights and me. I'm already super.”
 
“Magical asshole?”
 
“That's all you got from that?” He lifted a winged brow at me.
 
“It kinda stuck out.”
 
“Your magical asshole sticks out?” Nex made a face. “Sounds like you got rode too hard. You gotta be more careful, kid. You're mortal. That could do permanent damage.”
 
“You know that's not what I meant.”
 
He rolled his eyes. “Didn't you hear what I said? You can have whoever you want. Start making a list. Look around. See who else you like. It doesn't have to be today, but when you do decide, all you have to do is crook your finger, and they'll come running.”
 
“To get supercharged,” I said. “Or do their duty to the Goddess.”
 
Nex made an annoyed sound. “So what? They know you have to love them before you give up the magic goods, so they'll be working their asses off to make that happen. That should be a dream come true for someone like you.”
 
“Someone like me?” I gave him my excuse-the-fuck-out-of-me expression.
 
“Yeah.” Nex smirked. “Someone who isn't me.”
 
I burst out laughing. “You're an idiot.”
 
“I'm glorious.” Nex stretched his neck and looked around the room. “And you can be just like me, kid. Every day, I pick my favorite, chase him a bit, tease him a bit, then get to the good bits.”
 
“That's a lot of bits,” I said dryly.
 
“Oh, you have no idea.” He widened his eyes at me as he took a huge bite of food. After swallowing, he added, “Unless I have a hankering for some pussy. Then I just pick a race and go to one of their villages. Or, if I want exceptional pussy, I go to a city.”
 
“You're disgusting,” I said affectionately.
 
“Come on, pussy ain't that bad. You just gotta pick a clean one.” He tapped his nose. “One sniff and I know it's good. Honestly, I've had worse experiences with men.”
 
I snorted. “Again, that's not what I meant, and you know it.”
 
“Oh, hey, look. It's the rest of your super sex team.” He nodded toward the doorway.
 
I looked over to see Rath and Xae enter the room together, looking like a wet dream come true. Instantly, memories of the night before assaulted me—riding Xae while Rath stroked himself,  on my hands and knees sucking Xae's cock while Rath fucked me, Rath kissing Xae above me. Both of them taking turns sucking my cock. By the time they reached our table, I was filling my pants to bursting.
 
“Good morning,” I said a bit breathlessly.
 
“Good morning.” Rath ran a hand over my back on his way to the buffet table.
 
Xae leaned down, kissed me, then said, “Very good morning. Be right back.” Then he headed for the food too.
 
“Damn.” Nex shook his head. “I think I'll choose two men tonight. It can be a bit of work, and sometimes they get too into each other when they should be focusing on me, but maybe it's worth it.”
 
I shook my head at Nex, then my stare caught on Finn, sitting across the aisle from us. He'd been staring at me strangely. I smiled and shrugged to tell him that it had all worked out. He smiled back, but it looked a little strained.
 
Great, not him too. Well, at least I know he really likes me and isn't merely after the power I can give him.
 
“We have to talk to you,” Xaedren announced as he set his plate down beside mine, to the right.
 
“Yes, we can get a bigger bed,” I said.
 
“We went to see the Emperor this morning,” Rath said as he sat down on my left.
 
“Oh?” I glanced at Nex's I-told-you-so face before looking over at Xae.
 
“He's happy that you've accepted your destiny.”
 
“And that we've proven our connection,” Rath added.
 
“Have we? I haven't been to battle with you yet, Rath.”
 
“No, but we all felt the bond settle last night. That glow was pretty clear.” Rath looked at Xae.
 
“I told him how that happened with us,” Xae said, then nodded. “We're united.”
 
“Wait, what?” Nex asked. “What does that mean? You glowed?”
 
“Something happened with Ember and me during his Spirit training,” Rath said. “Our souls touched. Then, when the three of us were together last night, Ember connected us. When that happened, he glowed, and the light transferred into Xaedren and me.” He looked at me to add, “I can still feel you inside me.”
 
“I know,” I said softly. “I feel my connection to you, and I can feel you through it, but I don't feel you in me. I think since I'm the bridge, I share a bit of myself with each of you and that's what unites us. It's like my soul is holding hands with yours.”
 
Rath nodded. “An invisible tether.”
 
“That makes sense,” Xae said. “Your magic is from the Goddess.”
 
“Yes!” I pointed at him. “That's what I wanted to tell you two this morning.” I grimaced. “You know, before you left.”
 
“Sorry. We heard the water running and knew you'd be a while,” Rath said. “So we decided to visit the Emperor.”
 
“And have him adjust the summoning crystal,” Xae added.
 
“Adjust the summoning crystal?” I asked. “You mean, so that we get summoned together?”
 
“Yes, precisely,” Rath said. “But what were you going to tell us about the Goddess?”
 
“Oh, I had an epiphany yesterday in Spirit training. The Spirit Magic in me is from the Goddess.”
 
“Yes, of course,” Rath said. “All Spirit Magic is.”
 
“Yes, but I think my magic has a bit of her essence inside it, just as I gave you a bit of myself. She's in me, guiding me. I didn't have to control Spirit. Spirit is control. It's my control and the Goddess's. And that part of her is what united us. She stretched my soul and merged it with both of yours.”
 
“Could be,” Xaedren said. “But the how doesn't matter. We're united and it can't be undone. Now, we need to see what we can do together.”
 
“Isn't that what you did last night?” Nex drawled.
 
My men glared at him.
 
“What? Ember told me. Was it a secret?”
 
“No, but we don't need you making light of it,” Rath said. “It's more than sex. Our union is blessed by the Goddess, Nex.”
 
“I get it.” Nex held up his hands in surrender, then waved them at us. “Go on. I'm fascinated. You were in him when he got in you. So sexy.”
 
Rath rolled his eyes before saying, “We'll find out what we can do soon enough. The Emperor believes it will be even more impressive than what happened with you and Xaedren.”
 
“Since I've mastered all the elements,” I said.
 
“Yes. Which brings me to this.” He set a black velvet pouch on the table. “The Emperor made this for you.”
 
I took the pouch and opened it, already knowing what was inside. Sure enough, a Wraith Lord pendant slid into my palm.
 
“Silver for the Goddess,” Rath said as he touched the pendant. Then he tapped the symbols carved into the silver setting one by one. “Water, Air, Earth, and Fire. A moonstone, also in honor of the Goddess.”
 
“And the W for Wraith Lords,” I finished.
 
“Wraith being a form of Spirit, the final element.” Rath nodded. “You are officially a Wraith Lord, Ember.”
 
“Holy shit,” I whispered as I stroked the engraving of a W in the moon-colored jewel. “How did he know to make this?” I looked up at Rath.
 
“He's the Emperor.”
 
After a few moments of reverent silence for my status and the Emperor's awesome power, Xae ruined it by saying, “Mistress Lectia probably told him. Also, I'm getting us a new bed.”
 




Chapter Thirty-Nine
If I thought I'd be lazing around all day, just waiting to be summoned, I was terribly mistaken.
 
“Again,” Xae said.
 
“Focus on your target,” Rath added.
 
Now that they were good with each other, Xaedren was helping Rath train me in hand-to-hand combat. Except I was so bad at it, that Xae decided we change it to swordwork. Unfortunately, I was just as bad at that.
 
“I'm not a warrior,” I whined and let my sword drop.
 
“Never rest your sword on its tip!” Xae used his sword to lift mine. “You'll dull it.”
 
“Ugh! It's just wood!” I tossed the thing at the rack that held the practice swords.
 
“Yes, we train with wooden swords, but we treat them like steel so that we instill good habits.”
 
Since Xae insisted on teaching me in the training yard, I had plenty of witnesses to my poor performance and temper tantrum. Which made me even angrier. My face was already flushed from my efforts but when I noticed all the Wraith Lords chuckling or smirking, it went even redder.
 
“This is futile,” I said. “I'm done.”
 
“The fuck you are,” Xae growled and picked up my sword. “You need to be able to protect yourself.” He shoved the sword at me.
 
“I can protect myself!”
 
“Without magic,” Rath added. “Ember, this is important. We may not always be around to watch over you.”
 
“I'm the one who empowers you!” I pointed at him. “I don't need you watching over me.” To emphasize my point, I tossed the wooden sword upward, caught it with Air, covered it in Earth, wet the dirt with Water, then baked it with Fire. When the clay was hardened, I let it fall, sending shards flying when it hit the ground. “You see? I can do what I did to the Corrupter on command now.”
 
“And what if your magic fails?” Xaedren asked.
 
“It won't.”
 
“What if a Corrupted rushes you before you can project magic at it?” Rath demanded. “Or what if the Corrupter engages you? You saw me fighting him the day we met. How much good did my magic do against him?”
 
“I remember him deflecting your wraith, but you landed some blows with your other magic. And you can't do what I can with the elements.”
 
“Pride,” Xaedren muttered and shook his head.
 
“It's not pride. I'm stating a fact,” I said.
 
“It is pride, and it's not unwarranted,” Rath said. I started to smile, but then he added, “But pride is a weakness. It gives you too much confidence.”
 
“And too much confidence can get you killed,” Xae said.
 
“Fine,” I huffed and brought the sword to my hand with Air Magic. “I'll keep going if that's what you want. But I'm not going to get any better.”
 
“Yes, you will,” Rath said.
 
“You've been spoiled by magic,” Xaedren said. “You were born with great power and had years to adjust to it which made learning to use it easy. Now, you think that learning all new skills should be easy. It's not. This is hard work, Ember. We've all trained tirelessly to become warriors. And we continue to train every day. You will train daily too. You'll do it because I can't be at my best if I'm worried about you.”
 
“I already said I would,” I grumbled.
 
“Then hit the fucking pell!” Xaedren pointed at the thick wooden post, set upright in a sturdy base.
 
I squared my shoulders, lifted my sword, and swung from my hips as they had taught me.
 
And the pell, that inanimate object, knocked the sword right out of my hand.
 
“Fuck me,” Xae muttered.
 




Chapter Forty
“Why haven't we been summoned yet?” I asked as I sat down for lunch with Rath and Xae. “I thought we'd be the first to get sent, but I keep watching other Lords fade off to missions.”
 
“You're not ready,” Xaedren said. “You're still helpless without magic. The Emperor's summoning crystal must sense that.”
 
“Or it's finding the right mission for us,” Rath said. “Be patient. We will be called.”
 
Almost as if our words conjured it, all of our pendants began to glow and vibrate.
 
“Holy shit!” I jumped up. “It's time! It's time! What do I do?”
 
Rath and Xae looked at each other before getting up.
 
“Can you fade to your room?” Xae asked.
 
“Sure.” I nodded a little wildly.
 
“Go. Put on the leather armor I gave you. We'll meet in the corridor.” Then Xae faded away, becoming a shadow before vanishing.
 
Rath and I did the same, fading upstairs to save precious time. I'd been practicing since my Spirit training and fading had become easy for me. Like everything magical. Yeah, Xae was right. I'm spoiled by magic.
 
After I appeared in my room, I went to the armor stand in the corner. Then I grimaced at the short sword Xae had given me along with my lightweight leather armor. I still couldn't use the thing, not even to save my own life, which was pretty much its purpose.
 
I hurried into the armor and strapped on the sword despite my complete lack of ability with it.
 
“Ember?” Rath opened my door. He paused when he saw me in my armor. “Fuck. Maybe you should sit this one out.”
 
