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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      I ducked lower on the tree branch as the rattle of carriage wheels against the dirt road drew my attention. It was only a matter of time before one came along, but my legs ached, and my right foot had gone to sleep from the time I’d spent in the tree… waiting.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t, Lery,” Scarlet whispered as the clattering grew closer.

      “We’ve been in this tree for a good hour, and nothing has come by; why not this one?”

      Scarlet’s gaze went to the approaching vehicle, but I didn’t look back. I’d seen all I needed to know: its golden color, large size, two horses at the lead, and a driver who screamed of wealth.

      Relieving them of some of their wealth was the reason we were here.

      Scarlet released her grip on the branch and moved closer to the tree trunk. “I don’t know.”

      “You get cold feet before every robbery.”

      “Because one day, it’s going to be the death of you, and that terrifies me.”

      I absently waved my hand at her. This wasn’t the first time Scarlet had gotten cold feet about what was to come, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      I should probably be more nervous, but once I saw the coach, my apprehension faded, and I focused on what I had to do instead of all the many ways it could go wrong. If I allowed my apprehension to get the best of me, then I’d never succeed, and I wasn’t about to fail… too many depended on me for that to happen.

      The red-and-gold chest strapped to the top of the carriage could feed most of The Hollows for a month, if not more. Whoever was inside had plenty of money to spare.

      My callous attitude should probably bother me more, but ever since Prince Ivan took over the kingdom and started draining it dry, I didn’t have the luxury of feeling bad about things. The occupant of this vehicle was one family compared to hundreds of starving ones in The Hollows.

      All I had to do was picture the hungry kids with their gaunt cheekbones, concave bellies, and sad faces, and my trepidation vanished. I’d get that chest full of money, and I’d help put food in those tiny stomachs, smiles back on their sweet faces, and damn the consequences.

      I shifted on the branch, checked the rope tied to the bough above me, and reassured myself that the knife remained strapped to my side. While I worked, the beat of the hooves and rattle of the wheels told me the carriage was drawing closer.

      I smiled as I swung my bow and quiver off my shoulders. Reluctantly, I handed them over to my best friend. Scarlet’s family worked for mine; she’d grown up at the manor, and since she was only two months older than me, we’d been inseparable since we were babies.

      I was good with a knife but much preferred my bow. However, jumping onto a moving carriage without a bow and quiver strapped to my back was much easier. They also added more weight, and I needed to be as nimble as possible to get in and out without anyone knowing.

      Scarlet slid the bow and quiver onto her back. Concern filled her brown eyes as she glanced from the carriage to me; she understood why I did this but hated it. That wouldn’t stop her from standing by me, as she’d always done and as I’d always done for her.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I assured her.

      The shadows from the branches surrounding us played across Scarlet’s pretty face as her mouth pursed. She’d tucked most of her dark red hair under her hood, but a strand had fallen free, and I shoved it beneath her covering again.

      If anyone saw Scarlet’s hair, it would be over. There were other redheads in the realm, but none quite as vibrant as her; it was why everyone called her Scarlet.

      I doubted that anyone outside her family and close friends knew or recalled her name was Dawn; she’d been Scarlet since we were toddlers. I sometimes forgot it wasn’t her real name and couldn’t remember the last time I’d called her Dawn.

      “Thanks,” Scarlet muttered.

      “Anytime.”

      I ran my hand over the end of the tree branch, fingering the leaf buds starting to unfurl. After a long winter, spring was finally creeping in, but I wished there were more leaves to offer thicker coverage. I’d have to make do without.

      Despite the mostly bare trees, I didn’t worry about the driver seeing us; we were too far up to draw attention, and most of those who traveled through the Revenant Woods kept their gazes on the road. Looking away from what lay ahead was a good way to get your horses eaten and yourself killed.

      From behind me, something howled. The sound caused the hair on my arms to rise, but there were far scarier things in the world than the creatures within this forest.

      I preferred to take my chances with the creatures in the Revenant Woods than with the leaders of our realm. The monsters seeking to eat me were far more predictable.

      The rattle of the carriage wheels picked up, and I looked back as the driver used his reins to urge the horses faster. Bracing myself on the limb, I rose a little to grasp the bough above me before gripping the rope.

      I gave it a small tug as, behind me, Scarlet sighed. “Don’t get yourself killed.”

      “It’s not my day to die.”

