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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the woman my father had called Brianna. How is she Leo’s daughter? What is going on here?

      I didn’t have answers to those questions, but I suspected I’d get some of them and have a lot more questions before the night ended. The problem was I didn’t have time for this bullshit.

      I had enough shit going on and had to see Ellery soon so I could talk to her. I had no idea what was going through her head since she’d woken to discover me gone; I suspected none of it was good.

      Time felt like it was rapidly slipping past, but I didn’t know what time it was. It was late morning when I discovered her gone from the tree house, and I’d stayed outside her manor for a while.

      It felt like I’d been trapped in my father’s private solar for hours, but it was thirty minutes at most. Every interaction I had with him felt like it took days when it was far shorter.

      No windows graced this room, and I couldn’t see the clock behind me. I had to straighten things out with Ellery, but I couldn’t walk away from this.

      Finally, I looked from the stunning woman to my father, who stood beside her, smiling in the smug way that always made me itch to smash in his face. Taking the woman’s hand, my father held my gaze as he lifted it to kiss the back of it.

      “Brianna, why don’t you return to what you were doing, and we’ll see you at supper,” my father said. “I have some things to discuss with my son.”

      Brianna bowed her head before her brown eyes met mine from under her black, curling lashes. She smiled coyly before turning away.

      Her rounded hips swayed as she strolled across the room to the door. The navy-colored, silken dress she wore shifted around her ankles, and her black hair tumbled down her shoulders.

      Her hair color and how she moved reminded me of the dark fae. I suspected at least part of her blood was one of those creatures. And if my suspicion about her was correct, then at least half her blood was amsirah.

      When she slipped from the room, a servant closed the door behind her. I felt my father’s eyes boring into me as he practically salivated while waiting for my response.

      I didn’t want to give him the reaction he sought, but I had to say something. Unfortunately, my mind had taken a vacation, and I had no idea how to respond to the gloating bastard across from me.

      “She’s a beautiful woman,” I remarked.

      When a muscle jumped in his cheek, I knew that wasn’t the response he sought. “She is.”

      “Where did you meet her?”

      My father clasped his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels. “After the Gloaming was devastated by the dragon attack the Lord unleashed on it, many of the dark fae scattered to other realms. I was fortunate enough to meet her while traveling.”

      I gritted my teeth against letting him goad me into the reaction he sought from his words. Instead, I kept my face impassive while inwardly seething over his little reminder that he could freely travel the realms while he’d ensured I remained trapped here with most of the other amsirah.

      “How fortunate for you,” I muttered.

      And how unfortunate for her.

      The feeling that something was wrong about all this tugged at me. An infinite number of realms existed; what were the chances he’d accidentally stumbled across this woman while traveling?

      How could he have known about her existence when I hadn’t? Leo was my king and leader, but he was also a father figure and a man I’d come to consider my best friend.

      If he was going to tell anyone about the existence of a daughter, it would have been me. Wouldn’t it?

      I hated the question and doubt accompanying it as soon as it crossed my mind. However, Ellery’s deception about the Hooded Robber had taught me that I didn’t always know others as well as I believed.

      He might have known about her and not told me. The idea of him keeping something this big from me never would have crossed my mind before meeting this woman, but it was possible. It was also possible he hadn’t known she existed.

      “She’s part dark fae,” I murmured.

      “Half dark fae and half amsirah royalty.”

      My stomach churned at his emphasis on the word royalty. Apparently, he had decided to stop playing games, which was often worse than his manipulation and deceit.

      I had no idea what he planned for this woman, but it wasn’t good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      “Where did you find her?” I inquired.

      “An outer realm.”

      It was an odd place for such a refined woman; the outer realms were usually far less civilized than other realms. Many were barren, rocky lands no one had inhabited, and some of the most dangerous members of the Shadow Realms had settled others.

      Some outer realms had become lush environments under the guidance of the immortals who inhabited them. And others were unexplored mysteries waiting for someone to stumble across them.

      Most outer realms were forsaken, lawless lands where those who shunned formal society, or were wanted criminals, went to live. Right now, leaving Tempest and fleeing with Ellery to one sounded enticing, but even if I could escape, I’d promised Leo to look after our realm if something happened to him, and I would uphold my promise.

      “And you just randomly ran into her while you were traveling.” I purposely emphasized the word like he had. “What are the chances of that happening?”

      He rubbed his chin while a smile tugged at his lips. “I’d say they’re very slim, considering there’s an unknown number of realms and endless possibilities.”

      “You knew she existed before you encountered her.”

      It wasn’t a question; I knew my father well enough to know he’d planned this somehow. But how could he possibly know about her existence when Leo didn’t?

      Leo might have known.

      I’d believed Leo and I shared everything, but there were things I hadn’t told him… such as my father’s abuse of me. If I’d kept things from him, why wouldn’t he keep them from me?