“What?! No! We need to test our unity thingy!”
 
“He'll be fine,” Xaedren said as he joined us. “Let the pendant guide your fade, Ember. You'll feel it pull you.”
 
“All right.” I closed my eyes and summoned Spirit.
 
“He can't use that damn sword,” Rath said to Xae.
 
“Then get over there before he does.”
 
With that, the darkness drew me in, and I felt the pull of the Wraith Lord pendant. Letting go of my will, I let it lead me, drawing me through that other place and depositing me where I needed to be.
 
In absolute chaos.
 
I cringed as the acrid scent of smoke hit me along with the sound of screams. I was right back in my village. Not actually, but mentally. My mind replayed it all in seconds—my neighbors being chased down, getting caught myself, lying before the Corrupter.
 
“Hello, Ember,” someone said.
 
I spun to see him standing there as if my thoughts had conjured him, his hood thrown back and his true face revealed. That beautiful face.
 
“Corrupter,” I whispered.
 
“Get away from him!” Rath roared and launched himself forward.
 
As Rath passed me, I felt our connection flare, and magic erupted from him, sending the Corrupter flying backward. Rath kept going, Xaedren joining him, and I instantly thought that this could be it. This could be the end of the war.
 
If I snapped out of it and helped.
 
Holding out my arms, I sent my magic forth, and this time, it wasn't buckling out of control. It surged into the Corrupter's chest steadily, holding the full strength of my power. He grinned as our magic—all three blasts—hit him at once. And then he was gone.
 
I ran forward to stand beside my men and stare at the spot the Corrupter had occupied. “What the fuck? Did we incinerate him?”
 
“No. He fled,” Xaedren growled. “Fucking coward.”
 
“We'll have another chance at him,” Rath said. “But right now, we need to help these people.”
 
We turned around and found the village empty of Corrupted. Only fleeing immortals remained, and they were quickly realizing that they didn't have to flee.
 
“What the fuck?” I asked again, then broke into a run.
 
As I ran, I caught sight of a few Corrupted, all of them running as well. Stunned immortals watched them go, then gathered their loved ones close to watch me run by. It was one of those mixed villages. No, not a village. I glanced up at the towering structures of stone and wood, their height briefly distracting me. This was a city. One of the places my people had been forced out of.
 
“Do we give chase?” I asked Rath when he came abreast of me.
 
“Yes.” Then he faded away.
 
I saw him reappear several feet ahead of me, just behind a group of fleeing Corrupted. He steadied himself and sent his Spirit Magic forth. A shadow emerged from his body, but instead of surging toward one person, it divided into many wraiths and hit the entire group at once.
 
I came to a stumbling stop.
 
“Holy fuck,” Xaedren said as he joined me. “That's what you've given us, Ember. You've magnified our Spirit Magic.”
 
“Then let's make use of it.” I faded away, focusing on another group of Corrupted.
 
It was time for me to try out my wraith.
 




Chapter Forty-One
It didn't take us long to chase down the fleeing Corrupted and free them. It took much longer to get them calm and on their way back to their old homes. The people of Great Haven (yes, there was some irony there) helped, just as those in the Ladrin village had. The freed humans were given supplies for their journey and the injured were tended to. Some of them, however, were from another continent, so Rath, Xae, and I had to fade them home one by one. By the time we got back to Wraith Citadel, we were ready for a hot meal and an even hotter bath.
 
We had the meal first.
 
Once I had some food in my belly, I remembered something important. “He knew my name,” I said.
 
Rath and Xae looked up from their plates.
 
“The Corrupter knew my name.”
 
“He spoke to you?” Xaedren asked.
 
“Yes. He said, 'Hello, Ember.' It seemed as if he was expecting me. But if that's true, why would he run?”
 
“Because he saw how much stronger you've become, and how strong you've made us,” Xae said.
 
“I don't know,” Rath murmured. “He fled quickly. And then immediately reined in his forces instead of ordering them to fight us.”
 
“And he smiled,” I said. “When we hit him with our magic, he smiled.”
 
“That can't be good,” Keltyr said as he sat down at our table. “The Corrupter smiled at you?”
 
“He had his hood off too,” Xae said. “I hate how pretty he is.”
 
“Right?” I asked. “It annoys the shit out of me. Someone so evil shouldn't be good-looking.”
 
“Maybe we should speak to the Emperor,” Rath said. “We need to update him on what Ember's magic has done for us anyway.”
 
“What has it done?” Keltyr asked eagerly.
 
A few of the other men sitting further down the table perked up and listened in.
 
“My magic was intensified. All of it, especially Spirit,” Rath said loud enough for everyone to hear. “It knocked the Corrupter off his feet.”
 
A murmuring began to circle the hall.
 
Then Xae said, “And we were able to free more than one Corrupted at a time. I freed eight of them with a single wraith.”
 
“What the fuck?” Keltyr asked. “Are you serious?”
 
“Yes,” Rath said. “My wraith split into several and went forth into all the nearest Corrupted without my directing it to do so.”
 
“Control,” I whispered. “The Goddess is working through us.”
 
“Holy shit,” Nex said as he sat down beside Rath. “That's going to save a lot of time.” He looked at me speculatively. “Maybe I should think about sharing.”
 
“No.” I pointed at him. “I'm not ready for more lovers.” I looked at the lovers I had and added, “I may never be ready.”
 
“Ember,” Xae started to protest.
 
Rath shook his head at Xae. “Leave him be. He needs to come to it in his own time.”
 
“I'm not coming to or with other men, ” I said. “Two is enough.”
 
“Hardly,” Nex scoffed. “Ten maybe.” He seemed to consider it, then nodded, “Yeah, I think ten could do it. Then you could have five teams of two. Or one huge, ass-kicking team.”
 
“Ten?!” I shrieked.
 
“Nex, could you please shut the fuck up?” Rath asked.
 
“Hey, you need to be straight with him.” He grimaced when he realized what he'd said. “I mean, you need to be direct with him. He can handle it.”
 
“I can,” I said. “But not right now. I can't think about this now. I keep seeing the Corrupter smiling at me, saying my name. It felt wrong. As if we had done exactly what he wanted.”
 
“It did seem strange. But he's been your target before,” Rath said. “It makes sense that he would learn as much about you as possible. Maybe he returned to your village and questioned your neighbors.”
 
“Holy shit! Should we check on them?”
 
Rath nodded. “Probably. But eat first, Ember. They can wait.”
 
“I think we should see the Emperor first,” Xaedren said. “And if we're doing that, I need a shower.”
 
“If we go to the village first, we may have more information for the Emperor,” Rath argued.
 
“Oh, can I come?” Nex asked.
 
All three of us looked at him.
 
“What? I haven't been summoned for two days. I need an excursion.” He pushed out his lips in a dramatic pout.
 
“Fine, you can come,” Rath said. “Having an extra Lord with us may not be a bad idea. Let's eat, shower, and then we'll go to Ember's old village. After that, we'll visit the Emperor.”
 




Chapter Forty-Two
We needn't have rushed.
 
I fell to my knees in the cinders, the scent of smoke still heavy in the air even though the fires had long since been extinguished. No, not extinguished; they had died out. Because no one had come to help.
 
“They must have been hit before they could send a summons,” Xaedren said.
 
“Ember, I'm so sorry,” Rath crouched beside me and put his arm around my shoulders.
 
I stared at the remains of my old home. The house my father had built. The place where I'd been born and raised. Where I had my first steps and my first kiss. The place where I'd been loved. But it was also the place where I'd felt the most alone. I had barely known the people of Fress. But they were still important to me.
 
“This is my fault,” I whispered.
 
“No. This is the Corrupter's fault,” Rath said firmly. “He did this.”
 
I looked at Rath. “He took them, didn't he?”
 
“Either that or he tortured them here,” Xae said.
 
“Xaedren!” Rath snapped.
 
“No, it's all right.” I stood up, bringing Rath with me. “I can't shy away from the truth. He probably didn't have to torture them to get them to talk about me. They had no reason to be loyal to me. But they didn't know much more than my name. They certainly didn't know about my magic.”
 
“He probably kept torturing them in case they were hiding something,” Nex said.
 
“Nex!” Rath growled.
 
“What?” Nex asked. “He said he wanted the truth.”
 
“Saying it and meaning it are two different things.”
 
“He's just saying what I'm thinking,” I said. I looked around at the complete devastation. “Fuck, there's nothing left. He burned Fress to the ground.”
 
“You humiliated him,” Xae said. “But the fact that the Corrupter felt so afraid that he came here and did this is a good sign. He thinks you can defeat him.”
 
“We can defeat him,” I said as I took Xae's hand.
 
Xaedren squeezed my hand, but growled, “If the fucker will stop running away.”
 
“Let's get to the Imperial Castle,” Rath said. “There's something we're not seeing.”
 
“Because there's nothing to see.” Nex waved his hand at the charred remains. “This is a terrible outing.”
 
Rath rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean. The Corrupter is up to something. He doesn't do anything without a reason.”
 
“And we still don't know why he let me attack him today,” I said.
 
“Let you?” Nex's sharp gaze fastened on me. “You think he let you attack him?”
 
I blinked. “I don't know. That just came out.”
 
“I think your instincts are right,” Rath said. “I think he let all of us attack him.”
 
“Why the fuck would he do that?” Xae asked.
 
“To test us?” I shrugged. “Maybe he wanted to know how strong we are.”
 
“Could be.” Rath scowled, then looked at Nex, Xae, and me. “Let's go.”
 
“You know, I think I'd better let you three speak to the Emperor alone,” Nex said. “I'll see you back at the citadel.”
 
“All right.” I let go of Xae's hand and summoned Spirit.
 
Picturing the Emperor's antechamber in my mind, I let the magic take me and send me flying across Varr. Only when I felt solid ground beneath my feet again did I open my eyes. Xae and Rath stood to either side of me, and we strode forward together. Before we reached the door, it was opened by the same man as always.
 
“He's expecting you,” the man said.
 
“Thank you, Agal,” Rath said.
 
Huh. So the Emperor's manservant had a name. A bad name, but a name nonetheless. I nodded at the guy as I passed by him. Agal closed the door behind us, then led the way through the winding corridors. He took us to the Emperor's study, knocking before letting us in. No announcement.
 
It was the room I'd first met the Emperor in, the one with the solid desk at one end and the looming fireplace at the other. The Emperor was seated at his desk again. He looked up when we entered the room and waved at the chairs before his desk.
 
“So how did your first mission go?” the Emperor asked. Then he saw our expressions. “That poorly? What happened?”
 
We told him about the Corrupter, how he hadn't fought back, only fled and tried to take his Corrupted with him.
 
“You believe he let you hit him with magic?” the Emperor asked.
 
“I'm not sure, Your Imperial Majesty,” I said. “But he smiled when our blows landed.”
 
“I see. And you freed the Corrupted?”
 
“Most if not all. Ember has greatly improved our abilities. We freed several Corrupted at a time,” Rath said.
 
“That's wonderful news. But I'm worried about the Corrupter knowing your name, Ember.”
 
“We know how he discovered it,” Xaedren said. “We went to Ember's old village and found it burned to the ground. We assume he questioned the villagers before Corrupting them.”
 
“He probably corrupted them first,” the Emperor said.
 
“The Corrupted can speak?” Rath asked.
 
“Yes, and they'd freely answer any questions he asked.”
 
“That's a relief,” I murmured.
 