      “Oh good, arrogance. That will help.”

      I bit back a smile as I focused on my target. The carriage was almost to me when I gripped the rope, tugged on it, and swung out over the dirt road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      There was a reason I’d chosen that branch to perch on, and as I was about to let go, that reason helped me when the carriage clattered over a rut as I released the rope. My added weight to the vehicle wasn’t noticeable as it bounced into the air before crashing to the ground.

      The impact nearly knocked me off the back, but I grasped the metal ladder leading to the top of the very expensive rig. Gripping the cool metal in both hands, I remained low as I steadied myself.

      When I felt secure enough to move, I rose onto my tiptoes to peer over the top of the vehicle, making sure to stay away from the back window. Luckily for me, the driver’s seat was below the roof, and I couldn’t see him from here… which meant, if he turned around for some reason, he couldn’t see me either.

      I did get a great view of the chest tied with a leather strap across the roof. I tapped the knife against my side to reassure myself it was still there before using the ladder to climb to the top of the carriage.

      With the stealth and speed I’d developed over years of running through the woods and training with my father, I moved swiftly across the top while remaining crouched low. The jingle of the horses’ harnesses filled the air, and their hooves beat out a rapid rhythm against the ground as we progressed around a familiar bend.

      I had plenty of time before I had to get off the carriage again, and while speed was of the essence, I reminded myself of this as I tried not to rush. I’d only make a mistake if I went too fast, and everything was going well.

      Kneeling beside the chest, I pulled my knife free and wrapped my legs around it to keep it in place while I sliced the strap. Once cut, I tied the ends of the strap together to keep them from falling free and bouncing against the vehicle.

      When I finished, I gathered the chest against my belly and scooted backward until I reached the end. I swung my legs over the edge and, hugging the chest, slid down to the back ledge again.

      Back where I started, I grinned as I set the chest on the small platform to admire my handiwork. I was about to pick it up again to leap off the carriage and race into the woods, but a noise from inside caught my attention.

      I froze while I waited for someone or something to shout at me. I’d hate to do it, especially since I knew there was a lot in here, but if necessary, I’d throw the chest at them and run. They’d be too distracted with recouping their wealth to follow me.

      As seconds passed, no one yelled at me, but the strange noises continued. What is going on in there?

      Taking a deep breath, I peeked around the window. It was a mistake; I should have jumped off and run, but curiosity got the best of me, and like the cat curiosity killed, I was going to end up dead—no, since we were in the Revenant Woods, I’d return as a ghost to haunt these trees.

      When I spotted the large male within, my stomach sank as I realized how big of a mistake I’d made by choosing this conveyance.

      That damn cat had gotten off lucky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      Ryker Locke. A name that struck terror straight into the soul of all those who stood in his way and most certainly to those who robbed him…

      Like I was doing.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      The word ran on a loop in my head as I stared at the striking man across from me. He sat on the plush, red seat with his head tipped back and his long legs spread out before him.

      It had been six years since I last saw him in person. At one time, it was rumored he died in the Ghoul War; then, it was said he was a prisoner in Doomed Valley. After that, word spread he’d returned home.

      And now, the Scourge of the Ghouls, a man who scared those monstrous beasts, sat across from me while I held his money in my hands. I should turn and flee, but I found myself as captivated by him now as I was six years ago.

      I’d almost forgotten how good-looking he was. Those many years ago, after he first left our manor, he’d sometimes pop up in my dreams, but as the years passed, he became a hazy figure lacking detail. All those details returned to me now.

      He’d also changed a lot since that day six years ago.

      Then, he wasn’t as heavily muscled but war had a way of creating muscles that weren’t there before. His dark, hickory-brown hair was also shorter then. Now, it tumbled around his face in waves that almost touched his shoulders.

      Clean-shaven, the man’s jaw could cut glass, and from what I’d heard, he’d sliced through the ghouls with unrelenting purpose. His full lips compressed together as his eyes remained closed.

      My heart raced as it had the first time I met him, on a snowy night when a magnetic storm trapped him and his father on their way back to Locksley castle. The blizzard made it impossible for them to open a portal, and when they came across our manor, my father invited them to stay the night.

      My parents welcomed them into our home, and my mother had the servants make a meal fit for a king. We sat around the table, laughing and drinking while I cast surreptitious glances at Ryker. I was only seventeen, and my mother allowed me a small glass of wine; I wasn’t as intoxicated as them, but I felt giddy.