      But why wouldn’t Leo tell me about his daughter? It didn’t matter she was a half blood who was born out of wedlock; as Leo’s daughter, she had a claim on the throne, but as a half blood, many in the realm wouldn’t welcome her there… mainly the aristocrats and Leo’s brother, our current king, Ivan.

      Was that why he’d kept her a secret if he had known about her?

      No one, other than a pure-blooded amsirah, had ever ruled Tempest before. She was still the rightful ruler, even as a half-breed, but her dark fae blood would keep many from fully embracing her as the amsirah queen. Many would fight against her.

      If Brianna tried to become ruler, it could result in a Civil War, which was the last thing Tempest needed. We’d already lost too many amsirah to the Ghoul War, and many more of them were suffering beneath Ivan’s rule.

      Shit. I ran a hand through my hair as dozens of scenarios raced through my mind.

      Things had gotten much more complicated, something I hadn’t believed possible. And I still didn’t know the most important thing of all… What is my father doing with her?

      I didn’t know the answer, but whatever his plans for Brianna, they would benefit him and most likely hurt her. Hurting others was what he did best.

      When I met them again, my father’s pale green eyes sparkled with amusement. I could feel him trying to peel back the layers of my mind to see what I was thinking, but I kept my face blank.

      I couldn’t give him the reaction he sought, but questions bombarded me until they became a tumultuous, endless noise in my head. To quiet the racket, I focused on taking in the details of this man I loathed so much.

      No matter my hatred for him, I couldn’t deny the similarities in our features. He wasn’t as broad or tall as me, and his hair was a dark blond instead of a dark brown color, but no matter how much I’d tried to deny him over the years, he was my father.

      He was also one of the most evil, conniving men I’d ever encountered, and I’d met some horrific beings during my lifetime. Some of those beings had thrown me in a dungeon and tortured me; others had tried to take over my realm and kill me, but I still considered my father the worst.

      “I knew she existed before I met her,” my father confirmed what I’d already suspected.

      “How did you know?”

      “Leo told me.”

      I’d worked to keep my expression blank, but those words staggered me. I tried to cover it, but his smug smile told me I’d failed to hide my shock.

      Cursing myself, I suppressed a sneer as my eyes narrowed on him. “Why would he do that?”

      “Because he was seeking my help in getting you to marry her.”
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        Ellery

      

      

      My heart raced so fast it thundered in my ears as the Sheriff of Nottingshire stalked toward our front door. Oh shit. Oh no. Oh shit.

      I had known this was coming. There was no way the king would let the robbery of his money caravan go without punishment. They would tear this realm apart to find those who’d dared to rob that selfish, moronic baboon.

      They were here because the king had been robbed… by me, Scarlet, Tucker’s followers, and Ryker. I’d expected them to come and had been waiting for it all day, but I’d obsessed over the fact that I’d, yet again, slept with Ryker only to have him walk away from me.

      I’d vowed it would never happen again. That I wouldn’t give in to my body’s desire for him anymore, and I’d done the exact opposite.

      My weakness with him was why I’d been a mopey, miserable mess all morning. My renewed heartbreak had consumed my thoughts, and because of that, I’d fucked up… big time.

      As I stood there, watching them approach, I recalled I’d left proof of the robbery in a trash can in my bedroom. Kicking myself in the ass, I tried not to give in to the panic clawing up my throat and threatening to choke me with its boney hand of doom.

      “Shit,” I breathed.

      “Ellery…?”

      My mother’s gaze swung to me. Whatever she saw on my face caused the color to drain from hers.

      “What is it?” she breathed.

      “Stall them,” I said.

      “How?”

      I didn’t answer before turning and sprinting up the stairs to the second floor of our manor. My volatile rush turned me into an uncoordinated mess as I bounced off the walls before stumbling into my bedroom door.

      My hands shook as I fumbled to turn the knob. Get. It. Together. If you don’t, you’re going to die, and so is your mother.

      While those last four words petrified me, they also caused a sharp shift. This wasn’t just about me. It was also about my mother and everyone I loved.

      Taking a deep breath, I steadied my hand before grasping the knob again and successfully turning it. I thrust my door open and was a lot more graceful as I sprinted to the trash can.

      I yanked the filthy, ruined pants from the can of mostly papers and dead plant leaves. Holding the pants against my chest, I glanced helplessly around as I sought a better place to hide them, but there was nowhere.

      I eyed the window as I debated jumping out it and running through the cornfields to bury them somewhere. But what if they find them on our property?

      The possibility sent a shiver down my spine as a loud knock hammered on the door downstairs. Think Ellery! THINK!

      Jump out the window and run. They don’t have to know why you’re not here. Mother will think of something to tell them.

      I stepped toward the window, but my foot froze before it hit the ground as, through the panes of glass, I spotted a dozen men spread out across our farmland and into the fields. Some headed toward Scarlet’s house while the rest searched the fields.

