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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      My lightning splintered apart to hit three guards in the back. Beside me, Ianto cried out and threw himself away from the lightning crackling around me. He skidded a few feet down the roof before stopping himself from sliding off completely.

      The guards screamed when my bolts hit them before falling to the ground and going silent. Their impact threw dirt and debris up around them as their bodies burrowed into the ground.

      The holes my lightning had carved through their hearts smoked. The spiraling dance of that smoke made my stomach churn.

      I did that to them.

      The guilt trying to rise inside me had no place here, but the guards’ screams would haunt my memory. These guards had flayed the skin from the prisoners Ryker and the others were trying to save; this was a fitting end for them, but who was I to decide that?

      However, they weren’t the only ones dying as the battle continued below, and if I didn’t get it together, amsirah I cared about would be next. Ryker was down there, buried in the mass of bodies and fighting for survival.

      I couldn’t let him down.

      My skin crackled as sparks flew around me. Those sparks snapped at the air in a fiery dance that matched my emotions.

      On the battlefield below, blood sprayed as swords clashed, fists flew, and the echoing cries of pain rebounded around me. I hated killing, but I’d do whatever it took to save Ryker and my friends… including revealing one of my biggest secrets.

      Now, they would all know that, for the first time in history, a female lightning bearer existed in Tempest. I couldn’t hide it anymore.

      From below, some of the guards and Tucker’s men, who weren’t too busy keeping themselves alive, turned to look where I stood on the roof. I’d made sure they couldn’t miss me as I stood at the front of the building with my breasts exposed and lightning all around me.

      They would find it difficult to believe what they saw, but it would be impossible to ignore.

      In the glow of the torches surrounding them, the fighters gazed up at me. The guards had surprise written all over their faces. I couldn’t see the faces of the rebels due to the hoods they wore, but I was sure they were as flabbergasted as the guards, and though I was on their side, they were probably just as frightened. Most feared what they didn’t know; I hoped they trusted me enough to see them through this.

      I didn’t give them time to recover before I unleashed more of my wrath. Now that I’d drawn it to me, lightning flowed easily around me, and I didn’t have to pull it from the sky.

      It encompassed me in a blazing ball of white light that illuminated the night and the townsfolk creeping from the alleys to hide in the shadows. They didn’t come any closer, but I felt their eyes on me.

      When I lowered my raised hand, lightning zipped around my fingers before I threw more of it at the guards below. Like before, it splintered apart, spreading to take out more guards.

      Thunder rolled and crashed with a deafening bang that shook the buildings, rattled the windows, and caused the earth to quake. If most of the town wasn’t awake already, they were now.

      The ground didn’t break apart like it did sometimes when Ryker wielded his lightning; I hadn’t gained that much control of my thunder. It wouldn’t be useful in this situation anyway, as it might swallow some of those on our side.

      With their shock wearing off, some of the guards screamed before dodging out of the way. Others tried to run, but my lightning wrapped around them, ripped them off their feet, and smashed them into the ground.

      The guards convulsed as electricity pummeled their bodies. Their heels left dents in the earth before they went still.

      As I unleashed more of my power, the lightning continued to surge around me. The whirlwind of energy stirred the hair beneath my hood but didn’t pull it from its confines.

      Rising inside me like a tidal wave, the lightning swiftly became an unstoppable force seeking to decimate its enemies. It was too much power, and I craved it, as well as the amazing feeling of being alive it brought, but it also scared me.

      Do I still control it, or does the lightning control me now that I’ve finally unleashed so much of it?

      The possibility of losing control of my power petrified me, but I couldn’t harness it while those I loved were in jeopardy. I’d do everything I could to save them.

      More lightning flew from my fingertips and pulsated around me until its crackle drowned out most other noise. Ianto’s shout of surprise broke through the cacophony around me, drawing my attention to the fact my electricity had lifted me off the roof. I rode its currents like a wave as I levitated in the air.

      Focused on the battle, I couldn’t look at Ianto to make sure he was safe, as lit by the flashes, more of the guards ran while others succumbed to my lightning. When some of the crowd broke away and ran, I finally spotted Ryker amidst the chaos.

      Even with the hood covering his face and eyes, and the padding he’d added to his clothing, I knew it was him. I would know him anywhere.

      I felt his gaze on me before he turned to face the guard charging at him with his sword raised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      My astonishment over seeing Ellery half naked on the roof and glowing like the sun almost made me forget the battle. I was too caught up in the spectacle of her hovering over the roof and surrounded by lightning.

      The hair on my skin rose as an answering swell of my power surged toward her. It sought to connect with her, but I suppressed it; I couldn’t unleash my lightning here.