“It is?” The Emperor raised his purple brows.
 
“We assumed they were tortured,” I explained. “I'm glad they didn't suffer.”
 
“Ah. Yes, that is preferable. I'm so sorry about your home, Ember.”
 
“I'm sad that it's gone, and I feel awful about my old neighbors, but Fress is not my home anymore.” I looked from Xae to Rath and added, “Wherever they are is home for me.”
 
Xaedren got a goofy look on his face, and Rath reached over to take my hand.
 
“I'm so glad you have each other,” the Emperor said. “Your love will help you get through this war.”
 
“Yes, I've taken another lover as the Goddess wanted,” I said. “But that's it. Two is enough.”
 
The Emperor smiled enigmatically. “As you wish, Ember.”
 
I grimaced. “I have a feeling my wishes won't have anything to do with it.”
 
“On the contrary, your wishes have everything to do with it. I keep telling you, this is not the Goddess's doing, only her prophecy.”
 
“But that's not what she said, is it, Your Imperial Majesty? She never called it a prophecy, just announced it would happen.”
 
“That is a prophecy, Ember.”
 
“It is, except when it's given by a goddess. Then, it's a promise or a warning. The Goddess gave me my magic and has guided me to these men. I chose them, yes, and I'm grateful to have them. But to believe that I am the orchestrator of my life would be foolish. This is her will.” I held up a hand when the Emperor started to speak. “As I said, I'm grateful. She has been kind to me, and I will be loyal to her. I will accept whatever destiny she has given me. But until that destiny unfolds, I can still hope for the future I want. I can hope and fight for it.”
 
My men remained quiet, but out of the corner of my eyes, I could see them exchange grim looks over my head.
 
“I don't believe the Goddess ever takes our choices away. You have free will, Ember,” the Emperor said gently. “But we can argue about that another time. Right now, we need to discuss the Corrupter. I believe he took those hits to taste your magic.”
 
“Taste it?” I asked.
 
“Yes. He wanted to know about your power and those poor villagers didn't have the answers. So, he used his magic to absorb yours. He was probably coated in a spell. It wouldn't have lasted long, only through a few hits, and then it would have told him exactly what type of magic you have.”
 
“How do you know that?” I asked.
 
“Because he used the very same spell on me once.”
 
The three of us went silent, gaping at the Emperor.
 
Xae recovered first and asked, “Was this when you first fought him?”
 
“It was before that. When we were friends.”
 
“You were friends with the Corrupter?!” I shrieked.
 
The Emperor chuckled. “Yes. From childhood. I was there when he found the ancient texts on Death Magic. I begged him to burn the books. But he wouldn't listen to me. He grew obsessed with Death and all it offered. I knew when he cast his first spell; it changed him instantly. When I tried to intervene, it destroyed our friendship. He decided I was his enemy and cast a spell to discover exactly how strong I was. When he learned I was too strong for him to kill, he fled. I eventually lost hope of ever seeing him again. Then I became Emperor.”
 
“And he began the war,” I whispered. “Holy shit. This is a personal vendetta?”
 
The Emperor sighed. “I believe it started as such, but it transformed long ago. It isn't about me anymore. It's about my throne. The Corrupter wants to rule Varr.”
 
“That will never happen,” Rath declared.
 
“No, not with you three defending us,” the Emperor said. “You did well today. I have high hopes for the future of our world.”
 
“But the Corrupter knows about us now,” I said. “He probably even knows that my magic is what's giving them greater power.”
 
“Yes, and that's unfortunate, but it won't win him the war. We must simply take steps to ensure your safety on every mission.”
 
I grimaced as Rath shot me a look.
 
“Why has that upset you?” the Emperor asked.
 
“I'm not very good at physical combat,” I said.
 
“That's all right, Ember. You have your men to protect you if needs be. And your magic is great enough that, hopefully, the need will not arise.”
 
I grinned. “So, I don't have to do combat training?”
 
“I didn't say that.” He laughed at my sour expression. “Learn all you can, Ember. There is no wasted knowledge.”
 
“All right,” I gave in grudgingly.
 
“Now, go home and rest,” the Emperor said. “You all deserve it. The next time you face the Corrupter, you will be better prepared.”
 
“Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty,” Rath said as he stood.
 
Xae and I got up as well, and we all bowed to the Emperor.
 
“Oh, and Ember,” the Emperor said.
 
“Yes?” I paused in turning toward the door.
 
“Congratulations on becoming a Wraith Lord.”
 
“Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty.” My hand went to my pendant. “And thank you for the pendant. I wasn't expecting to be made a Lord.”
 
“The Goddess chose you before I did.” He winked at me. “I was just making it official.”
 




Chapter Forty-Three
“You can have tonight,” Xaedren said to Rath as we walked down the hallway to my room.
 
“What?” Rath asked. “Why?”
 
“I'll take tomorrow.” Xae stopped at his door and pulled me into an embrace. After kissing me, he said, “Goodnight. I love you.”
 
“I love you too. Thank you for this.”
 
He grunted and opened his door.
 
“Thank you, Xaedren,” Rath said.
 
Over his shoulder, Xae said, “You can call me Xae.” Then he went inside and shut the door.
 
Rath and I widened our eyes at each other, then headed down the hallway hand-in-hand.
 
“I told you he's a better man than you thought,” I said.
 
“I've always known that. Jealousy made me say terrible things that I didn't mean.” Rath opened my door and ushered me in.
 
“I said terrible things too. I'm sorry.”
 
“You already apologized for that. Let's just forget about it and move on.” After locking the door behind us, he drew me into an embrace. “This has happened fast. Are you all right?”
 
“Fast?” I laughed. “We've been dancing around each other for months.”
 
“I mean the three of us. You having more than one lover. I know it's not what you wanted.”
 
“But I wanted both of you, so maybe it is. Are you all right? I'm the one who got the best end of this deal.”
 
Rath grinned and started unbuckling my belt. “I'm better than I've ever been.”
 
“Sounds like we're both good.” I started on his belt, but just ended up getting in the way.
 
“We could be better.” Rath backed up to work on his own clothes, leaving me to undress on my own.
 
I did just that as I headed to the bed. Someone had come by and changed the sheets, bless them. When I finished undressing and pulled back the covers, a fresh scent wafted up to me. It was great to have clean sheets, but I kind of missed the smell of my men.
 
“My men,” I murmured as I stared at the bed.
 
“What was that?” Rath asked as he climbed onto the mattress from the opposite side.
 
The sight of his sleek body prowling across the white sheet to me, his hard cock bobbing beneath him and his hair released from his ponytail to trail over his shoulders, rendered me speechless for a moment. Rath grinned, knowing exactly what he did to me. Going to his knees before me, he pulled me forward, his hands sliding around my waist to knead my back as he kissed me.
 
I moaned into the kiss, clinging to Rath before sliding my hands up into his hair. The silken weight was priceless but so was the feel of his sculpted chest pressing into mine and his eager flesh below. I moved my hips forward to meet his hardness with my own, and Rath slid his hands down to my ass to squeeze my cheeks.
 
“Fuck,” Rath moaned as he drew out of our kiss. “I love your ass.”
 
“Yours is pretty nice too.” I grinned.
 
“Why, thank you.” He drew me down onto the pillows with him, both of us on our sides. Then he brushed back my long bangs. “I saw you standing before the Corrupter today and my heart stopped.” He cupped my cheek to add, “This is exactly what I was trying to avoid.”
 
“Worrying about my death?”
 
“That and loving you so completely I know I'll never survive it.”
 
“What?” I whispered.
 
“When you die, be it in war or of old age, I will die too, Ember.”
 
“No, you won't. You will live for me.” I took his hand from my face and pressed it against my chest. “Because you'll know that's what I want. Dying won't be so bad if I know you'll live on.”
 
“I can't. Don't ask it of me.”
 
“Stop it!” I sat up, pushing his hand away. “You're being dramatic. You will mourn me, then get over it, and move on.”
 
“Is that really what you think?” Rath sat up and crossed his legs to face me. He didn't sound upset, just curious. “Do you think that's why I fought against us for so long? Because I might mourn you a bit? How cowardly you must believe me to be.”
 
“Of course, I don't think you're a coward.”
 
“Then why would a bit of mourning scare me?” He took my hands. “I knew from the beginning that loving you would have an end . . . for both of us. I felt it. You're it for me, Ember. Once you're gone, nothing will matter.”
 
“Rath,” I whispered. “Please, don't say that.”
 
“You wanted the truth. Here it is. When you die, I will quickly follow.”
 
“Fuck, Rath.” I launched myself at him.
 
He caught me with a soft laugh. “I've accepted it. Don't fret, love.”
 
“Don't fret?” I pulled back to look at him as I straddled his lap. “You just told me you'll die when I do.”
 
“Does that mean you'll finally apply yourself to your combat training?” Rath's eyes twinkled.
 
“You asshole!” I slapped his chest. “That better not have been a ploy to get me to train harder.”
 
He went serious. “No, my love. I wouldn't lie about that. I am yours until your last breath and then I will take mine.”
 
“Goddess damn it! Stop saying that shit.”
 
Rath chuckled. “All right. On one condition.”
 
“What?”
 
He held out his hand, and a breeze swept through the room, lifting the oil bottle off the bedside table and bringing it to him. With a wicked grin, he said, “You'll need to take my mind off it.”
 
“Oh, I think I know the perfect distraction.” I took the bottle, opened it, and poured some oil into my palm.
 
As Rath took the bottle back to cork it, I rubbed oil over his long rod, massaging it until he groaned and leaned back on his hands to watch me. When he was nice and slick, I reached behind me and rubbed the remaining oil over my entrance. Then I rose on my knees, and he straightened his legs so I could bring mine in even closer. Holding Rath's hot gaze, I angled him at my entrance, then slid down on him slowly.
 
“Fuck,” Rath groaned. “Oh, fuck, Ember. Great Goddess, you're tight.”
 
I clenched and made him groan louder. “You like that?”
 
“You know I do.”
 
“Good, because I'm going to be doing it a lot. Tonight and every night we're together after that.”
 
He sat up to kiss me, running his fingers through my hair as we moaned together, then eased back to say, “You see? You're worth it.”
 
I pushed Rath back into his lean, then slid my hands down his chest to massage his pecs. Oh, the feel of his smooth flesh beneath my hands. The pebbled nubs of his nipples. The stretching of my body around his. All those sensations merged into a magnificent moment. Pleasure so great that I quickly rose on its wings. As I did, I felt Rath there beside me. Not just in my arms or even in my body, but inside him. That piece of me in him came alive, pulling me into him as his flesh surged into me.
 
“Ember!” Rath cried out, one hand lifting to clutch my shoulder.
 
“Rath!”
 
And then the ecstasy took us, lifting us on a geyser of love and bliss until we erupted with it. He filled me as I came across his chest, and then we collapsed together, Rath sitting up to hold me as I wrapped my legs around him. Inside me, his flesh softened, but I clenched my muscles to hold him there.
 
Rath smiled against my neck. “Let me go, little spark.”
 
“Never.”
 
“I love you.” He laid us down on our sides, his cock sliding free of me despite my efforts.
 
Still, I held on in other ways, and Rath knew it.
 
“I love you too,” I said as I nestled in against him. “Forever.”
 
“Yes, forever,” he whispered. “However long that is for us.”
 




Chapter Forty-Four
After a pathetic training session the next day, I showered and then went downstairs with my men to relax in one of the common rooms. Rath poured us mugs of mulled wine, then we sat down on a couch, me between them.
 