      I’d never be able to climb out the window without one of them seeing me. A ringing sounded in my ears as my fear turned to Scarlet, but she wasn’t an idiot like me.

      I was sure she’d already gotten rid of any evidence she might have of the robbery, and if she hadn’t, there was nothing I could do to help her. We were both alone in this, but we’d get through it… if I could get rid of these pants.
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        Ellery

      

      

      My foot hit the ground as I edged away from the window before anyone looked up and saw me. I retreated to my bed while I frantically searched for an answer as to where to hide my dirty, ripped, muddy clothes, but I still couldn’t think of anything.

      The sheriff and his men wouldn’t leave a single inch of our home unexplored. They’d tear it apart, and in doing so, they would find them.

      Voices drifted up from below as they entered the foyer. My mother’s higher-pitched voice was more distinguishable from the lower tenors of the guards who’d entered, but I couldn’t make out her words.

      I had only a minute, maybe two, before they were at my door. I closed my eyes before opening them and looking down at the baggy pair of pants I wore to work the farm.

      An idea erupted through my skull with such intensity I thought something might have burst in my brain as white lights exploded across it before fading. With jerky movements, I kicked off my boots, removed my belt, and undid the buttons on my pants before pulling them off.

      Keeping my ears tuned to the men still downstairs but moving closer, I tugged on my ruined pair of pants, grabbed the belt, and slid it through the loops since the button on them was gone. I cinched the belt around my waist and pulled my work pants over them.

      I rushed over to my floor-length mirror. With a critical eye, I examined myself, but I saw no hint of the snugger-fitting black pants beneath my brown ones.

      The dirt covering my knees and thighs from where I’d knelt on the ground and where I’d wiped the dirt from the field off my hands would mask the scent of dirt on the pants below. A quick sniff of the air alerted me to the coppery tang of Ryker’s blood on the black pants.

      They would smell it too.

      Frantic for a way to cover it, my hand went to the dagger at my side before I hurried over to my bedroom door and pressed my ear against it. The voices were still below but coming closer.

      They must be on the stairs.

      That possibility propelled me forward. Opening my door, I peeked my head out, but the hallway remained clear. The approaching shadows on the wall told me it wouldn’t stay that way.

      I quietly closed the door and retreated to my bathroom. Standing over the sink, I didn’t stop to think about it before drawing the dagger across my palm. Blood seeped across my skin as it dripped into the sink.

      Fisting my hand, I brought it to my pants and let blood trickle down the cloth; it absorbed the blood like a thirsty plant drinking the rain. I placed my hand to my belly and knotted it in the fabric to show I’d used it to staunch the flow. It would also explain why no other blood marred our home.

      Pulling my hand out of my shirt, I wrapped the cloth swiftly around it, tied a knot with my teeth, and washed the blood from the sink. I placed my dagger back in its sheath and lifted my gaze to the mirror.

      The freckles across my nose stood out starkly against my abnormally pale skin. I looked harried, and dirt streaked my cheeks, but I didn’t look overly frazzled, even though I felt like I had GUILTY stamped on my forehead.

      I smoothed some loose strands of hair away from my face before throwing my shoulders back and leaving the bathroom. Without hesitating, I crossed to my bedroom door and stepped into the hallway.

      The sheriff and two of his men stood at the top of the stairs. Others were already in one of the guest rooms, as the door was open.

      Sheriff Samael’s yellow-brown eyes met mine before they raked over me and latched on to my bandaged hand. “How did you do that?”

      I lifted it as if I’d forgotten about it. “Oh, this, I was opening a bale of hay, and the knife slipped.”

      There was a time when I’d been a horrible liar, but becoming the Hooded Robber and having to keep my identity hidden had changed all that. Now, the lie rolled off my tongue as smoothly as the truth.

      One had to become a good liar when one’s life was at stake.
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        Ryker

      

      

      “Bullshit.”

      Normally, when dealing with my father, I considered my words carefully before responding. It was best to give him as little ammo as possible, but his revelation Leo wanted me to marry his daughter had wrenched that response from me.

      My father quirked an eyebrow as amusement twitched the corners of his mouth. It pleased him that he’d extracted an uncontrolled response from me. I cursed myself and this man’s lies as I composed myself again.

      “Is it?” he inquired.

      His innocent expression caused my teeth to grind as I bit out my words. “Leo would have spoken to me about this before going to you about it, but this isn’t something he would have suggested. Immortals marry for love.”

      My father’s lips curved into a sneer. “I see you’re still that naïve, foolish boy I tried to rid myself of. You are my biggest failure.”

      “And nothing makes me happier.”

      When our gazes locked, I believed he’d turn away, but he held the ball of yarn, and I was the cat eager to bat it away. He was enjoying playing with me. Neither of us could stand near each other, yet we wouldn’t walk away.