      In the currents surrounding her, she was amazing and vibrant. And she shouldn’t have to be.

      Ellery had protested trying to rescue these prisoners. She was afraid something would go wrong, and she’d been right.

      I’d vowed to keep her safe. Now, she’d exposed herself in more ways than one and was vulnerable to those I’d promised to protect her from.

      FUCK!

      I didn’t have long to wallow in my fury as one of the guards came at me. Screams of agony, confusion, and awe ran through the battlefield as the clang of steel against steel rebounded throughout the green in the center of Nottingshire.

      The grass was already slippery from the blood we’d spilled; the blood of those Ellery killed only made it worse as the fight waged on. I ducked the guard who swung his sword at me, caught his arm as it came down, and plunged my sword into his belly and out his back.

      The blood spewing from his mouth sprayed my face before I planted my foot in his stomach and shoved him off my blade. The fighting masses swallowed him when he fell back.

      I cleaved the head from the next guard, but a lightning bolt took out the third one coming at me. I didn’t look up at Ellery as electricity continued to thrum through the air around me.

      “Here!” Tucker shouted. “Here!”

      His cry drew my attention to a portal. Someone had opened it near the end of the pillories Ivan had ordered erected earlier in the week; Tucker’s followers were already escaping with some of the freed prisoners.

      I glanced back at Ellery, who floated above the roof with lightning embracing every part of her. I was a lightning bearer too, yet I’d never seen anything like what was happening to her.

      But, unlike her, I couldn’t control all five weather elements. She possessed a lot of power, and while we’d tapped into some of it, I suspected we hadn’t scratched the surface of what she could do.

      She’d been given these gifts for a reason. Now, her retribution for what Ivan and the aristocrats were doing to Tempest was raining down on those helping to repress the realm that forged her.

      More lightning crashed into the guards and the land surrounding them. It drove them back as Tucker continued to usher the freed prisoners and his followers through the portal. While he wore a hood, I’d recognize my friend anywhere.

      Standing beside the portal, Tucker kept waving for the others to enter as another man, who I was pretty sure was Callan, helped hold off the guards trying to stop them. Lifting my sword, I hacked through the king’s men as lightning flew around me.

      A guard screamed as he ran past me with the bottom of his pants on fire and the flames spreading higher. When another guard loomed over Tucker, Ellery sent a bolt straight into his head.

      Tucker ducked as body parts and blood splayed around him, but he didn’t enter the portal. “Let’s go!” he bellowed.

      I’d lost track of the prisoners I’d been helping in all the chaos, but when I spotted a woman crawling across the ground, I grasped her arm, lifted her off the ground, and dragged her toward the portal. Before we could get there, two guards swarmed out of the chaos and lunged at me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      Sparks flew and metal screeched as I used my blade to deflect their blows. The woman screamed and ducked as a guard hacked at her.

      Blood spilled from the slice on her forearm as I deflected one sword before sinking my blade into the chest of the man who’d cut the woman. I pulled my weapon free and spun to bring it down across the guard’s arm, hacking through flesh and bone to leave only pieces of the appendage together.

      The man fell back, but more rose to take his place. Gritting my teeth, I adjusted my hold on the woman and hauled her forward again.

      I deflected a blow that would have carved into my neck and possibly severed my head. The guard bared his teeth in a malicious grin as he swung at me again; our swords clashed, and with only one free hand, it was difficult to keep him back.

      Releasing the woman, I gripped my sword with both hands and held off the man. A lightning bolt flew past him and crashed into the ground only a few feet away.

      When the guard’s eyes darted toward the smoking hole in the ground, it was the distraction I needed to place my boot in his stomach and shove him back. Off balance, the man’s arms wheeled as he tried to right himself.

      I lunged forward to drive my sword into his heart. His eyes widened as he stared in horror at the blade in his chest. When I pulled my weapon free, his gaze fell to his chest, and his hands fumbled to keep the blood from spilling, but it was impossible.

      Lowering my shoulder, I smashed into the guard, tossing him away. I turned to find the woman had crawled away; her fingers tore up the earth as she dragged herself through the battle.

      Someone grabbed her arm. Given their slender build and how Callan defended them, I suspected it was Luna.

      She helped the woman to her feet and rushed toward the waiting portal. Unable to defend themselves against the lightning, more guards fell back or fled.

      I looked back at Ellery as she released more lightning on the land. It threw up rocks and debris when it crashed into the earth; the ground shook beneath my feet as smoke rose from the craters she’d created.

      Bowstrings twanged as arrows flew at her, but the electricity surrounding her sent them spiraling into the shadows of the alleys. Ianto’s head poked up from the roofline, but he ducked down every time Ellery released a new bolt.