“I'm an obvious choice for your third lover,” Keltyr declared as he plopped onto a chair beside our couch.
 
“He's still adjusting to us,” Rath said. “Leave him be, Keltyr.”
 
“Aw, come on.” He spread his arms out. “Look at me. I'm prime Dhon flesh and one of the best warriors here.”
 
“You wish,” someone across the room called out.
 
Keltyr rolled his eyes, then leaned forward. “What's it gonna take? How about a trial run with all of us? I can play nice.” He looked from Rath to Xae. “Real nice.”
 
“Fuck off, Keltyr,” Xae growled.
 
“Fine,” Kel huffed and sat back. “Be assholes. You'll come around.”
 
“They've been together for an eye blink. Give them some time to enjoy their threesome,” Finn said as he joined us, taking the chaise lounge across from our couch. He tucked his wings behind him and grinned at me. “You're looking happier, Ember.”
 
“I feel happier,” I said.
 
“I'm glad to hear it. Congratulations, you three.” Finn cocked his head. “You look good together.”
 
“Thank you, Finn,” I said as Rath and Xae nodded at him.
 
“So what happens with the magic?” Keltyr asked.
 
“We're not sure,” Rath said. “From what we've experienced, it seems that Ember has transferred a piece of himself to both of us. So far, it's given Xaedren magic he didn't have and magnified our magic, especially our Spirit Magic.”
 
“I guess the how doesn't matter so much,” Finn said. “But it still makes me wonder.”
 
“How?” I asked. “You mean, how I transfer the power?”
 
“More like how it's possible for you to transfer power,” he said. “But you having magic at all is a miracle. Transferring it is minor compared to that.”
 
“Well, I believe there's a piece of the Goddess inside my Spirit Magic,” I said. “I think she makes the transfer.”
 
Finn started to respond when my Wraith Lord pendant came to life, vibrating and glowing. I looked down at it. “Fuck, I'm exhausted.”
 
“You won't be doing any fighting,” Rath said with a heavy look at Xaedren.
 
Xae nodded.
 
“May the Goddess go with you,” Finn said.
 
“Didn't you hear me? She's always with us.” I winked at him.
 
Then we faded upstairs to armor up. I was getting faster at getting into my armor, and this time, I met Rath and Xae in the hallway. With a grim look at each other, we clasped our pendants and let them lead our fade.
 
I reformed in a night-shrouded city, stone buildings rising around me. The flickering flames of lampposts gave meager light. I'd never left my village before, and even if I had, cities were off-limits to humans, so I found them fascinating. I stared up at the towering structures while I waited for Rath and Xaedren to appear.
 
Then I frowned. It was silent. No screaming. No pound of running feet. Absolutely quiet. Eerily so. And where were my lovers? They should have appeared seconds after me. I hesitantly ventured down a stone sidewalk, alongside dark shop windows, then peered both ways down the empty street.
 
“Rath? Xae?” I called.
 
“They can't hear you,” the Corrupter whispered.
 
I swung around but there was no one there. “Where are you? Show yourself!”
 
“I'm all around you, Ember. I've caught you.”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“I cast my spell the second you arrived. You're not really there. Well, you were for a moment. But now, you're here.”
 
“I'm always here,” I growled. “No matter where I go, here I am.”
 
The Corrupter chuckled and as he did, the city disappeared. I was still standing on stone, but instead of a sidewalk, it was the floor of a long corridor. Before me, several feet away, was the Corrupter. I instantly reached for my magic.
 
“I wouldn't do that.” He lifted a quelling hand. “Kill me, and you'll never get free.”
 
Fear slithered down my spine as my magic sank. “What do you mean? Where am I?”
 
“In my castle. In particular, below it. You're trapped and hidden within a ward. No one can reach you here. No one but me.”
 
“Then killing you should free me.” I lifted my hands again.
 
The Corrupter pushed back his hood and smiled sadly. “So, you'd rather kill me than hear the truth?”
 
I hesitated. “The truth about what?”
 
“Me, you, the Emperor, this world.”
 
I just stared at him.
 
“Ember, I could have killed you just now, but I didn't. You're special. In more ways than you know.”
 
“My magic is tied to yours, isn't it?”
 
His pale brows lifted. “Very good. Yes, though 'tied' may be the wrong word for it.”
 
“Then what's the right word?”
 
“If you want answers, you'll have to make me a promise.”
 
“What kind of promise?”
 
“That you will listen to all I have to say with an open mind and heart. Then, after you've heard me out, I will release you.”
 
“You'll just let me go? Or is that code for 'you'll kill me?'”
 
The Corrupter chuckled. “No. I will release you alive and well. I swear it.”
 
I paused, considering my options. Then I accepted that I had none. “Very well.”
 
“Wonderful!” The Corrupter turned around and started walking up the corridor. “Come along. I have a meal prepared. We can have a civilized conversation over dinner.”
 
I stared after the Corrupter, in a sort of daze, hardly believing what was happening. Had the Corrupter really just invited me to dinner? Then I shook my head and hurried down the hallway. I caught up with him just as the corridor changed from a bleak, stone passage to something bright, lined in polished wood paneling. Glancing behind me, I saw the lanterns go out, leaving the rest of the passage in darkness. The casual display of power had my hands trembling. I didn't trust the Corrupter's promises. The only thing that gave me hope was the fact that he hadn't tried to kill me yet and I still had access to my magic.
 
I stared at the Corrupter as we walked. His cloak trailed over his slim shoulders, a dark contrast to his pale hair. Those golden locks gleamed with health despite the dark magic that ran through him. I recalled how skeletal he had appeared when he used Death Magic and wondered if that was the reason for his slender physique. Maybe he was just a naturally thin man. Not that he looked bad. The Corrupter was one of the most beautiful men I'd ever seen. When he wasn't using magic, his physique wasn't skeletal, it was delicate. Almost feminine. His face was something from a dream, hypnotic in its soft lines. Only his eyes betrayed his strength, the icy blue reminding me of Xaedren. But Xae's eyes had long ago ceased to be cold for me. It was like comparing a bright summer sky to its wintry counterpart.
 
“I am just a man like you, Ember,” the Corrupter glanced at me to say. “Not a monster.”
 
“You are not a man like me. I'm mortal.”
 
“Very well. I'm a man like any other Varraen. Just with a bit more power.” He winked at me. Then he waved me into a room. “Please, take any seat you like. So long as it's one to either side of mine.”
 
He grinned as he moved past me and pulled out the chair at the head of a vast table. The other end of the table was lost to shadow, but this side was set with fine porcelain plates, silverware, and crystal glasses. Platters of steaming food waited in the center of the mahogany expanse with serving utensils beside them. The Corrupter waved to the chairs to either side of his, both had plates before them. I chose the one closest to me so I wouldn't have to step around him.
 
With a knowing smirk, the Corrupter swung off his cloak and flung it over the chair on his left, revealing a silk, Varraen tunic, the deep green fabric woven with gold designs at hems and neckline. He sat down and flung back his long hair with both hands. That's when I noticed its length. The bits I'd seen were only the front pieces that hung just past his shoulders, but the rest of his hair went down his back to end at his waist. It was as beautiful as the rest of him.
 
Sweet Goddess, I hated his beauty.
 
“What would you like?” the Corrupter asked graciously. “A little of everything?”
 
I looked at the food and had a sudden thought that it could be poisoned.
 
The Corrupter paused. “I see. Allow me.” He ladled some of each dish onto his plate, then did the same with mine. “I will prove that it's safe to eat.” He took a bite of each delicacy, then switched plates with me. “There. Does that satisfy you?”
 
“I suppose it wouldn't make sense for you to let me live only to kill me with poison.”
 
“Precisely.”
 
I started to eat, and it was sublime. “You're a good cook.”
 
The Corrupter laughed brightly, then jerked as if he'd been shocked by the sound. “You are . . . not what I expected, Ember.”
 
“Thanks?”
 
“You're welcome.”
 
“I take it that means you didn't cook all this.”
 
“No, my soldiers cook and see to the castle.”
 
“Your soldiers? You mean the Corrupted?”
 
“What a horrendous name,” he huffed and poured some wine into his glass. “Wine?”
 
I nodded, and he filled my glass.
 
Then he went on, “Yes, the humans I've empowered work here when they're not fighting for freedom.”
 
“Fighting for freedom?” I gaped at him. “You certainly have a warped perspective.”
 
“Do I?” He cocked his head at me. “Do you know what the humans were before I started this war?”
 
“What they were? What do you mean by that?”
 
“They were slaves to the other races, Ember. I freed them.”
 
“Right,” I said in a scoffing tone.
 
“It's true,” he said firmly. “Humans were enslaved by the immortal races, used as chattel. They were even bred like livestock, forced to have children that were strong enough to serve.”
 
“Fuck you,” I whispered. “That's a lie.”
 
“You see?” The Corrupter waved a hand at me. “This is the thanks I get from humans now. You all fear me. You think my gift is a corruption. Do you know why you think that?”
 
“Because you force people to accept your 'gift?'”
 
“I do that for their own good. Because the Emperor and his Wraiths have made humans believe I'm a monster. They've spread lies about me so that none of you trust me anymore. The only way for me to help you is to force my help upon you.”
 
“Anymore?” I narrowed my eyes at him. “You're saying that humans used to trust you?”
 
“Yes. Once, humans accepted my gifts eagerly. I'm telling you the truth, Ember. I freed your people. After I empowered them, the immortal races grew fearful. They freed all their slaves, but forced them out of the cities, into small villages. So small, they couldn't form armies. I had to step in and form an army for them.”
 
“If they were freed, why would you need to form an army?”
 
“Because after they freed the humans and banished them, the immortals started hunting them. Many of the other races believed it would be better to eradicate the human race rather than risk an uprising.”
 
“All right. So, you freed my people, then forced them to become slaves for you?”
 
“They are not my slaves. They are my soldiers. They see to my comfort because I see to theirs. I give them a home here. I give them purpose and power.”
 
“I don't believe you.”
 
“You will. You'll see them around the castle, Ember. It will take time, but you will learn to believe me. Feel free to approach them and speak with them. They will tell you the truth.”
 
“Sure.” I grimaced as I remembered lying in a line with the villagers of Fress, watching my neighbors get corrupted, then stand up and join the Corrupter's ranks of “soldiers.” They lost all traces of personality and couldn't even function without an order from the Corrupter. There was no mistaking the change. It was so abrupt and complete that the Corrupted could be recognized by their blank expressions. That was not a gift. Whatever the Corrupted said to me, it would be the Corrupter's words, utterly untrustworthy.
 
“As I said, it will take time.” He paused, looking me over. “I think that's all I'll share with you tonight. I don't want to overwhelm you. Tomorrow, I'll tell you more. Now, eat your dinner. Then I'll show you to your room.”
 
I gaped at the Corrupter as he began eating his meal with the grace of a Varraen. He really was going to treat me like a guest. Why? Why did he care about my opinion of him? Why tell me these stories? He said I was more important than I knew. What did that mean? Important to who?
 
“What do you want from me?” I blurted.
 
The Corrupter looked up. “I want you to join me, Ember. Join me instead of fighting against me as the Emperor wants.”
 
“The Emperor and the Goddess.”
 
“Is that what he told you?” His stare softened. “Ember, the Emperor has never spoken with the Goddess. His rule is founded on lies.”
 