      “No one marries for love,” my father finally said. “They marry to advance themselves. You’re a fool if you think the married aristocrats in Tempest love each other.”

      Perhaps they didn’t, and maybe others out there had only married to advance their standings in society, but most of the married immortals I knew did marry for love. None of them did it for power.

      I wasn’t part of the relationships of the nobles in this realm. I had no idea what went on behind closed doors and didn’t care what they did with their lives.

      Did some seem miserable with their partners? Yes. Did all of them? No.

      My father was a spider weaving a web of lies, manipulations, and schemes. I would not be the fly ensnared in that web.

      He was a cynical, evil man who would do whatever it took to one day rule Tempest. I suspected he’d never experienced love; he’d certainly never shown any for me, and I doubted he’d ever find it.

      I’d never met his parents, but I did know they’d never married and were dead by the time of my birth. Centuries ago, as the last living members of both their lines, my grandparents got together to consolidate their power and to create one heir—my father—to their combined dukedoms. Afterward, they continued to live apart. My father spent most of his time with his father and occasionally saw his mother.

      My grandparents hadn’t loved each other, and given what their child had become, I didn’t think they’d cared for him. He probably did believe the other aristocrats and almost all immortals who married did so only for power because he had no concept of love.

      He’d never seen the love between two immortals like I had. And he’d certainly never experienced it like I had.

      My mother had shown me love and allowed me to know of its existence before he destroyed her for it. Because of her, I didn’t become a monster like him, and when Ellery entered my life, I could love her.

      He may believe others never married for love, but I knew the truth, and one day I would be one of those immortals. And it would be Ellery who I married.

      But while my father was a cynical, hateful man, Leo wasn’t. I couldn’t see him going to my father with such a proposition.

      “Leo would never come to you with something like this without coming to me first,” I stated.

      I wanted to believe this, but doubt crept in. Leo and I had shared so much over the years. We’d laughed, drank, and made our way through countless whore houses together. We’d clashed on battlefields, shed blood, and nearly died together.

      I’d followed him into Doomed Valley after the ophidians captured him. I’d endured a lot of torture for him and, in the end, failed to save him, but I would have died for him. He would have come to me with this.

      But a niggling doubt tugged at the back of my mind.

      “Wouldn’t he? You’re a lightning bearer, but I’m the one who holds the true power in this realm, and everyone in Tempest knows it. He came to me because who would be a better, more powerful option for his daughter than the heir to the last dukedom and the only lightning bearer in the realm? But he knew he would have to get my agreement to the match for it to succeed. Unlike you, Leo wasn’t a fool. But despite that, for some reason, the man liked you. He also saw the writing on the wall.”

      I refused to let him goad me into an argument. “And what writing was that?”

      “His time was coming to an end.”
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      My mind flashed back to the night after Leo and I were injured, when he’d made me promise to look after Tempest if something were to happen to him. Had he gone to my father after that night? Or had he suspected his time was running out and gone to my father before then?

      I didn’t ask my father those questions. He had no right to any further information about me or Leo.

      “What makes you say that?” I asked.

      “He didn’t expect to survive the Ghoul War, Ryker. Some men sense when their time is running out, and Leo knew it. He was trying to secure the realm’s safety before his life ended.”

      Those words made me think Leo had come to him after that night. I’d sensed a change in my friend, but I hadn’t realized how big a shift it was.

      “Since Leo’s only living heir was a half blood, he knew he had to pair her with someone the other aristocrats would approve of, and who better than you?” my father inquired. “For some reason, Leo believed you were strong enough to rule this realm.

      “When I told him he was wrong, we argued over it, but in the end, I refused to give my support for the marriage, and Leo knew if I told the aristocrats I disapproved of the match and didn’t think you were a capable ruler, they wouldn’t support the two of you ruling Tempest. She may be his daughter, but they’ll distrust a half-breed far more than Ivan.”

      Without my father’s support of the marriage, there would be no one to back me if it came to a fight between Ivan and me. Which meant the marriage would have only succeeded in putting his daughter and me in jeopardy.

      “Of course, I was right about you, but I’ve always known what a disappointment you are. It’s a good thing Leo didn’t live to see you prove me right; he’d be disgusted by what you’ve become since his death. His great unifier has turned into nothing more than a whore mongering failure. You can’t even catch a simple thief,” my father taunted.

      A couple of months ago, his words would have struck deep as I’d struggled to overcome my grief and sense of failure after Leo’s death, but things had changed since then. Now, I gave him a tight-lipped smile.

      “I’m having a fantastic time keeping the whores happy. It’s a job I enjoy,” I told him.

      He couldn’t know that this was far from true, but he had to believe it. If he had some of his followers ask around, he’d learn that I wasn’t sleeping with any of the women in the bordellos, but there was one who would tell him I was.