      I couldn’t see his face, but I imagined the giant had damn near shit himself when Ellery started shooting lightning. If we weren’t fighting for our lives, and Ellery wasn’t up there, bared for all to see, I would have laughed at the giant’s head bobbing up and down like a buoy in a hurricane.

      When another guard ran toward me, Ellery took out his legs. Drawn forth by the commotion, townspeople hovered in the shadows of the buildings, too terrified to come closer and too captivated to flee.

      Most of the prisoners and Tucker’s men had either fled through his portal or one of their own. Tucker, Callan, Ellery, Ianto, and I were the only ones left.

      “Go!” I bellowed at Ellery in a voice I dropped to a lower octave so as not to be recognized.

      I wouldn’t leave here until I knew she was safely away from this place. When another guard charged me, I ducked the lethal arc of his blade and drove mine upward as he ran past. The sword sliced into his groin and cleaved upward before I freed my blade.

      The man howled as he fell to the ground, gripping his balls and rolling like a dog trying to shake fleas. When my attention shifted back to Ellery, I saw the portal Ianto had most likely opened while she remained turned toward the battle.

      When Ellery’s head turned to me, I shouted at her again, “Go!”

      She turned and ran toward the opening as I sprinted toward Tucker and the others. Callan fled into the portal.

      Tucker waited until I was almost to him before following the young amsirah. The shouts of the guards followed me as I raced forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      I struggled to regain control of my lightning as I ran toward the portal Ianto had created. His labored breathing followed me into the opening as we ran onward.

      “Holy shit,” he muttered over and over again.

      After what I’d revealed, there would be a lot of confusion and disbelief, but I only wanted to see Ryker and reassure myself he was okay. He hadn’t been in the portal when I left, but I knew he wouldn’t go until he saw me leave.

      I’d picked many battles with him and was sure I’d have many more, but this wouldn’t be one of them. If I’d remained, he would have too, and he was in far more danger than me, but every beat of my racing heart screamed at me to get to him.

      I couldn’t shake the image of his bloody shirt and his wounded neck from my mind. If that blade had gone all the way through, I would have lost him.

      A knot lodged in my throat as I pushed myself faster through the dark portal. A small beam of light started to form at the end before I ran out of the opening and into Ianto’s old encampment.

      I skidded to a halt when the clash of steel and shouts greeted me, and I discovered chaos had followed us. Some guards had managed to enter the portal and chased the others into the woods.

      I didn’t have a chance to get my bearings before someone on our side, I suspected Tucker, sprinted past me and crashed into a guard running toward a portal. If they escaped, they would know how to get back here.

      While this wasn’t our main encampment, it was close enough that we couldn’t allow anyone to leave here. We also couldn’t have anyone learning how deep into the Revenant Woods we’d established our base.

      Perched on his back, Tucker bashed the guard’s head into the ground until it crumbled beneath him. When he finished, he pulled the dagger from his sheath and placed it against the man’s neck.

      I looked away when he started carving off the guard’s head. My gaze found Ryker as he used his sword to take out another guard, and three of our group pounced on the back of another; they took him down and beat him until he went still.

      When another guard ran toward the trees and a portal she’d opened there, I threw out my hand, and a stream of lightning poured from it. I kept hold of the stream as the current encircled her waist.

      Lifting my hand, the lightning followed my movement as the screaming woman rose from the ground. With a flick of my fingers, I smashed her back into the earth before lifting her and bringing her down again.

      Before tonight, I hadn’t known I could do something like that, and while I marveled at the ability, it also unnerved me a little. The woman clawed at the light as she screamed until her eyeballs erupted from her head.

      Feeling sick over what I’d done, I released my hold on the woman. The lightning whipped back and coiled around me to join the rest as Ryker struck down the last guard.

      When the screaming and clashing steel ceased, an eerie hush fell over the deserted encampment… except a strange crackling remained. It took me too long to realize it came from the lightning surrounding me.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to rein the power back in, but I couldn’t concentrate and was too rattled by the electricity still coursing through me to focus on controlling it. My hands trembled, and lightning shot between my fingers when I lifted them to my face.

      My fingers fell on the soft material of the hood. It was then I recalled the material covering my features and eyes.

      A strange disconnect ran through me as the world lurched, and nothing felt right.

      I’m not real. None of this is real. It’s not me beneath the hood but someone else.

      It was someone who could rope people with their lightning until their eyes exploded. Someone who was rapidly spinning out of control.

      As panic built inside me, strangled noises escaped; I tore at the hood but couldn’t pull it free. Ryker’s bloody sword hit the ground with a clatter as he stalked toward me.