“The Wraith Lords have seen her. All of them. And they believe the Emperor.”
 
“The Emperor gave them drugs that cause hallucination. And hallucination can be directed with a strong suggestion.” The Corrupter rolled his eyes. “Starfruit. It's toxic. The only reason those men survive is because he makes sure to strengthen them with heavy physical training and magical spells before he gives them the fruit. He also tells them, over and over, that they will see the Goddess after they eat the fruit, and she will judge them. That gives him an out for any who don't make it. If they die, the Goddess found them unworthy.”
 
I went still. He was starting to make sense, and I didn't like that. Not one bit.
 
“You wear their symbol now.” The Corrupter waved at my pendant. “Has the Emperor given you the starfruit to eat?”
 
“No,” I whispered.
 
“I didn't think so. You're not physically strong enough to survive the poison.”
 
“I didn't need it because I already have Spirit Magic.”
 
“Yes, of course,” he said in a tone that implied how gullible I was. “Have you never wondered why the Emperor would withhold that from you? Yes, you have Spirit Magic, but don't you want to speak to the Goddess? Wouldn't you want her confirmation that you have taken the right path? All you have to go on is what he told you. Don't you want to hear it from the source?”
 
“I . . . perhaps.”
 
“I see that I've troubled you. It's all right, Ember. Take your time. Think about it. Really think. Then I'll tell you more. Now, eat. Be at ease. I will not hurt you so long as you do not try to hurt me.”
 
I looked down at my plate, my thoughts turning to Rath and Xae. They were probably scared out of their minds for me. But there was no way I was going to ask the Corrupter to send them a message.
 
Was it all a lie? Everything the Emperor had told me. Everything the Wraith Lords believed. No, it couldn't be. I shared myself with Xae and Rath. That was true. I felt it. We were united. And if that was true, the rest had to be. The Goddess was behind my magic and my bond with my lovers. She would not have led me to them if they were wrong. I may not have heard her voice, but she answered my prayers. The Goddess was real, and I had faith in her guidance. The Corrupter was trying to corrupt me with his words now that his magic had failed, and I'd be damned if I let him. Quite literally.
 




Chapter Forty-Five
After dinner, the Corrupter took me to a bedroom far more luxurious than the one I had at the Wraith Citadel. Thick rugs covered the hardwood floor, paintings of tranquil landscapes hung on the walls, a fire crackled in a grand fireplace to drive away the cold of being underground, and the furniture was all hand-carved and polished to a mirror shine. I went to the far wall, where a four-poster bed with indigo silk curtains waited, and stared across its expanse. It was large enough to fit five men. Xae would have loved it.
 
Tables stood to either side of the bed, topped with pink marble and adorned with gilded carvings. A lamp stood on each one, lit with magic. A golden tray waited on the table to the left, with a glass carafe of wine and a single wineglass. Against the wall to its left, a vanity waited, also topped in pink marble. Cologne in fancy bottles waited in a line against the tall mirror. A gold hairbrush lay with its boars bristles up, and a padded stool sat before the vanity. Fresh flowers overflowed vases everywhere. It was a room for royalty.
 
“This is lovely,” I said. “Thank you.”
 
The Corrupter beamed. “I'm so glad you like it. Let me know if there's anything you need.” He strode in and opened a door in the right wall. “The bathroom's through here, there are books available on the shelves there if you care to read, and the lamps function by touch.” He touched one, and it turned off, then touched it again, and it lit up. “Should you need anything during the night, pull this cord.” He motioned at a wide velvet ribbon with a tassel on the end that hung through an opening in the ceiling. “One of my people will come to assist you.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
He nodded and went to the door, but then stopped with his hand on the knob. “Please don't go wandering about alone. There is no way out for you, and the lower floors of my castle are not safe.”
 
“Got it,” I said.
 
The Corrupter looked back at me and smiled sadly. “I'm sorry I've had to resort to such measures. I hope you'll understand soon. Goodnight, Ember.”
 
“Goodnight, Corrupter.”
 
He flinched and turned to face me. “My name is Aranren, but you may call me Ara.” Then he walked out and shut the door behind him.
 
I was surprised by the name but also by the lack of a lock. Ara had left my door open, trusting me to obey him.
 
That was foolish.
 
After several minutes spent searching the room for weapons I wouldn't know how to use and finding nothing more deadly than the hairbrush, I tried the door. It opened, as I suspected it would. Peering out into the corridor, I found it empty. That admonition that I stay put was practically an invitation. I hesitated in the doorway, considering that. Perhaps he'd said it to get me to leave the room. But why would he want that?
 
“I just have to be careful,” I whispered to myself. “I can't stay here and not even try to escape, right? My guys would be so disappointed in me.”
 
With that, I squared my shoulders and strode out of my lavish cell. Since I'd seen everything to the right, I went left. My footsteps made no sound on the stone floor, but I still went slowly, listening carefully for the sound of someone else's footsteps. I suppose that was a little dumb. If mine were silent, everyone else's would be as well. But I was trying to be careful.
 
After a few minutes of quiet walking and checking every room I passed, I came to a stairwell. It went up, which gave me hope. The Corrupter—calling him Aranren felt weird—said we were below the castle. So up was good. Maybe I could find a room with a window.
 
I climbed the narrow stairwell, and at the top, I entered another corridor. At least an hour passed with me searching the rooms off that corridor and finding them all devoid of windows. Still below ground. I hurried on, desperately searching for more stairs. Who the fuck had two levels of basements? Instead of stairs, the corridor ended in an archway. Through that archway, I saw a vast chamber studded with enormous pillars.
 
Wondering at the size of the Corrupter's castle, I went through the archway. A chill instantly hit me. It was silent there, even more silent than the rest of the castle. I'm not sure how silence could have degrees, but it did. I felt the quiet in my bones.
 
“This is probably a bad idea,” I murmured as I ventured further.
 
I'd never seen such a large room before. Light from a source thousands of feet above my head grew dim by the time it reached me. It was enough to see by but not enough for me to make out the walls. The light faded into darkness fifty feet in all directions, making it seem as if the room went on forever.
 
“Thus can't be real,” I said to myself. “If I'm below his castle, that would mean he excavated deeper than most buildings are tall. There's no way he could have done that.” I paused. “Unless he built over a cavern.” I glanced to the right and made a startled yip. “Fuck,” I whispered when I realized that the person who had scared me was myself—a reflection in the polished black surface of one of the pillars. “This place is fucking creepy.” Hesitantly, I reached out and touched the pillar. “It feels real.”
 
Despite my trepidation, I strode on. After several minutes, I began to run. I had to reach the end of the room, if nothing more than to prove it existed. But a wall never appeared. Not to any side of me. I ran and ran until I had to stop, brace myself on my knees, and catch my breath. And still, the end of the room evaded me.
 
“Ember,” someone whispered.
 
“Oh, fuck,” I said as I jerked upright.
 
“Ember.”
 
I spun, searching the area. Nothing was there. Just me and the pillars.
 
“Em-ber,” the gentle voice came again.
 
I felt strange. My mind hazy. The voice seemed familiar.
 
“Ember, we're here.”
 
“Holy fuck. Dad?”
 
“Ember, my darling,” my mother called.
 
Reason would tell me that it couldn't be my parents. My parents were long dead. But I was past reason down there in that insane, endless room. I was tired and scared and dearly wanted my mommy.
 
“Dad?” I called out. “Mom?”
 
“This way,” my mother whispered.
 
I ran toward the sound of her voice. The pillars passed in a blur. My limbs started to feel heavy.
 
Then I saw them. My parents. Both of them were there, looking just as they did the day they died, right before I'd left to go fishing. My last good memory of them. My mom was wearing her pale yellow dress, the one that reminded me of daisies.
 
“Dear Goddess,” I whispered.
 
“Ember!” My mother ran to me, arms open.
 
I caught her and clutched her tightly as my father wrapped his arms around both of us. Their smell hit me, proving to my disbelieving brain that this was indeed them. Somehow they were there. Alive again.
 
“Ember,” my father said as he stepped back. His hand went to my cheek. “It's so good to see you, Son.”
 
“We've missed you so much,” my mother said, still hugging me.
 
“I've missed you too.” I kissed her cheek, then stepped out of our hug but continued to hold her hand. “How are you here?”
 
“I don't know.” She looked around. “What is this place?”
 
“The Corrupter's castle.”
 
“What?” my father growled. “What are you doing here?”
 
“I was enlisted to fight with the Wraith Lords.” I held my pendant up. “I'm one of them now.”
 
“Oh, Ember,” my mother whispered. “No.”
 
“I'm helping them. The Goddess foretold it. I'm . . . kinda a big deal.” I grinned. “And I have two boyfriends.”
 
“Two!” My mother's worried expression went shocked.
 
“It's a long story, but we're very happy.”
 
“That's all that matters,” my father said. “But how did you end up here? And how did you bring us here from the other side?”
 
“The other side?” I asked. “Were you with the Goddess?”
 
My mother frowned in concentration. “I'm not sure. I don't remember much now.” She looked at my father. “Only that we were together.”
 
My dad shook his head. “I can't remember either. But we must have been with her. In her realm.” He set a stern gaze on me. “Now answer my questions.”
 
“The Corrupter set a trap for me.” I looked around warily.
 
Their questions focused me. My mind was clearing, and I knew what was happening wasn't possible. Still, there they were—looking, sounding, and smelling like my parents. I knew it was them. My dead parents.
 
“You're imprisoned by the Corrupter and you're not corrupted?” my mother asked.
 
I looked back at her. “My magic protects me, just like it does immortals.”
 
“I'm relieved that you're protected,” my father said. “But you're wasting time here with us, Son. You need to find a way out.”
 
“I'd rather stay here with you.” I took their hands. “I've missed you so much.” I sniffed, trying to hold back my tears and failing.
 
“Don't cry, baby.” My mother pulled me back into her arms. “You're stronger than you know. And it sounds as if you've made a new home for yourself. I'm so proud of you, and so thankful to have this chance to tell you.”
 
“We're both proud of you, Ember,” my father said, laying his hand on my shoulder. “A Wraith Lord.” He shook his head. “I wouldn't have thought it possible if it were anyone else. But you were special from birth. I still remember the way the flowers would bloom for you. They'd creep through your window to hang over your crib as if they were basking in your light as they would the sun.”
 
“You told me that scared you.” I stepped out of my mother's arms again, though I hated to do it.
 
“It terrified me,” he admitted. “Because I didn't know why it was happening. But now I see the truth. You're blessed by the Goddess. I don't like you fighting in this war, but if anyone can stop the Corrupter, it's you, Ember.”
 
“Dad,” I whispered and hugged him. “Thank you.”
 
“I've always known someday they'd find you,” he said as he set me back and clasped my shoulder. “I feared it. I thought your gift was a curse. That it was better to live a quiet life. But this is the life you were born to live. So live it well. Don't be quiet. Be loud. Rage and roar. If you can, destroy the Corrupter. If you can't, flee until you're strong enough. But act now, my boy!” He squeezed my shoulder hard. “Act now!”
 
Suddenly, a dark mist swept up from the floor, swirling around my parents.
 
“No!” my mother cried out and reached for me. “Not yet!”
 
I reached for them both, but my hands fell through them as if they weren't there.
 
My father put his arm around my mother's waist and comforted her as the mist rose. “Live loud, Ember. Remember who you are.”
 