      I’d started paying her well to tell anyone who asked that we were fucking, and I tried to visit her bordello at least once a week to keep up appearances. If he learned of her, my father might think I’d become focused on Dahlia, and want to her hurt her because of it, but she wasn’t afraid of him.

      We’d fought on the same battlefields during the Ghoul War; she was strong, capable, and had little left to lose. She took my money, and I trusted her to tell anyone who asked, that I was often in her bed. It worked well for both of us and helped keep Ellery safe.

      “Leo should have known you’d say no,” I said. “If you’d agreed to the union, I would have more power than you, and there’s no way you’d allow that.”

      “I think he believed he could give me enough carisle to agree.”

      “There’s not enough money in all of Tempest for that.”

      My father smiled at me. “You know me so well, son.”

      Too well. “So, why is the woman here?”
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      Before my father could respond, I held up a hand to stop him. “Never mind. I already know the answer.”

      “And what is that?”

      “You intend to marry her yourself.”

      My father’s head tipped to the side as he smiled. “You’re a useless fucker, but you’re not stupid. Are you going to fight me for her?”

      “I have no interest in ruling Tempest; I never have. Leo should have known that, but then, I’m sure he did, and that’s part of why he never came to me with his ridiculous proposition. He was probably hoping, if he could get your help, the two of you could convince me to marry her.”

      “I never gave it much thought, but perhaps.”

      I stared at the wall as I tried to process everything my father had revealed. Leo had wanted me to rule the realm with his daughter; he’d believed I was capable of it, even if he’d known I didn’t aspire to it.

      And I still didn’t want it. I didn’t plan to take control from Ivan and the nobles to seize it for myself, but I would destroy Tempest’s enemies… the men and women who ruled it.

      If I had to rule to keep order afterward, I would, but only until the amsirah elected the leaders they wanted to preside over this realm. If they chose me, I would do it, but after centuries of fighting, beatings, and abuse, I’d prefer to retire to my mother’s property with Ellery, raise a family, and live in peace.

      We had to win against them all first, because there was no way this man would let me find peace.

      “Ivan won’t give up the throne,” I said. “Many aristocrats won’t care you’re the duke or that she’s Leo’s daughter, especially since she is a half-breed. They’ll stick with their king.”

      “Maybe so, but many aren’t happy with Ivan, and an alternative might appeal to them.”

      “You’re not an appealing alternative to anyone. The commoners hate you. They hate all aristocrats.”

      “Including you?”

      “I’m sure they distrust me because of my blood, but I went to war for them, and I survived Doomed Valley while trying to save their king. I’m not one of them, I never will be, but they don’t loathe me either. They loathe you.”

      “So true, and as you can see, my heart breaks because of it.” My father placed his hands over his heart and feigned an expression of indignation. “I give zero fucks for those filthy creatures. They can hate me, but they’ll bow to me.”

      “They already do.”

      “Then they’ll kneel.”

      The ferocious glint in my father’s eyes made my stomach sink. Most of the time, he could hide his power-hungry madness, but not today.

      “But you’re with those creatures daily… and their women,” he said.

      I suspected where this was going but wanted to hear him say it. “So what?”

      “They know you and welcome you into their shit-holes. You’re the Scourge of the Ghouls who fought for them against those monsters. They like you… even if they don’t trust you.”

      “And?”

      “They may not trust you, but they admire you and know you’re my son.”

      I released a bitter laugh. “That won’t make them trust you more.”

      My father shrugged. “Maybe, but maybe not.”

      “So, what’s your plan? You marry her and bide your time until Ivan pisses off everyone enough for the aristocrats to turn on him. Once that happens, you announce you’ve married Leo’s daughter.”

      “Maybe.”

      “And you expect me to help you with the peasants?”

      “You can either help me, or I slaughter any who show any disdain for me.”

      “You’d have to slaughter the entire realm.”

      “It would only take half before they got the point.”

      And he would do it. I didn’t doubt that. Ivan was an incompetent idiot who would starve, imprison, and kill some of them. My father would lay waste to Tempest and anyone in his way to make sure they cowered, groveled, and licked his boots whenever he approached.

      “How do you plan to get her to marry you?” I inquired.

      He waved his hand around the room. “What woman would turn down all this wealth, a palace, and power, especially when she has nothing?”

      “Maybe she wants to marry for love.”

      “It’s not difficult to get a woman to fall in love with you, Ryker. That’s the easy part.”

      “Is that what you did with my mother?”

      “Your mother was as foolish and naïve as you. I never promised her marriage.”

      “No, but I’m sure you hid who you truly are from her before revealing your true colors.”

      “I got what I wanted out of the relationship.”

      He had gotten a lightning bearer for a son, and while I was a huge disappointment to him, once I revealed my power, it was all that mattered back then. My father had been making moves to advance himself since before I was born, and Leo had given him the key to possibly securing control of Tempest.