      I pawed at the string keeping the hood in place; I was desperate to get it free and unable to do so. Unable to breathe, I couldn’t see as I became increasingly certain I was coming apart.

      This power would take me over and destroy us all. I’d killed far too many tonight; I’d done what was necessary to save those I loved and to fight for Tempest, but so much blood stained my soul, and more would spill as the lightning flashed higher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      As Ellery’s terror beat against me, my pace picked up until I was running when I reached her. Clawing at the hood, strange sounds issued from her as the lightning intensified, and she tore away the mesh covering her eyes.

      White light encompassed us both when I stopped before her, my fingers falling on the rope keeping her hood in place. I was as eager to free her of it as she was to have it off, but when her head tipped back, her eyes froze my movements.

      When I used my lightning, my eyes turned black and lightning bolts shot through them. The same thing happened with Ellery; I’d seen it numerous times before, but not tonight.

      Tonight, not only did a white light surround her, but her eyes were entirely white too. There wasn’t even a black pupil in the center, yet it didn’t seem to affect her vision as she focused on me and her hands gripped my wrists.

      I’d never seen anything like it before. It was as if the lightning had completely taken her over, and, for a moment, her panic became mine.

      As swiftly as it rose, I buried my apprehension. I had to break through, calm her, and make her see she would be okay… I hoped.

      Her fingers bit into my wrists. “Ryker.”

      “Easy,” I whispered. “It’s okay. I’m going to get this off you now.”

      The power oozing out of her crackled against my skin, but unlike with others, it didn’t hurt. Whereas it would kill almost anyone else, it felt pleasant as it moved over me.

      The strength of it teased my power to the surface, and while it called me to let my lightning go too, I kept it suppressed. I suspected if I let it out now, she might spiral further out of control… and take me with her.

      It would be easy to be swept up in the lightning; it was a rush of power more thrilling than almost anything in the realms. The only thing more exciting was… her.

      With deft movements, I untied the string binding the hood. “Easy,” I whispered again. “I’m here. It’s okay. You’re fine.”

      When I pulled off her hood, she gasped in a breath. The color had drained from her sun-kissed skin. The unhealthy shade of white had caused the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks to stand out more.

      “Ryker,” she croaked.

      “Shh,” I soothed as I drew her into my arms and cradled her against my chest.

      She released my wrists, and her breath billowed against my chest as she leaned into me. Her fingers dug into my back, and she shuddered while burrowing closer.

      Everything in me ached to take this away from her. To pick her up and carry her somewhere safe, preferably in a realm far from this one, but that was impossible.

      She didn’t have to stay here though, with all these eyes on her. While I couldn’t see them, I sensed the others watching us. Thankfully, they kept their distance, probably because they were nervous she’d electrocute their asses if they got too close.

      I rested my chin on her head as I ran my hand down the silken length of her mocha-brown hair. The fading glow of her light illuminated the beautiful hues of chestnut and chocolate in her hair.

      Her hair remained in a braid, but some strands had fallen free. Her enticing apple scent mingled with the aroma of fear and the sharp ozone odor of lightning.

      Slowly, her light diminished until nothing more remained. With the crackle gone, a hush descended over the clearing. I didn’t hear so much as the chirrup of an insect as everything seemed to hold its collective breath at once while they waited to see what would happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      From far off in the trees, something screamed, and a few amsirah jumped. I kissed Ellery’s head before lowering my mouth to her ear. “Are you okay?”

      “Ye... ye… yes,” she answered tremulously.

      “I’m sorry.”

      When she turned her head toward me, her lips brushed mine as she spoke. “For what?”

      “I never should have put you in that position.”

      When she pulled a little away to look at me, I was relieved to see the beautiful blue-green color of her cyan eyes again. Cradling her cheeks, I drank in the magnificent sight of her.

      On that roof, floating in the air, she’d been awe-inspiring and frightening. Now, she was simply a beautiful wonder to behold.

      “I put myself in that position,” she said. “I chose to be there.”

      “But you were there because of the choices I made.”

      A small smile tugged at the corners of her full lips. “And you’re here because of the choices I made.”

      I couldn’t stop smiling as I used my thumb to wipe a smudge of dirt from her cheek. She was right about that.

      I’d like to think I would have eventually stopped drowning my memories of Doomed Valley in women and booze to take note of what Ivan and the nobles were doing to the realm, but it would have taken a while for me to decide to fight against their tyranny. Being robbed by Ellery had certainly sped up the process.

      Damn, I loved her. I hadn’t believed it was possible to feel this deeply for another, but she’d become a part of me… the best part.

      “Are you okay?” she whispered as her fingers touched the healing gash in my neck.