“We love you!” my mother cried just as the mist enveloped them.
 
“Mom! Dad!” I shouted, but they were gone.
 
And then the dark rose to take me too.
 




Chapter Forty-Six
I woke up in that massive bed, the Corrupter bent over me.
 
“Agh!” I jerked away from him, backed up like a crab, and sat up.
 
The Corrupter scowled as he sat back. “You foolish boy!”
 
“What the fuck were you doing? Just sitting there, watching me sleep like a creep?”
 
“Do you remember nothing?” the Corrupter hissed. “You disobeyed me and wandered into Death's arms.”
 
“I did what?” I frowned at him. Then I remembered. “Holy shit. I saw my parents.”
 
“Did you?” He blinked, his fury vanishing. “How interesting.”
 
“What was that place?”
 
“What did you see? Describe it to me.”
 
“A room that seemed to have no end. I couldn't even see the ceilings. And there were these enormous pillars everywhere. Everything was black.”
 
“Death's domain,” he whispered reverently. “You idiot.”
 
“I didn't do anything wrong! You're holding me captive. Did you really think I wouldn't try to escape? That would make me an idiot!”
 
“I thought you were wise enough to know that it's unwise to roam the bowels of my castle alone. Especially after I warned you about it!”
 
“How did I end up in Death's domain?” I whispered, horrified enough that I didn't react to the word bowels.
 
“Death Magic infuses everything here. It's attracted to me, it's master. And you have a little of me inside you.”
 
“So it's attracted to me too?”
 
“Yes, it appears so.”
 
“This is why you want me to join you, isn't it? You think I'll make you even more powerful.”
 
“As you've done for your lovers?” The Corrupter lifted a brow, then laughed at my horrified expression. “Yes, I know about that. Why do you think I allowed your blows to land?”
 
“The Emperor said you had a spell that could taste magic.”
 
“Yes, I do. But it tells me far more than he thinks.” He leaned forward and grinned. “I know all about you now, Ember. And I know that together, we could rule this world. You are the key to ending the war.”
 
“The key to ending the war,” I whispered. “Wow. It sounds a lot different when you say it.”
 
“Isn't it interesting how intent changes things?” the Corrupter drawled. Then he went grim. “But you've attracted Death sooner than I'd thought you would. And now, it will be searching for you.”
 
“What does it want from me?”
 
“For you to wield it, of course,” he said. “It showed you what it could give you, Ember. It's seducing you. And your parents are just the beginning. Spirit Magic is bright and pretty.” He grimaced. “It makes Death look scary. But it's not. It is only the other side of the coin, and believe me when I say, this side is better. Death doesn't put restrictions on your desires. You can achieve anything with it. Gain whatever you wish.”
 
“No,” I whispered and got off the bed to stand beside it, preparing myself for a fight. “I'll never use Death Magic.”
 
The Corrupter got off the bed on the opposite side and held up his hands. “This is why I didn't want you to attract Death so soon. You're not ready. And that's all right, Ember. It will show you its secrets now that you've welcomed it. I don't have to—”
 
“I haven't welcomed it!” I cut him off.
 
“Haven't you?” He lifted his pale brows. “You are the one who drew your parents here. Their souls. You gave them form. Did you touch them? Hold them?”
 
“Yes,” I whispered.
 
The Corrupter nodded. “You did that. You used the Death Magic.”
 
“But if they're spirits, wasn't it my Spirit Magic that drew them?”
 
“Spirit Magic is about life. It uses your spirit, not others.”
 
“But I used Spirit Magic to join my soul with others.”
 
The Corrupted cocked his head. “Your lovers. Yes. Your Spirit Magic is stronger than most. But it is still a facet of life. You wouldn't be able to bind your soul to that of a dead person.”
 
“But when I die, my soul will still be bound to my lovers,” I said, deliberately leaving their names out. I didn't want the Corrupter to know them.
 
“Perhaps,” the Corrupter said, not at all annoyed by my persistence. In fact, he seemed to enjoy it. “But that is only because you bound them in life. I'm sorry that this upsets you, Ember, but only Death Magic can draw the dead back to the realm of the living.”
 
“No.” My shoulders fell. “I didn't use any magic. I know what magic feels like when it rises in me. That didn't happen.”
 
“Don't look so scared. You didn't feel it inside you because it isn't there yet. You haven't accepted it yet. That was only a taste. The magic wanted you to know what you could do with it.”
 
“I don't care what I can do with it.
 
“Very well.” The Corrupter held up his hands and shrugged. “I'll leave you to get what sleep you can in what little of the night is left.”
 
Watching him leave, I finally noticed the line of Corrupted standing outside my room. They stared blankly ahead, and one look at them told me that his story about empowering them for their own benefit was a lie. No one would want to live like that.
 
The Corrupter glanced back and saw me staring at his minions. “They carried you back here for me. Aren't you going to thank them?”
 
“As if they'd even hear me.”
 
He tsked me. “These are your people, Ember. You should be kinder to them.”
 
“No, they're your people now.” I grimaced as I looked at them. Then, despite the futility of it, I spoke to them, “Thank you for bringing me back here.”
 
“You're welcome,” they said in unison.
 
I flinched. “Holy shit, they really do talk.”
 
The Corrupter chuckled. “Not as mindless as you thought?”
 
“Where did you find me? I collapsed in that room.”
 
“You were lying in a hallway. Elise found you.” He waved at a woman. “She immediately fetched me.”
 
“Thank you,” I said to the woman.
 
Elise bowed her head. “We're glad to have you here, my lord.”
 
“Holy shit,” I whispered again.
 
“Things are not what you believe them to be, Ember,” the Corrupter said. “Just give us a chance to show you the truth.”
 
“Oh yeah? Then I want to see the people you took from Fress. Where are they?”
 
The skin around the Corrupter's eyes twitched. “That's not possible.”
 
“Why not? Those people were my neighbors. Before you burned our village down, that is. If they can tell me that they're happier now, that you saved them, I might begin to believe you.”
 
“All new soldiers get sent on missions immediately,” he said. “They are not here.”
 
“All of them? Even the children?”
 
“The children haven't received my gift yet. They are too young. They are here but seeing you would only scare them.”
 
“Dear Goddess, you separated the kids from their parents?”
 
“No, of course not. Their parents will be with them when they return.”
 
“Then so can I.”
 
“As I said, you will only scare them. Once their parents return, you can visit with them. Unfortunately, that could be a while. Humans, even those empowered by me, cannot travel as we do.”
 
I grimaced. “Let me guess; you sent them somewhere far away?”
 
“Not terribly far. For trips to other continents, I transport them.”
 
“You can take more than one person with you?”
 
“As I said, Ember, Death puts no restrictions upon you.” He walked out, and when he turned to close the door, he added, “And, please, for the love of the Goddess, do not wander again.”
 
He shut the door and, amazingly, I didn't hear the sound of a bolt.
 
I ran to the door to lock it from my side, but there was no lock. So I dragged a dresser in front of it. Not that it would stop the Corrupter from entering, but at least I'd have some warning.
 




Chapter Forty-Seven
Several days passed. The Corrupter continued to tell me his stories, attempting to slowly lure me to his side. It didn't work, nor did I risk another nighttime excursion. If Death was hunting me, I was going to hide as best as I could. Even the possibility of bringing my parents back didn't tempt me to use that evil magic. All right, it did. But I wouldn't sacrifice the entire world for them. They wouldn't want that. I'd bring them back only to endure their disappointment. And what would I become? Another Corrupter? Would I battle the Wraith Lords? Xaedren. Ratharin. Nex. Finn. All my friends and lovers. The Emperor.
 
I still believed in them, despite the stories the Corrupter told.
 
But he was relentless.
 
“Time for another story,” the Corrupter said after we had sat down for dinner.
 
“Go on then,” I said wearily.
 
“This is one that you will want to hear, Ember. It's your history.”
 
“My history? I know my history.”
 
“Not your personal history—the history of your race.” He glanced at the Corrupted servants standing along the wall, waiting to refill our wine glasses or plates.
 
The first night, he had served me himself. Doubtless, a ploy to get me to see him as a normal person. But every night thereafter, he had his servants attend us. No, not servants—slaves. It was hard for me to eat with them standing there like statues. I wanted to free them, but what then? I knew I could do it. I had helped Rath and Xae free the Corrupted. But freeing them while we were trapped within the Corrupter's castle would be futile. He'd only corrupt them again. And who knows what he'd do to me? So I waited.
 
I have no idea what I was waiting for.
 
After living with the Wraith Lords, I didn't doubt that the tales of the Corrupter's castle were true. This meant the castle and the surrounding land were protected by a wall of impenetrable shadows. Sort of like the wards around the Wraith Citadel and the Imperial Castle except very visible. In a way, that was considerate. It warned people and animals before they walked into it. For me, however, it sucked ass. Xae and Rath were probably searching for me, but I was in the one place they couldn't find. Well, they could find it, but they couldn't get to it. My men could be standing on the other side of the Corrupter's ward, so fucking close but utterly out of reach.
 
I had to get out of there on my own.
 
“Go on then,” I said to the Corrupter. “What's your version of our history?”
 
“The truth, Ember.” The Corrupter sighed and sat back in his chair. “The past that the Emperor has hidden.”
 
“You mean, there's something worse than the immortal races enslaving humans?”
 
“Not worse or better. It's just the truth.”
 
“Let's hear it then.” I started eating, focusing on my plate. As beautiful as the Corrupter was, his beauty was twisting in my mind. He was making those refined features and luscious hair look ugly.
 
“Before there were immortals, there were only mortals,” the Corrupter began.
 
My head jerked up.
 
“Humans populated this world. Only humans. They didn't understand the magic around them. The holy elements were unknown. But eventually, some of them began to learn. They looked closer. Listened harder. Immersed themselves in the magic of their world. And the magic accepted them.”
 
A shiver went down my spine. “No.”
 
“Magic infuses all things on Varr,” he went on. “All but humans. Have you never wondered why?”
 
“Magic does infuse humans. It's just not enough to give them power over the elements. All but me.”
 
“Ah! Very good. Yes, the magic in humans is equivalent to that found in animals. Because they evolved from animals. They hold that connection inside them. That link to the beasts of this world. We immortals recharge our magic by consuming plants and animals, taking their small portion of magic into ourselves and using it to fuel our immortality.”
 
I leaned forward, my food forgotten. No one had ever explained that to me before. Not even the mages. “Go on.”
 
“The humans who took an interest in the elements found magic outside themselves. They found it and rejoiced in it. It called to the magic inside them and taught them how to embrace that magic and magnify it.”
 
“Magnify it?”
 
“Yes, just as you've done for your lovers. The magic took them back to the wild places, some even went into the sea. And it changed them. It changed them so much that the other humans didn't recognize them as human anymore. They grew scared of the altered people. They drew away, refusing to accept magic. Fearing it. Because those changes weren't just internal. They were also physical. Humans grew tails and horns. They shapeshifted into beasts. They sprouted wings. They developed gills. And their ears elongated into points. The other humans called them monsters.”
 
“Holy fuck. Are you saying the immortal races evolved from humans?”
 
“Yes. And that is something the immortals do not want known. They've hidden the truth in their archives, then banned those archives to all but the eldest scholars, those who guard the truth.”
 
“So, most immortals don't know their origins?”
 
“Correct. And those who do would die before they betrayed that secret.”
 
“Except for you. Why?”
 