      That would be worse than Ivan continuing to rule.

      I stared at the wall as I pondered my father’s revelations. Leo had a daughter he’d kept hidden from me and, I was certain, everyone else in the realm.

      He’d most likely kept her a secret to hide her from Ivan; he would kill his niece if he learned of her existence. When he went to my father with the news, he’d taken a big leap of faith that my father would keep it secret.

      “What did Leo give you to keep your silence about her?” I asked.
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      My father smiled as he waved a hand around the room. “I was a wealthy man before I built this palace; I am more so now. The Ghoul War isn’t the only thing that emptied Tempest’s coffers.”

      I was pretty sure my teeth would crack from grinding them together. This piece of shit would soon pay for everything he’d done.

      “I still don’t understand why he didn’t tell me about her existence,” I muttered.

      “That’s between you and your hero, but I can only assume he either didn’t want you to think less of him for hiding his bastard child or, more likely, he was afraid you’d fight us all to put her on the throne because, by all rights, she is the true heir. However, doing such a thing will get you killed.”

      As much as I didn’t like giving him credit for anything, my father had probably hit the nail on the head. If Leo had told me about his daughter’s existence, after his death, I would have found her and either put her further into hiding or brought her here to put her on the throne.

      By all rights, I should support her rise to queen, but not if it was at my father’s side. Rightful heir and Leo’s daughter or not, I’d kill her to keep him from wearing the crown.

      “Does she know of your plans?” I inquired.

      “There’s no reason for her to know.”

      “It is her life you’re playing with.”

      “It will be our lives from now on, Ryker.”

      How he said it with such blatant, false sweetness made my stomach churn. This woman had no idea what she was in for; she was Leo’s daughter, the last part of him, and I couldn’t let her fall into my father’s trap.

      “You can try turning her against me, son,” my father said as he walked past me. “I’ve already told her how much you hate me. It makes her sad that you blame me for your mother’s infidelity and subsequent banishment from my home.”

      My hands fisted as I turned to discover him sitting in his chair before the fire filled with various magical colors. “My mother was never unfaithful to you.”

      He lifted his glass of cartha and sipped from it. His eyes glistened with amusement when they met mine.

      “How would you know? You were just a boy.”

      “She never cheated on you, and we both fucking know it. You can tell yourself that, and you can tell others that, but we know the truth. You killed her because you’d already gotten what you wanted out of her.”

      “A troll killed her.”

      “And you had something to do with it. I have no doubt.”

      “Why would I kill her? As you said, I’d already gotten what I wanted out of her.”

      I didn’t bother to respond. I wasn’t going to play into his games or lies, and I wouldn’t stand by and watch him do to Leo’s daughter what he’d done to my mother.

      “Good day, Father.”

      I had to get out of the room before I killed him. If I did that, everything we’d accomplished by robbing the king yesterday would be for nothing. I couldn’t blow it all up by destroying him now.

      I had to get to Ellery to straighten things out between us and because I craved her calming presence. Only she could pacify the rising storm inside me.

      “You will join us for supper, Ryker,” he stated.

      “No, I won’t.”

      “I expect you there at six, and so does your stepmother. It’s time the two of you spent some time together.”

      His words caused me to turn back to him. “Stepmother?”

      “Oh, didn’t I tell you? We’re engaged.”
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      At first, I hovered anxiously as they tore through my home, destroying things they didn’t have to ruin. I winced every time one of my mother’s pretty vases or figurines hit the floor and shattered.

      Tears burned my eyes as they tore the beautiful tapestries she’d spent hours crafting from the walls and stomped over their tattered remains. It had been a couple of years since my mother had the time to create any new artwork, but she loved it almost as much as she loved my father and me.

      Art and creation were a part of her; they were woven into the fabric of her being as surely as love was woven into everything she created. They brightened our home, added color, and brought joy to us all… and now they were mere shattered remnants of the once peaceful, secure, loving home we’d once resided in.

      That home had vanished after my father’s death and Ivan’s increasing rule of the realm, but these beautiful things had held memories and brought some cheer into an increasingly bleak existence. And now it was all being destroyed.

      I cried out and lurched toward one of the men who lifted a vase from a shelf, twisted it in his hands, and dropped it on the floor. Freezing, my mouth hung open as I gazed at the ruined vestiges of the vase my grandmother had made for my mother.

      “Nothing in there,” the man said before stomping across the pieces.

      I charged after him, but my mother grabbed my arm and pulled me back. “No, Ellery. These are things. You are not.”

      “I hate them,” I hissed.

      “Do not speak again.”

      My jaw clenched as my gaze swung toward her. I wasn’t a child anymore.

      The alarm in her eyes froze my words. Her fingers bit into my arm as she gazed at me with such pleading it hurt more than the destruction of our things.