      Growing up on our large farm, safe among the servants and immortals who worked the fields and helped care for our prize-winning horses, I’d still been too young to venture into society. I also wasn’t in any rush to do so.

      I was happy to remain at the manor, play in the woods, and run wild with Scarlet. Society was still a scary, foreign word for me back then.

      At twenty-one, I would make my way into society and have my debut. I would dance at the parties, drink all the drinks, and try not to make a fool of myself, all while looking forward to returning home.

      Except, none of that happened. The Ghoul War started, my father died, we lost or released most of our servants, and my life was tossed into chaos. Our whole realm was.

      There were no more parties and no chance for me to enter society and dance in King Leonidas’s palace. I never got my coming out, but I wasn’t sad about that.

      Instead, my mother and I took charge of the manor; the king went to war, where the ghouls captured him, and his corrupt, asshole brother seized the throne. Once in charge, Prince Ivan raised the taxes and plunged most of the amsirah in Tempest into poverty to ransom his brother.

      I didn’t believe Prince Ivan ever planned to ransom his brother. I doubted that any of the money he raised ever found its way to those who’d held King Leonidas prisoner. I’d bet it was all still sitting in Prince Ivan’s coffers.

      The prince was a leech—one who had drained his brother’s kingdom dry and was slowly destroying all the immortals within it.

      Prince Ivan didn’t pretend the higher taxes were for a ransom anymore; it was difficult to do so when everyone in the kingdom knew King Leonidas was dead. Prince Ivan claimed the money would rebuild the kingdom, but I’d yet to see proof.

      Hence, why I was here, putting my neck on the line with the Scourge of the Ghouls’ money in my hands. I had to get out of there!

      A shifting inside alerted me someone else was in the carriage. My eyes widened when I spotted the woman kneeling between Ryker’s legs, and my stomach plummeted as I realized the woman had her mouth on his….

      I jerked away from the window as my heart slammed against my ribs. How had I missed that detail of what was happening inside?

      Easily, I was completely distracted by the mountain of a man within. And he was so focused on getting his dick sucked that he hadn’t noticed me, which was a blessing considering I’d been standing there, gawking like an idiot instead of getting off this carriage.

      I checked my mask and ensured my black hood still covered my hair, but it didn’t matter if my formfitting black clothes helped keep me hidden, I was already out of view of the couple in the back. If, for some reason, one of them did look out, they’d only see a slender man preparing to flee since my hair remained covered, and I’d strapped my breasts down to keep them concealed.

      Trying to forget about the man who had entranced me since I was seventeen, I gripped the money against my chest and leapt off the back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      When the carriage clattered to a halt, I buttoned my pants as Dorothy rose from her knees. Wiping her lips with the back of her hand, she settled across from me and fluffed her hair.

      “I don’t do that for just anyone,” she told me as she licked her lips.

      I draped my arm across the back of the seat and focused on the window behind her as she settled her skirt around her. She was a pretty woman with blonde hair and blue eyes, and she wanted more than a ride from me, but I wasn’t looking for a wife or interested in any of the women vying for my attention since I’d returned from the war and captivity.

      Or at least I didn’t want anything outside of the fun Dorothy provided. Sex and booze only provided brief interruptions from the memories of everything I’d seen, endured, and lost, but I would take those distractions whenever I could get them.

      “You can do it for whoever you want,” I assured her. “I won’t stop you.”

      I ignored her glare while I waited for the door to open… and waited… and waited. Growing annoyed, I was about to open it myself when the door flew open; a flustered, red-faced Sampson stood outside the carriage.

      “What’s wrong?” I inquired.

      “Mi… mi….”

      I frowned as Sampson continued stammering, and the man looked about to keel over. I rested my hand against the door and shoved it the rest of the way open, nearly knocking him over.

      I emerged onto the cobblestoned streets where the shouts of merchants hocking their wares and the clomp of horses’ feet against stone filled the air. The street, buildings, and stands lining the road once overflowed with amsirah, but there were far less than I’d anticipated.

      It had been years since I’d been here, and it was far more subdued than I recalled. I intended to give this money directly to Ivan and learn what his plans were now that King Leo, my friend, was dead.

      Other than the obvious course of him assuming the throne and becoming king… something I was sure would prove disastrous for the realm. However, there was nothing I could do to stop it, and I didn’t particularly fucking care anymore.