“Because I don't fear the truth. That is our origin and there is nothing wrong with it. I don't believe humans are worthless or somehow less than I am. Their ancestors simply chose another path.”
 
“The Emperor said that I have magic because you have been corrupting my people for so long that some of your magic has taken root in me.”
 
“Yes. That's true,” he said excitedly. “And it is more than I could have hoped for, Ember!”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because now I know that empowering humans can give them the magic they lack. Maybe one day, I can make your race immortal too.”
 
“Immortal,” I whispered. “Do you think I'm immortal?”
 
“I don't know, Ember,” he said softly. “But I do know that Death can make you so.”
 
“What?” I jerked back in my seat.
 
“Did you think it could restore your parents but not you? If Death becomes one with you, you will never have to fear it again.”
 
“Are you saying that you can't die? Immortal doesn't mean invulnerable. Immortals can be killed. But you can't?”
 
The Corrupter shrugged. “If you take off my head, I'll probably die. But beyond that, I don't think so. I heal incredibly fast. And you can too, Ember. All you have to do is accept Death and join me. We can empower your people together. Just think of it . . . a world where everyone is equal. No more racism. No suppression. Everyone free to live as they please.”
 
I lowered my gaze to my plate. I didn't like that he made sense. Then I looked at the Corrupted. No, that wasn't empowerment or freedom. Maybe the Corrupter was deluding himself. Maybe the Death magic was blinding him. He seemed so earnest. It was entirely possible that he believed every word he spoke.
 
But I didn't.
 
“That's a lovely dream,” I murmured and lifted my gaze. “But I don't think this is the way to bring it about. And I don't want to accept Death.”
 
The Corrupter sank a little in his seat. “I see. Well, I can't say that I'm not disappointed. But I have faith that you will change your mind. You just need more proof. I can be patient. This war has lasted centuries. What's a few years more?”
 
“Years?!” I gaped at him. “You said you'd release me after I heard you out.”
 
“And I will. But I still have more to say, Ember.”
 
“You're going to draw this out until I give in!”
 
The Corrupter shrugged.
 
“That's not going to happen!” I stood up and pushed back my chair.
 
“Agree to disagree,” he said blithely.
 
“Fuck you and your history lesson.” I walked out.
 




Chapter Forty-Eight
I was angry enough to go wandering. I had to find a way out, and the last time I tried, I didn't think to use my magic. This time would be different. I stalked through the corridors, away from the Corrupter, furiously searching for a way out.
 
Then I came to the archway.
 
“Not tonight, Death!” I pointed at it and turned around. “Holy fuck!”
 
There it was. Behind me.
 
I spun. It was still there. Closer.
 
“No,” I whispered. Then I squared my shoulders. “All right, motherfucker. Let's see how you handle fading. I may not be able to fade out of this castle, but I can still fade back to my room.”
 
I summoned Spirit and felt it transform me into a wraith. Focusing on my bedroom/cell, I faded away. When I opened my eyes, I was in Death's domain.
 
“No!” I shouted.
 
“You cannot escape me,” a voice said.
 
“Who are you?”
 
“You know who I am.”
 
“Magic isn't sentient.”
 
A deep chuckle rolled around me. “I am not merely magic.”
 
“Then who are you?” I demanded again.
 
“The Goddess is Light and Life. I am Darkness and Death. Who do you think I am, Ember.”
 
“What the fuck?” I whispered. “You're a god?”
 
“I am the God. Did you really think there was a Goddess without a God? She is nothing without me. As I am nothing without her. We exist in harmony. Divine balance. And yet, none of you acknowledge me.”
 
“I didn't know you existed.”
 
“I like to keep a low profile.”
 
“Holy shit. Did you just make a joke?”
 
“What? A god can't have a sense of humor?”
 
“Uh. I have no idea. You're the first god I've spoken to.”
 
“Yes. That is the one thing that tips the scales in my favor. I am Death, so I may draw whomever I wish to me without risking their life. The Goddess, however, can only speak to you when you straddle Death and Life. And believe me, that annoys the fuck out of her.” He chuckled again.
 
“I don't want Death Magic,” I said abruptly.
 
“It is not evil, Ember.”
 
“The Corrupter is evil.”
 
“Is he? What makes him evil?”
 
“How about enslaving thousands of people and forcing them to kill others?”
 
“Your side enlists hundreds of men, gives them incredible power, and sends them out to kill. All that makes the Corrupter evil is your perspective.”
 
“The Wraith Lords don't kill unless they absolutely have to. They defend and free the Corrupted.”
 
“That is your perspective.”
 
“Right,” I muttered. “If you're a god, you know the truth.”
 
“Yes, I do.”
 
“So, tell me the truth, Death. Does the Corrupter really want to empower humans or does he just want to use them to bring down the Emperor and rule the world?”
 
“That is a truth you must learn for yourself.”
 
“Oh, that's a bunch of bullshit!” I shouted. “I don't know what you are, but I don't believe you're a god. And I'm done messing with you.” I crossed my arms. “I'll stand here all night if I have to, but I'm not speaking to you anymore.”
 
“You don't have to speak, Ember. You're in my domain. I know your heart's desire. And I can give it to you.”
 
As much as I wanted to tell him to fuck off, I pressed my lips together, knowing it was a ploy.
 
“What do you truly want?” Death—definitely not a god—asked.
 
Suddenly, my clothes transformed, becoming fine silk and buttery leather. I flinched, then ran my hands over my tunic and found jeweled rings on my fingers. The room shifted around me, pillars vanishing and walls forming. The dim light brightened and glinted off gold coins, precious objects, and jewels that overflowed open trunks, the treasure covering my fine boots.
 
“It can all be yours. You can be the Emperor. The richest man in the world.”
 
“Whoever the fuck you are, stop it,” I growled. Yes, he'd gotten me to speak, but there was no way I could remain silent through this bullshit.
 
The vision remained.
 
I closed my eyes. “It's not real. It's not real.”
 
“Shh, it's all right, little spark,” Rath's voice came from behind me, and his hands slipped over my shoulders.
 
“Rath?” I spun to find the treasure gone and Rath standing there. “Rath! Thank the Goddess, you found me!” I hugged him.
 
“Always.” He nestled his face into my hair, then kissed my neck. “I will always find you. We are bound. I followed that cord to you.”
 
Xaedren appeared behind me and wrapped his hands around my waist. As he pressed his aroused body against mine, the room transformed into an opulent paradise with a floor covered in silken rugs and thick mattresses large enough for several people to sprawl upon. Pillows spilled from the mattresses onto the rugs, and the sweet scent of roses wafted through the air. Roses and the musk of my men.
 
It felt completely natural to let them undress me, to turn my lips from one man to the other. Then we were on one of those plush pallets, our bodies writhing together. Their kisses cooled my hot skin while exciting me. Xae's oiled cock slid into me, and I cried out into Rath's mouth. My Ladrin lover started a steady pace, pumping deeper with every thrust, giving me pleasure so great it blinded my reason. Then Xae held me tightly and fell onto his back so that I sprawled over him. Rath followed us down, going between our legs to nuzzle my shaft. Locking his beautiful stare with mine, Rath sucked me into his mouth. Surrounded by ecstasy, I moaned and rolled my head, my stare coasting over the room in a daze. Something tickled my mind, telling me this wasn't right.
 
Then I saw him.
 
The Corrupter stepped out from behind a hanging length of silk. He was naked and glorious, his slender body a perfect complement to the muscular men holding me. The Corrupter's fair skin was blushed pink and highlighted with gold, his hair flowed around him like a cloak, and his cock was thick and long. So unexpected on a slim man. He looked delicate, something too beautiful to touch. But then he held out his arms and several naked humans appeared. His Corrupted. They surrounded him, stroking his long hair, his lean thighs, his trim arms, and his face adoringly. A woman knelt before him and eagerly took his hard shaft into her mouth. But he didn't look at her. He didn't look at any of them. The Corrupter stared at me.
 
With one of my lovers pumping into me and the other going down on me, the Corrupter watched intensely, his hands going to the humans around him, drawing them in closer, stroking them as they stroked him. And yet, that searing stare remained locked on mine. Then the Corrupter pushed the woman away, and she got to her knees before him. But he didn't want that. He shoved her away again, and a man replaced her, going to all-fours, then lowering his head to the floor while he lifted his ass in the air.
 
Going to his knees, the Corrupter continued to watch me writhe as I got fucked. He wasn't smiling, but I could feel his pleasure in seeing me this way. White teeth flashed as he bit his lower lip, then he grabbed the man's hip with one hand and used the other to guide himself in. The man cried out, then moaned as the Corrupter slipped in and out of him. At the height of each thrust, the Corrupter slammed their bodies together, making the man shake.
 
“Ember,” Rath said, tearing my gaze away from the Corrupter. “I need you.”
 
“I need you too.”
 
Rath grinned wickedly as he set his slick shaft against my hole. A hole that was already full of Xaedren's cock.
 
“Wait!” I cried out.
 
But it was too late. Rath shoved himself into me, alongside Xae. Shockingly, it wasn't painful. I felt nothing but immense pleasure as my men rocked inside me together. Their hands adored me, running over my sides, my chest, and my face. Just as the Corrupter's lovers did to him.
 
I looked over to see the Corrupter baring his teeth as he wildly fucked his partner. The man was making happy mewling sounds and the other humans still stroked and kissed the Corrupter's body, getting as much of him as they could. He absently turned his face to kiss a woman, but he still kept that icy stare locked on me.
 
“Oh, fuck,” I moaned as my cock got massaged between my belly and Rath's. “Oh, fuck.” I couldn't look away from the Corrupter, his glorious hair billowing around him and his eyes burning. “Oh, fuck!” My whole body locked up as I came on my belly.
 
Rath kissed me, and I faded into the pleasure. My last sight before I passed out was of the Corrupter coming, his hips locked against the man's ass and his head thrown back on a ragged cry. It was beautiful, arousing, and horrifying all at once.
 




Chapter Forty-Nine
I woke up in a corridor the next morning. With consciousness came sanity. It had all been an illusion.
 
“That would explain why taking two dicks at once in my tiny hole didn't hurt,” I muttered. “Never happening in real life. I don't care how cute Rath looks when he pouts.”
 
Then I remembered the Corrupter and another dose of reality hit. It wasn't just him working against me. Whatever that entity was, be it a god or just the Death Magic tricking me, it had a goal, and it wasn't to merely get me to accept it. It wanted what the  Corrupter wanted. And that was more than me switching sides. They wanted me to fall in love. To accept them both into my body and heart. To magnify the Corrupter's power and bring the Emperor to his knees.
 
Well, fuck that.
 
“It's time to leave,” I growled as I strode down the hallway.
 
I had held back because I was scared and the Corrupter had convinced me that I was trapped. But I didn't believe all the other shit he spouted, so why should I believe what he said about my imprisonment? If I killed him, his magic would wink out, freeing me and the entire world. The problem was, I didn't have a huge sword to behead him with, and even if I had, I was absolute shit at swordplay. But there might be another way of killing the Corrupter.
 
With my father's words ringing in my mind, I went back to my bedroom and prepared. He'd be coming for me soon. As he did every morning. And this time, he'd find more than he expected.
 