      “I’m fine,” I assured her. “Thanks for saving my ass.”

      Her eyes twinkled when they met mine, but worry still clouded them. “It’s too nice of an ass to see destroyed.”

      I chuckled as I cupped her cheeks in my palms. “Too true. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine. That was a little… ah, weird.”

      “We’ll work with your powers more. That will help you control them better.”

      I hoped that was true, as I’d never seen or experienced anything like it before. But then, I’d been raised to use my ability and trained myself to wield it.

      To keep her safe, her parents raised Ellery to keep her ability hidden. Now she was finally setting it free, and even with all the training we’d been doing, she still wasn’t prepared to use it; we could work on that.

      Or at least I hoped that was true. She was also an anomaly, stronger than anyone else in this realm, and could prove me wrong. She had many times before, but I had faith in her abilities and strength.

      The crack of a stick drew my attention to the others as some crept closer while the rest remained planted where they were. The way they all gawked at Ellery caused my mouth to curl into a sneer as I surveyed them.

      She’d saved their lives, and while I understood they had no idea what to make of her and were stunned to learn of her existence, they could close their fucking mouths. Across the way, the giant leaned against a tree, his mouth agape.

      Callan, Luna, and most others had removed their hoods. Their hair stood on end or hung in tangled mats around their heads; some were bleeding, but they didn’t pay it any attention.

      Still chained, the prisoners were spread throughout the clearing. Some remained on their feet; others had fallen to their knees.

      Tucker stood ten feet away. Though he’d known about her lightning-bearer ability, his attention was riveted on us. He’d embedded the tip of his sword in the dirt and leaned on its hilt.

      When he caught me looking at him, he lifted his eyebrows as if to say, now what? And that was a very good question. Now, what did we do?

      Ivan and the others would come for her with everything they had. They’d tear this realm apart to find her, and I’d burn them down to keep her safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      When I settled my hands on the small of Ellery’s back, I recalled she was still nude from the waist up. I was so focused on helping her regain control and getting to her that I’d forgotten she was bared to them all. And in the light of the three moons above us, she was clearly visible.

      A low growl rumbled up my throat as I shifted my hold on her to pull the buttons on my shirt free. While I worked, I glowered at all those gawking at her. When they felt my eyes on them, they looked away.

      The leaves and straw I’d used to pad my shirt fell at my feet when I pulled it off. I winced at the blood staining the collar from the wound in my neck. It didn’t hurt as bad as it once did, but I loathed the idea of putting my blood-drenched clothing on her.

      Her own blood streaked her chest from where she must have cut off her bindings. The wounds beneath had already healed, but scratches marred her skin.

      “Someone give me a shirt,” I commanded. When no one moved, my irritation rose. “Now!”

      A few gathered in the clearing jumped as I tossed my ruined shirt aside and pulled Ellery closer to shelter her. Tucker glanced at his bloody, torn shirt before shrugging.

      Keeping one hand on Ellery’s back, I pressed her close as I tugged the ties around my hood free. I pulled it off and tossed it aside as Ianto approached us.

      While he walked, he unbuttoned his shirt and removed it to reveal the dark skin beneath. “Here.”

      The giant held the shirt out to me but didn’t tear his gaze away from Ellery. I didn’t see lust in his gaze, but I still didn’t like it.

      “Fuck off,” I snarled as I yanked the shirt from his fingertips.

      Ianto’s warm brown eyes shot to me. Holding up his hands, he backed away and focused on the trees behind me.

      I knew he cared for Ellery and she for him, but right now, I couldn’t have anyone near her… or looking at her. With care, I draped the shirt around Ellery’s shoulders, and she slid her arms into the sleeves that fell a good foot beyond her fingertips.

      She looked so small and vulnerable in the giant’s clothing. I hated them on her, but at least blood didn’t soak them, and she was covered.

      I tugged the front of the shirt closed, kissed the tip of her nose, and enveloped her in my arms again.

      “How… how is she a lightning bearer?” Luna whispered.

      Ellery stiffened a little before relaxing again. “I don’t know, but I am.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” Ianto said. “I almost fell off the roof when you threw that first bolt.”

      Having recovered a little, the giant offered her a tremulous smile. Ellery’s lips twitched toward one, but it faded when she shifted her gaze to all the amsirah gaping at her.

      It was time to get her out of here. While I understood their curiosity and desire to know more, it had been a rough night for her, and she needed somewhere to relax and come to terms with what happened.

      “We may not know why she has the gift, but it’s a miracle.” Tucker pitched his voice to carry over the clearing. “Nothing like her has ever existed before, and she’s on our side. Ellery’s fighting for us and our freedom.”