      Unlike some other immortals, such as the dark fae and lycans, birth determined amsirah rule, and since Leo never had children, Ivan was next in line for the throne. That hadn’t made Leo happy, but he hadn’t bothered to change it while he was still alive, and now it was too late.

      Finally, I was liberated from captivity and returned to where I’d spent most of my life. I should be happy to be home and free from the torture and death I’d endured for months before escaping the ophidians—the half-snake, half-man monsters who relished in the agony of others.

      Instead of being happy, I felt like a foreigner in a place that I once knew so well. Even women were unfamiliar to me.

      Sure, I’d had fun with Dorothy and plenty of other women since returning, but I didn’t know how to handle her now that I’d finished with her. There was a time when I would have sat for hours and listened to her, or any other aristocratic woman, prattle on about the most mundane, boring things without batting an eye.

      Now, I’d asked Dorothy to suck my dick in the hopes she’d stop talking, and it worked. I wasn’t going to complain about that.

      After everything I’d endured over the past two years, the latest fashions, gossip, and drama meant nothing to me. I’d have stuck anything in her mouth to stifle her talk about dresses.

      After the Ghoul War and my imprisonment, I would never be the same again. Nothing would ever be the same again, and I wasn’t sure how to handle that.

      “Milord,” Sampson whispered as I continued to survey the inner bailey. “Milord, the chest is gone.”

      Not sure if I heard him right, my attention shifted from the streets to the pale servant hovering a few feet away. He’d moved far enough away so I couldn’t strike him, but that was something my father would do, not me.

      That wasn’t me before I killed hundreds of ghouls, and it wasn’t me now, but anger steadily rose to replace my disbelief. What Sampson said couldn’t be true.

      I was inside the carriage the whole time; there was no way anyone had taken my money. It was impossible. No one would dare rob me.

      I may prefer not to hear the gossip anymore, but I’d heard the whispers of what the amsirah called me… the Scourge of the Ghouls. A monster. A man more dead than alive… a man who was more of a ghost than the ones in the Revenant Woods… and they weren’t wrong.

      Ignoring Sampson hovering at my side, I walked a few steps backward and craned my head to inspect the top of the vehicle. Sampson hunched his shoulders as he prepared for the explosion of temper that wouldn’t wouldn’t come from me.

      Did the leather strap break? Is that what happened?

      As my gaze fell on the empty top of the carriage and the pieces of straps tied together, fury boiled inside me. No, the strap hadn’t broken. Someone had cut through it and then tied the ends together to hide that they’d stolen my money.

      My hands fisted as my teeth scraped together. Whoever did this would pay for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      “How the fuck did this happen?” I growled from between clenched teeth.

      Sampson edged further away from me. “The Hooded Robber, milord. The ghost of the Revenant Woods. I… I….”

      He’d warned me. Before we left my father’s castle, Sampson had suggested opening a portal or going around the Revenant Woods to avoid the thief who had made a habit of relieving the loads of those traveling through the forest.

      I was determined not to do either. I didn’t go out of my way to avoid a challenge, and there was no way anyone would dare to rob me.

      But someone had dared to rob me, and they’d done so successfully. How didn’t I notice someone on the carriage? And how did they manage to get away with the chest without drawing my attention?

      “They say it’s a ghost who haunts the woods and steals,” Sampson murmured as he wrung his hands while eyeing the top of the conveyance.

      A ghost who stole chests full of money because that was, of course, what ghosts did. I tried not to roll my eyes over the ridiculous notion. Not even the poltergeists could pull this off, and they were a lot more corporeal than the ghosts.

      “It’s not a ghost,” Dorothy huffed as she held out her hand to me.

      I suppressed a sneer as I took her gloved hand and helped her descend in her too-big skirt. The cumbersome material swirled around her feet.

      The bright yellow dress was a ridiculous outfit, weighing at least ten pounds. I wasn’t sure if being covered in excessive material had become the new fashion trend while I was away or if Dorothy had worn the dress to draw attention to herself… something she succeeded in doing as those passing by turned to look at her.

      Dorothy shielded her eyes against the sun as she peered at the top of the carriage. “Not a ghost but a common, no-good criminal. Nothing more.”

      “No one has ever caught a glimpse of the Hooded Robber,” Sampson murmured. “They’re more wraith than man.”