      This is my fault. I brought this down on us by helping with that robbery.

      No, this is the fault of Ivan and the nobles. They drove us to this. Everything was so much better under Leo’s rule. We’re only fighting back.

      That didn’t lessen my guilt as crashes and bangs sounded from upstairs. Shrinking in on myself, I clasped my mother’s hand on my arm and squeezed it.

      Her blue eyes remained full of concern as her fingers became bruising, but I didn’t try to lessen it or pull away. She was terrified I’d do something stupid and she’d lose me too. She wasn’t going to let me go.

      My heart sank when one of the men approached the portrait hanging over our fireplace. I’d hated sitting for that painting, but that image of our unified family and my proud mother and father was everything to me now.

      Please don’t.

      But I couldn’t bring myself to beg them to leave it be. I wouldn’t beg for anything from these assholes, even if it would do any good… which it wouldn’t.

      My hatred grew as they ripped the portrait from the fireplace and tossed it aside. It fell to the floor and cracked before it crashed with a bang.

      Little crackles of energy zipped across my fingers before I closed them to suppress my lightning. Dread briefly replaced my rage when I realized I was close to losing control. If I did, things would go from bad to much worse.

      I had to look away, yet I couldn’t tear my gaze from the cracked portrait. It had fallen so the back was facing up, but every detail of that painting was emblazoned in my memory.

      They’d treated it like trash… just as they treated all amsirah who weren’t part of the king’s precious inner circle. Those of us who weren’t sycophants were toys meant to be played with, broken, and tossed aside.

      At one time, we were treated with respect in this realm; now, we were nothing. We still held a little more position over the peasants, but not much anymore.

      If this was what they were doing to our home, I couldn’t think about what they were doing to those poor souls with so much less. I doubted the assholes who raided their homes would leave them with anything, because I was certain they were searching every home in the land… except the aristocrats.

      We brought this on everyone.

      I blinked away the tears as my fury ebbed, and I hunched in on myself again.

      We’ll give them money. We’ll help them, and if we win against Ivan, we can improve their lives.

      No, we would win against him. Failure wasn’t an option.

      My mother tugged at my arm. “Let’s go outside, Ellery.”

      “But….”

      Her steely expression caused my protest to fade. There was nothing we could do here, and staying would be a bad decision. I wasn’t sure I could control my temper and powers if I continued to watch this travesty.

      With a sigh, I followed her into the foyer, where the sheriff stood by the door. His eyes twinkled with amusement as we approached.
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      But when his gaze settled on me again, a combination of lust and disgust swirled within them. I hadn’t known such a thing was possible until now.

      I yearned to shrink into myself again but refused to do so. I wouldn’t back down from him or anyone else.

      “You’re the woman who intervened when we tried to take that thief’s hand,” he stated.

      I felt my mother’s eyes boring into me, but I didn’t dare tear my attention away from him. He was a snake, and I was sure he’d strike if I did. “Mouse is only a child. I was trying to defend him.”

      The subtle inhalation of my mother’s breath was small. Her fingers tensed on me, and I was sure she’d stopped breathing.

      She knew Mouse well and had tried her best to tame the wild child. She would have given him a room here if he’d allowed it, but after Mouse lost his parents, he’d refused to make a home anywhere again.

      “Child or not, one day he will find himself beneath a guillotine,” the sheriff remarked. “I will see to it.”

      “You plan to take the head of anyone you catch stealing?” I couldn’t keep the disbelief from my voice at his revelation.

      The sheriff smirked at me. “Those are the king’s orders.”

      And this puppet was more than happy to fulfill them.

      “The king will not tolerate thievery in Tempest. This is a peaceful land, and stealing creates strife in a realm.”

      What had created strife in Tempest was the king’s ridiculous taxes and the curse the king and nobles had paid the warlocks to put on us. That curse kept all amsirah, except them, from leaving the realm.

      Trapped here and at their mercy, many amsirah were going hungry and losing everything they loved and had worked to achieve. We were losing everything too, long before they came to search our homes.

      The king’s new decree of killing anyone they caught stealing didn’t affect me; I’d always known they’d take my head, and probably far worse, if they captured me, but I did worry for the pickpockets, most of whom were children.

      The other, much smaller thieves than the Hooded Robber and the group of us who had robbed the king didn’t deserve to face such a harsh punishment when they were simply stealing to survive. We had to make sure we got some of the king’s money out soon, but even if we did, many more deaths would be coming to Tempest.

      The problem was, I didn’t know when we’d be able to start spreading that money throughout the towns of Tempest. Ryker and I had the earl’s ball to attend tomorrow, and most of those who helped steal Ivan’s money were wanted criminals who couldn’t leave the Revenant Woods.