      He was right about everything, but he also didn’t know the true depth of Ellery’s powers. I’d told him she was a lightning bearer, but I hadn’t revealed she possessed all five of the weathers.

      I wasn’t sure what he would say, but I suspected I’d find out soon enough. The secrets were revealing themselves; it was only a matter of time before that one came out too.

      And I’d prefer to tell Tucker in private. We’d been through too much together, and he deserved that much.

      “We have something the aristocrats don’t have,” Tucker continued. “Two lightning bearers. That’s a whole lot of power on our side. And with them fighting for us, we can win this war.”

      A low murmur ran through the crowd. Before, I’d sensed their hesitation and uncertainty of the unknown. Now, I sensed their rising excitement.

      When Ellery issued a low groan, my arms tightened around her. I wished I could shelter her from this, but I couldn’t.

      While she deserved some time alone, we’d known one day, we’d have to use the fact she was such a rarity to our advantage. That time had come sooner than we’d anticipated, but it had come.

      As much as I’d like to keep it from happening, we would have to start using her more to help build our army. And part of using her was exactly what Tucker was doing… motivating others to fight with and for her.

      She was a powerful rarity who was on their side, and she was also the original Hooded Robber. Ellery had fought for them before anyone else did.

      She was powerful, kind, willing to fight for and die for them, and could motivate others to sacrifice everything for her cause. She’d hate every second of it, but if we were to achieve freedom from our oppressors, she had to be their champion.

      I’d hoped to prepare her for this better, but that didn’t happen. Now, she’d have to sink or swim, and knowing Ellery, she’d fly.

      Some of the amsirah crept closer as they surveyed Ellery. Her discomfort beat against me, but she lifted her chin and stared back at them.

      I resisted my impulse to take her somewhere they couldn’t treat her like a specimen in a jar. They had to see her to learn she was one of them and not someone to fear.

      To them, I was still a member of the aristocracy, far removed from their lives and part of the problem. Some expected me to grow bored with playing rebel, return to my father’s castle one day, and never return.

      They were wrong about that, but I still hadn’t built enough trust with them to prove it. I’d worked hard to establish myself here, but they’d lost too much and become too jaded to trust easily.

      Ellery’s family was a long line of farmers, and while she had a manor and was in the class invited to some of the aristocrats’ soirees, she was more on the peasants’ level. Her family helped keep the realm fed; they provided some of the finest horses, and her mother taught some of them as children.

      Before Ivan, Ellery’s family had a lot more than most of them, but they’d always been more like the local amsirah than the nobles. They trusted her more than they trusted me.

      Ellery’s fingers dug into my back before she eased her grip and released me. She glanced at me before grasping the front of the shirt together and stepping away.

      I ached to pull her back into my arms, but I had to set her free to face her destiny, even if I loathed every second of it.
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      I didn’t know what to say or do as the amsirah in the clearing edged closer. While they studied me like a spectacle on display, I kept my chin high as I clutched the front of Ianto’s shirt closed.

      Feeling vulnerable and exposed, I tried not to let their curiosity bother me. As their gazes shifted between me and Ryker, their excitement grew.

      “Two lightning bearers,” someone murmured.

      “On our side,” another said.

      “But you’re the one who told King Ivan to make a good example of us,” one of them said as he eyed Ryker skeptically.

      “Was I supposed to tell him to set you free? How do you think that would have gone?”

      The man looked nervously away but doubt radiated from him.

      “I also just helped save your asses,” Ryker growled.

      The man glanced guiltily at him before bowing his head. Their whispers increased as Ryker placed his hand on my hip. Ten inches taller than me and bigger than most gathered around, he stood proudly beside me with his broad shoulders back and his mercury eyes narrowed while he surveyed the crowd.

      Tussled from the hood, his dark brown hair stood up at odd angles around his face. With his square jaw, etched features, and full lips, he was one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen, and he was mine.

      With him at my side, I felt protected and supported. We were in this together, and together, we could do anything.

      “I think it’s time to get the prisoners to safety, have their chains removed, and get them some care,” Ryker stated. “They’ve been through enough and could use some rest.”

      As the others recalled why we were here in the first place, their attention shifted to the amsirah prisoners scattered throughout the clearing. Some huddled together while others sat on the ground, and a few leaned against trees.

      All the rescued prisoners stared at us with curiosity and exhaustion. I couldn’t imagine what they’d gone through, but I was glad the attention had shifted from us to them.

      Although they were bare from the waist up, I couldn’t see the whip marks marring many of their backs, but I was there when the guards flayed them open before leaving them to swelter beneath the blazing August sun.