I stood before the bedroom door, body relaxed and magic at the ready. When I heard footsteps, I summoned Spirit to my hands. I had used the other four elements against the Corrupter before, and they only stunned him. This time, I was trying something new. If Spirit Magic could blast the corruption out of the Corrupted, why wouldn't it work for the ultimate corrupted one? I didn't believe that the Corrupter—Aranren—had always been evil. The Emperor wouldn't have been his friend if that were true. Which meant that he'd been corrupted by Death. The only thing worrying me was the memory of the Corrupter deflecting Rath's Spirit Magic. But my Spirit Magic was more powerful than his, and I had the most important element on my side—the element of surprise.
 
I would kill the Corrupter by freeing Aranren.
 
“Ember,” the Corrupter called as he opened the door. “Time to . . . what the fuck?”
 
I sent my Spirit Magic forth. It felt similar to when I had shared myself with Rath and Xae. As if a part of me was leaving my body. Just as it had the time I had empowered Xaedren, a spirit version of me separated from my body. Unlike that time, the spirit-me wasn't white, it was dark. My wraith. I had used it to free corrupted humans, so I was comfortable wielding it. Comfortable enough to put even more power into it. Hopefully, it would be enough.
 
The shadow Ember flew into the Corrupter.
 
It didn't come out the other side as it did with corrupted humans. It stayed inside the Corrupter, and he started screaming as he fell to his knees. I didn't back away, even as he reached for me. I just stood firm and watched, waiting for my wraith to return. But then I felt it.
 
Evil.
 
My screams added to the Corrupter's as the pain of pure evil seeped through my wraith and down the invisible cord that tethered it to me. It was like being drowned in misery. Swallowed by menace. Evil invaded my body and sought to sink further—into my soul.
 
“No!” I shouted and severed the tie.
 
My wraith shot out of the Corrupter and hovered above us, dripping in darkness. The Corrupter narrowed his eyes at it, then flung out a hand. More darkness enveloped my shadow self until, with a high-pitched tearing sound, it burst into nothing.
 
Instantly, pain ripped through me. I may have severed our link, but it was still a part of me, and its death sent me to the ground. While I lay there gasping and clutching at my chest as if I could fill the void beneath my hand with will alone, the Corrupter crawled over to me and leaned into my view.
 
“We could have ruled the world together, you foolish boy,” he growled. Then he lifted his hand, and I saw the dagger in it. “Now, you will be nothing.”
 
I didn't have the strength to stop the Corrupter from sinking his dagger into my heart.
 




Chapter Fifty
“Ember,” a sweet voice called. “Ah, there you are. Hello, little spark.”
 
I didn't so much open my eyes as come out of the darkness. A soft glow slowly brightened, and I found myself in an overgrown garden, massive blooms hanging heavy on their bent stalks and fruit so ripe that its scent filled the air. A woman sat on the grass beside me, her hair trailing around her and pooling on the ground. It was lavender. No, green. No, brown. The color of her hair kept shifting, as did the color of her eyes. Then she smiled, and my heart filled with joy.
 
“Goddess?” I sat up.
 
“Yes. Welcome to my realm, Ember.”
 
“Oh, wow. Should I bow?”
 
She giggled and the sound tickled my skin. “No, we don't have much time.” She took my hand and my whole essence surged with power. “This was meant to happen. All Wraith Lords must visit me, after all.” She smiled again, and in that smile, I saw her love. Felt it. “You followed your heart and chose well. Death tried to tempt you, but you resisted, just as I knew you would.”
 
“Is he a god?”
 
“No.” The Goddess shook her head. “He is the consciousness of Death, just as you suspected. He may believe he is a god, but he is not. He is just energy. Pure magic. And he would have transformed you into another Corrupter had you fallen for his tricks.”
 
“What about the Corrupter's stories? Is it true that the immortal races evolved from humans?”
 
She laughed again. “You are so smart! You want to use this chance to have all your questions answered. All right, Ember. I will tell you as quickly as I can because there is more I need to say in the little time we have. Yes, humans evolved from animals and then immortals evolved from humans.” She leaned in to wink and add, “With a little help.”
 
“Oh,” I whispered.
 
“Everything else Aranren said is false. Trickery. Immortals never enslaved humans. It was his war that turned them against your people. And yes, he wanted you to fall in love with him and increase his power. He wouldn't have shared a throne with you. You would have been little more than another slave to him.”
 
“I knew it!”
 
She grinned. “My bright Ember. I have been waiting a long time for you.” She squeezed my hand. “And yes, those were your parents you saw in Death's domain. The magic drew them forth to seduce you, but it couldn't control what they said. Take comfort from that and treasure their words. Be strong and stay true to your heart. Your heart will never lead you wrong.”
 
“I will. I swear I will. But can you tell me how to destroy the Corrupter? He said I'd have to behead him.”
 
“That would work, but that terrible task is not on your shoulders alone, Ember. Ending this war will take more than one man.” She smiled gently and added, “More than three.”
 
“Ugh! No, please don't say it.”
 
“I don't have to.” She lifted her hand to tap my chest. “Your heart will lead you to them. All I ask is that you don't close yourself off out of fear. Now, one more thing before you return. Tell your lovers they need not fear either. Not for your love or your life.”
 
“Do you mean . . . ?” I gaped at her.
 
“Yes, you are one of them in every way, Ember. After all, I can't have my champion getting too old to fight.” She winked at me. “Goodbye, for now, little spark. Burn bright.”
 
The Goddess kissed my forehead and with the touch of her lips, I felt my soul rush back into my body.
 




Chapter Fifty-One
“No!” someone was roaring.
 
Someone else wept brokenly. Hands clutched me. There was growling.
 
“I am just as upset as you are,” the Corrupter said. “I had such hopes for him.”
 
I opened my eyes just as the Corrupter slipped backward through a wall of writhing shadows, vanishing just as Xae leapt for him. Slamming into the shadows, Xae snarled and clawed but to no avail. He stepped away and roared, throwing his head back as he extended his arms, his hands clenched into fists and his expression one of ragged grief. Through our bond, I sensed his wolf rising to mourn with him.
 
Rath didn't roar. Just held me. I lay in his lap, and his head was bent over me, his eyes shut tightly but still, tears escaped them.
 
“Don't cry, Rath,” I said, my voice hoarse.
 
Rath jerked, his eyes springing open, then he cried out, “Ember!”
 
The roaring stopped abruptly as Xae spun toward us. His face shifted into shock, then joy. He bounded over, dropped to the ground beside me, and helped me sit up to lean against Rath.
 
“Ember,” Xae whispered, his hands stroking my face, then he pulled me into his arms. “Oh, Great Goddess, thank you.”
 
“How?” Rath wrapped his arms around both of us. “How are you alive? I felt for your pulse. You were dead, Ember.” His hand went to my chest where my tunic was blood-soaked and torn. “You're healed.”
 
I looked down at the whole skin Rath had revealed, grinned, then eased back and took their hands. “I was with the Goddess.”
 
“The Goddess?” Xae whispered.
 
“Yes. I've got so much to tell you.” I kissed Xae, then Rath. “I love you so much.”
 
“I love you too,” they said in unison.
 
“The Goddess had a message for you both.”
 
“For us?” Rath asked. “What did she say?”
 
“She said that you don't have to fear for my love or my life. I'm one of you now. I'm immortal. And I will love you both for as long as I live.”
 
“Holy fuck,” Xaedren said.
 
Rath just gaped at me, then he let out a joyous whoop and whisked me up, taking me to my feet to swing me in a circle. I laughed as he spun me. Then Xae snatched me away and kissed me. It was wild and passionate and full of happiness. Exactly what I needed.
 
When Xae eased out of our kiss at last, he said, “We will be together forever.”
 
“Yes.” I held a hand out to Rath and pulled him into our embrace. “Forever.” Then I shifted my stare to the wall of shadows. “It will take all of us and more to finish this war.”
 
My lovers exchanged a heavy look, then nodded.
 
“Whatever comes, we are with you, Ember,” Rath said.
 
I looked from Ratharin to Xaedren and knew it was true. They were mine forever, and I was theirs. Only death could separate us and that possibility had just become a lot smaller. The Goddess had told me to follow my heart, and I would. I would let it lead me without reservation, trusting in it and her to take me where I needed to be. Even if it was into the arms of another man. Because if that happened, I wouldn't lose the men I loved now. No matter how many times I gave my heart away, they would still own it completely. I would bring them with me into that new love, and we would become stronger. Strong enough to defeat the Corrupter. It could take a month, a year, or a century, but neither I nor my men would falter. Not when we had love to guide and support us. Love and the Goddess.
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Chapter One
“He has children in there,” I said again. I'd been saying it over and over since I'd gotten back to the Wraith Citadel after my captivity with the Corrupter.
 
That had been a week ago.
 
Xaedren and Ratharin, my two lovers, looked at each other across the space between them that I'd abandoned, the sheets rumpled down to expose their hips and, in Xae's case, his flaccid, and yet still impressive, shaft. They were both propped by pillows against the headboard of our new, massive bed. It was much larger than I had thought it would be. So large that we had to move into a new room, one a floor up from our old rooms. It had been a suite reserved for the Emperor, but neither he nor the other Wraith Lords minded our requisitioning of it. We needed the space, and not just for the bed.
 
Most of the races of Varr had magic. All except for us humans. But thanks to the Corrupter and the Goddess, I had magic. Great magic. I was a master of every element, including Spirit. And the Goddess prophesied that I would end the war with the Corrupter by uniting Wraith Lords. I had already united Xae and Rath by giving them pieces of my soul. Those pieces magnified their magic, but it wasn't enough. To win the war, I needed to empower more Wraith Lords. And the only way to do that was to fall in love.
 
So, we needed the room.
 
“Ember,” Rath, my Varraen lover, climbed out of bed and strode over to me, gloriously naked. “We've gone over this. There is no way through the Corrupter's ward. You only got out because he believed you were dead. He tossed your body to us to torment us. But if he hadn't, we may have never gotten you back.”
 
“And if we were far more motivated to rescue you than the kids,” Xae added and flung back the covers. “Now come back to bed. I need you again.”
 
Sure enough, Xae's thick cock was hard and ready.
 
“You are not distracting me with sex!” I pointed at him. “There has to be a way to save those kids.”
 
“They're safe for now,” Rath said. “The Corrupter himself told you they were too young to corrupt.”
 
“But they must be terrified. Their parents are corrupted, sent off to fight, and they're alone in the Corrupter's castle.”
 
“The only way to free them is to kill the Corrupter,” Xae said. “And we will do that, Ember.”
 
I sighed deeply. “Sure, just as soon as I take more lovers.”
 
Rath glanced at Xae, then said, “The Goddess said to follow your heart, Ember. You can't make this into a job or you'll never find who you're meant to be with.”
 
“But it is a job. I have to fall in love with someone else, probably a few of them.”
 
“I'm thinking seven more,” Xae said as he absently stroked his cock. “Then we could have five—”
 
“Teams of two,” I finished with an eye roll. “Yes, Nex said that. But I can't . . . nine lovers? What the fuck am I going to do with nine men?”
 
Rath's lips twitched.
 
“Don't.” I pointed at him. “Don't you say it.”
 
“Ember, you need to relax.” Rath drew me into an embrace. “It will happen in its own time. Just be open to it, like the Goddess said.”
 
“And in the meantime, come here and get on my dick,” Xae growled.
 
“For fuck's sake,” I huffed as Rath laughed.
 
Xae grinned. “I'm just teasing you. Sort of. I really do want to fuck you.”
 
“The things I do for love,” I muttered as I headed back to the bed.
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