      Scarlet could start sharing some of it, but I couldn’t let her go alone. Tucker could help her and Ianto too. I had no idea how we would all coordinate that in such a short period; we’d planned to wait until after the earl’s ball, and while I was impatient to get started, it was best if we kept to the original plan.

      “Law and order must be maintained in the realm,” my mother murmured.

      “And it will be,” the sheriff stated.

      “Let’s go, Ellery. We’ll let these fine men and women do their jobs.”

      My mother squeezed my wrist and tugged me toward the door, but I stopped before the Sheriff. “Why are you doing this?”
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      It was a question I probably should have asked a while ago, most amsirah would have. I already knew the answer, but I shouldn’t. However, my shock could explain my lack of questioning over seeing my home destroyed.

      When a loud crash resounded from upstairs, the sheriff smirked. “As I told your mother, we’re hunting thieves.”

      “You won’t find any here.”

      “Maybe not, but I’ve found a sympathizer.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from gulping as his gaze raked me again. “I don’t sympathize with thieves. Mouse is a child who lost his family and his way. I didn’t want him maimed.”

      The sheriff didn’t respond, and when my mother tugged on my arm again, I went with her. I was eager to flee this man and the home that was once my sanctuary. As I stepped outside, the sheriff’s question stopped me again.

      “Have you seen Ryker lately?”

      The mention of Ryker’s name sent an arrow through my heart. I hadn’t expected him to ask about the man who owned my heart and was determined to destroy it. Thankfully, I was looking away from the sheriff, as I couldn’t stop myself from wincing.

      I understood why Ryker couldn’t forgive me. I’d stolen from him and then led him around the Revenant Woods, all while knowing I was the robber he sought.

      I’d lied to him, hurt him, and betrayed his trust. To him, I was the enemy he liked to fuck on occasion.

      It didn’t matter that I’d revealed my deepest secrets to him, including that I was a lightning bearer and could control all five weather elements. The first had never occurred in a woman, and the latter had never happened in any amsirah before me. He knew it all and still couldn’t trust me.

      Earlier this morning, when he’d touched me so tenderly, I’d sworn something was different between us this time. That things had been more like they were before he learned the truth, but I’d woke to discover him gone.

      It was a good thing I’d started taking valovay root from the Revenant Woods for birth control again. Ryker was also taking something, but I couldn’t risk getting pregnant. Bringing a child into this messed-up realm and situation would be a huge mistake.

      Ryker would never forgive me for what I’d done, and I had to accept that, but I wasn’t going to discuss him with this man.

      When I turned back to the sheriff, the shrewd gleam in his eyes gave me pause. Ryker had stepped in to save my hand when I offered it instead of Mouse’s, but this wasn’t about that.

      Normally, no one in Tempest cared who was sleeping with who, but Ryker was the son of the only duke, the Scourge of the Ghouls, and Tempest’s only known lightning bearer. And I was the woman caught in Ryker’s bed, in his father’s castle, and because of that, the duke despised me.

      No, not because of that. He hated me because I’d brought his son joy… if only for a little time.

      The duke could never forgive me for that, and he’d gone out of his way to make me pay for it. He’d spread the word about it too; I had no doubt the sheriff knew of it.

      “No, I haven’t seen Ryker,” I lied smoothly.

      This time, when the sheriff’s yellow-brown eyes raked me, I felt stripped bare by him. It took everything I had not to cover myself as his gaze lingered on my breasts.

      “Interesting,” he murmured.

      My mother tugged at my wrist again. “Outside, Ellery.”

      Nausea churned in my belly as I followed her outside while crashes and bangs resounded from within. We emerged onto the porch when Scarlet; her younger brother, Billy; her father, Mr. Fletcher; and mother, Ruby, emerged from the stables.

      Like Scarlet, they all had bright red hair and brown eyes. Freckles covered her brother’s face, but the rest didn’t have as many.

      More guards remained in the road, holding the horses and keeping watch, but none of us acknowledged them as we met in the middle of the yard.

      “This is horrible,” Ruby whispered.

      We flinched when a loud crash sent birds flying from the woods with loud, disgruntled caws.

      “They’re doing the same to our house,” Billy whispered.

      The haunted look in his eyes tugged at my heart, and I rested my hand on his shoulder. I also considered him a little brother and wished to protect him from this. He was only eight, but he’d seen far too much in his short lifetime.

      Guilt tugged at me again as I looked at Scarlet and saw the same emotion in her eyes. We were doing this for all of them, but so many would suffer before we could make it right.

      I’ll make sure it’s worth it… even if it kills me.
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      Sitting at a table that could seat forty with my father and his fiancée was about as much fun as shoving hot pokers under my nails. However, after he dropped the bombshell news that he’d already convinced this woman to marry him, I couldn’t walk away.

      I wasn’t the only one who’d kept secrets and snuck around. I had to see this uncomfortable shit show through to the end.
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