      Over the days they’d been trapped in the pillories, an assortment of creatures had taken turns feeding from what remained of their flesh and muscles. They were all missing their pinky fingers after Ivan commanded them to be cut off.

      They’d been scheduled to move on to Hallsey soon, where they’d endure another flaying and lose more of their parts. Ivan had planned brutal beatings and removal of body parts in the towns and coastal villages for all those who’d dared to rebel against the Earl of Oakley and, therefore, him.

      They squashed the rebellion, but not before losses on both sides and innocent deaths. One of those innocents was my mother, something I still hadn’t fully come to terms with yet, but then, I’d had very little time to grieve.

      Thirty-six prisoners were chained into those pillories, and twenty-five of them were here now. The others were either dead or recaptured. Thankfully, the ones left behind didn’t know who tried to free them, so at least we didn’t have to worry about them revealing anything about us.

      I didn’t know about Tucker’s followers. The guards could have captured some of them. Uneasiness churned in my belly as I tried not to give in to my rising panic.

      If they had managed to capture some of our side, they would slice them to pieces to gain more information about what happened tonight, who was involved, and who I was. They might learn about Ryker’s involvement.

      “It’s probably time for you to go.”

      I hadn’t realized Tucker had approached to stand near us until he spoke. His voice, coming from only a few feet away, made me jump a little.

      “Did the guards capture any of our side?” I inquired.

      Tucker shook his head. “No. The ones who didn’t escape all perished. There weren’t many of us in the actual throes of it.”

      We’d planned it that way. Most of our side was on the outskirts, on roofs, and stationed where they could provide cover for those going in to free the prisoners.

      I didn’t like hearing that any of our fighters had died, but it was a relief to know they wouldn’t be tortured into giving up information. What Ivan would have done to them….

      Shuddering, I shut down the images my mind tried to conjure. No one should endure what Ivan would have done to them.

      Ryker moved his hand to the small of my back. “You’re right.”

      “Are you staying at your treehouse tonight?” Tucker asked.

      “I don’t think that’s best,” Ryker said at the same time I replied, “Yes.”

      When Ryker’s hand tensed on my back, I tilted my head to look up at him. “We should stay.”

      “Don’t you want to go home?”

      My manor had stopped feeling like a home after my mother died; it was now an empty place haunted by the memories of the love once filling it. It felt cold and foreign to me, but I wouldn’t mind the comfort of my bed.

      Still, I didn’t think we should leave. “After everything that happened tonight, it feels wrong to leave.”

      “After what happened tonight, Ivan is going to tear this realm apart to find the female lightning bearer,” Ryker said. “As much as I’d prefer you weren’t there, you’re better off at home. If you’re not there when his men arrive to question you, Ivan will come after you with everything he has.”

      “He’s right,” Tucker said. “While I agree these amsirah would benefit from your presence here, it’s safer for you if you go.”

      I stared helplessly up at the steely set of Ryker’s jaw and the cold gleam in his eyes. He’d fight me all night over this, and I was too tired to battle with him now.

      I’d known revealing what I could do would change everything, but I was scared that change might be much worse than I’d suspected. Ivan was already incensed about the rebellion at the earl’s; we didn’t rescue all the prisoners, but that we’d rescued any would make him livid.

      He’d tear Tempest apart looking for me. And how many will suffer because of it?

      I gulped.

      “I’m going to keep you safe, Ellery,” Ryker vowed.

      “What about those who don’t have you to keep them safe? What is he going to do to them to find me?”
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      When I woke the next morning, I rolled over and reached for Ryker, but he was gone. My hand landed on the empty bedsheet, and my eyes flew open.

      He wouldn’t have left me behind again; we’d moved on from that awful stage of our relationship, but I didn’t know if something had pulled him from the bed. Sitting up, I glanced around the room before discovering him standing at the window.

      He had his arms on the sill over his head as he leaned toward the glass to gaze out. The sunlight bathing him told me I’d slept later than I should have.

      Inwardly cursing, I tugged the blankets up as I leaned against the bed frame. After my revelation last night, I had to be more vigilant and maintain my daily routine; any deviation might seem suspicious.

      I should get out of bed, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away from him. The hundreds of scars crisscrossing his back were clearly visible in the morning light.

      Those scars, and the ones covering the rest of his body, were a testament to all he’d endured at the hands of his father, during battles, and while imprisoned by the ophidians. And now, he might have a new one under the white bandage on his neck.

      Those marks were why he’d been so adamant about rescuing the prisoners and why I’d supported him in the endeavor. And now, everything had been thrown into a tailspin.

      We’d talked about how the day would come when I’d have to reveal I was a lightning bearer and how we would use my ability to gather others to our side, but I’d expected it to be far in the future, when we were better prepared.

      That future had slapped us in the face and become the present. It was here, and I wasn’t ready for it, but I would have to deal with it.

      At least they didn’t know who I was, and Ryker’s secret that he was working against the king was still concealed. And he was still alive.

      That was what mattered most. I didn’t know what I would have done if I’d lost him, and after the way my power felt so out of control last night, I couldn’t think about it.

      “Anything interesting out there?” I asked.

      Ryker didn’t look at me; he’d most likely known I was awake. I wasn’t sure how, but I would have known it about him if our roles were reversed.

      Somehow, maybe from our lightning joining or our love deepening, we’d become connected on a different level. I sensed him without seeing him, and he did the same with me.

      “Smoke,” he answered.

      “What?”

      Tossing the blankets aside, I nearly tripped over my sheet when my foot caught on it. Jumping on one foot, I tugged the other free.

      My steps didn’t make a sound against the hardwood floor as I crossed to Ryker. He lowered one arm and pulled me in front of him when I stopped beside him.

      “Oh,” I breathed when I spotted the thick gray smoke spiraling into the air.

      Coming from what could only be Nottingshire, the smoke rose above the farmland and trees to choke out the clear blue sky above it. It spread like a malevolent spirit looking to devour our realm.

      That awful gray cloud had extended its putrid hand almost to the manor. While it was a malevolent blight, the world below remained normal as Scarlet and her father, Mr. Fletcher, gathered eggs from the chicken coop.

      They sometimes looked at the sky but mostly remained focused on their work. I wanted to shout at them to get away from the creeping malevolence, but it was just smoke… or so I hoped.

      “What’s burning?” I whispered.
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      “I don’t know,” Ryker answered. “I have to go find out.”

      My hand fell to his on my waist, and I squeezed it. “I don’t want you going anywhere near there.”

      He lowered his head to kiss my neck. “It will be okay, but I have to know what they’re burning.”

      “You don’t think….” I had to swallow to wet my parched throat so I could continue. “You don’t think Ivan would burn the whole town, would he? Did we piss him off enough for that?”

      Ryker stiffened against me before relaxing a little, but the subtle shift in his body told me all I needed to know. “I’m not sure, but I have to find out.”

      I bit back my argument for him to stay. He was right; he had to go.

      “I have to get to work. I shouldn’t have slept so late,” I whispered.

      “You needed the rest.”

      “We have to keep this place running, and I can’t expect Scarlet and her family to do it on their own.”

      “Do you need more carisle?”

      “No.”

      “Ellery—”

      “We’re okay… for now,” I assured him.

      “There’s no reason for you to go without when I can help.”

      “I know, and we’ll need it soon, but we have to do the work. We can’t let the horses go unfed or the honey and crops go unharvested. This is my life; it’s what I’ve always known.”

      “Hmm,” he grunted. “I’ll bring back some carisle for you. You’re going to take it.”

      “I’m still going to have to work.”

      “I know, but it’s a cushion you deserve.”

      I decided against arguing further about it. “I also have to tell Scarlet what happened last night. She doesn’t know I’m a lightning bearer, but she’ll find out soon; it can’t be from someone else.”

      Ryker pulled me against him until my back was flush to his chest. I fit perfectly against him.

      “What did we set into motion?” I whispered.

      “It was only a matter of time before your existence came out; at least they don’t know who you are.”

      “Yet.”

      His fingers curled into me before relaxing again. “We’ll keep that hidden for as long as possible, but if we’re going to take this realm from them, then we have to fight for it, and that fight is coming. We knew Ivan would be irate if we succeeded in freeing the prisoners.”

      We had known that, but… “I didn’t expect him to burn the town down.”

      “I don’t think he did. There’s not enough smoke for that, but I’ll find out and meet you in your barn later.”

      I rested my hand over his as I bit back the words to tell him to stay. He had to go, but I wasn’t ready to part with him.

      “Before I go, we should discuss what happened last night,” he said.

      “I made my own decision about helping you, and I don’t regret it.”

      “I know,” he sighed. “But I’m not talking about that.”

      I frowned as I tipped my head back to look up at him. The silver flecks in his eyes were more visible in the morning light, and black stubble lined his chiseled jaw.

      “When you revealed your lightning,” he continued.

      My spine stiffened. I didn’t know what he was about to say, but I suspected it might lead to an argument. “I did what was necessary to save you and the others.”

      He smiled as he stroked his fingers down my cheek. “Easy, I’m not arguing with you about that, but I’ve never seen your power like that before. I’ve never seen my power like that. You were surrounded by lightning and levitating. Your eyes were also white… completely pure white.”
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