      Dorothy snorted. “They’ve seen him; there are descriptions and posters of the criminal everywhere. Stop feeding into the nonsense surrounding this loser; you’re only making it worse. This thief is nothing more than an immortal like you and me, albeit they’re a fast, silent one, but they’re nothing more than flesh and blood.”

      “The Revenant Woods are haunted.” Sampson’s shoulders went back a little. Then, recalling his place in this world, he shrank into himself once more. “Everyone knows it.”

      “Yes, the Revenant Woods are haunted; no one denies that, but the Hooded Robber isn’t a ghost.”

      Sampson looked about to argue further but knew better than to bicker with an aristocratic woman. I wouldn’t have bothered arguing with her simply because I’d learned that there were far more important things in the world than wasting my time.

      Turning away from the carriage, I surveyed the bailey and the handful of amsirah passing by with their shoulders hunched as they scurried to and fro. Before the war and Leo’s death, there had been more laughter as the amsirah went about their day.

      Now, there was no laughter. Instead, they all looked deflated and like they were waiting for a guillotine to crash down on them. Yes, some still hawked their wares, but they did so with far less enthusiasm than they had in the past, and far fewer shoppers stopped to purchase anything. There were also fewer stores than I recalled.

      Their worn clothes were threadbare in some places, and the booths lacked the sparkle and shine they’d possessed the last time I was here. Two years ago, these stalls were all different, vibrant hues overflowing with ribbons, food, colorful clothes, exotic plants, and other goods.

      Those colors had dulled with age and weather, and no one had repainted the booths. Many had spots where bare, rotting wood was exposed, and there weren’t as many offerings as before. The only things still in excellent condition were the lightning rods on top of every building.

      The flap of a poster nailed to a nearby vendor stall drew my attention. I pushed past Dorothy and Sampson as I stalked over to the stall and ripped down the paper.

      Drawn on the thick parchment was a portrait of a slender man dressed all in black with a hood covering his features. Thick, black lettering scrawled across the top of it.

      
        
        WANTED

        The Hooded Robber

      

      

      Beneath the picture were the words:

      
        
        Reward:

        $1,000 Carisle

      

      

      I crumpled the reward poster as I looked at Sampson and Dorothy again. “How long has he been stealing?”

      “About three months,” Sampson replied. “No one has any leads into who it is.”

      Dorothy fluffed her hair as she adjusted her gloves. “That’s because those things in The Hollows and the other towns are protecting this… this… despicable thief.”

      Sampson rolled his eyes before catching himself; his gaze shifted to me, and he edged away from Dorothy to claim the horses’ reins. I shoved the WANTED poster into the pocket of my black pants.

      “Why aren’t there any leads into who this is?” I asked Sampson.

      Sampson opened his mouth to start speaking, but Dorothy cut him off. “Because the vermin in The Hollows hide him.”

      At this point, I was more annoyed by her than Sampson was, and my driver was not impressed with her assessment of the situation. “Sampson?” I asked.

      “I already told you⁠—”

      “Enough,” I interrupted Dorothy harshly. “I’m talking to him.”

      Dorothy lifted her chin and released a delicate snort. She puffed up her blonde hair and turned her head from side to side while playing with her curls.

      “Why are there no leads, Sampson?”

      Sampson glanced around before edging closer to me. “They say The Robber gives the money away.”

      “Gives it to who?”

      “To those in The Hollows, the other towns, and whoever else needs it. The amsirah in those towns protect him.”

      Dorothy snorted again. “They’re animals.”

      “What are The Hollows?” I demanded.

      “That’s what the locals call Nottingshire now, milord,” Sampson replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      I stared at my driver for a minute before shifting my attention past the thirty-foot-tall, open stone gates of the palace bailey and down the hill to the town in the valley below. Trees lined the dirt road to Nottingshire but weren’t part of the Revenant Woods.

      The town bordered that thick, haunted forest, but no buildings existed in the woods. The great forest covered thousands of acres of the realm.

      Getting anywhere in the realm without crossing at least a portion of the woods was almost impossible… unless one opened a portal. And since opening portals could weaken immortals if done too often in a day, many amsirah chose to save their strength and travel through the woods when necessary.

      From here, on top of a rise miles away, my father’s newly built castle rose high into the sky. It was a monstrosity of stone, lightning rods covering the roof and peaks, and three moats surrounding the structure on all sides.

      It was rumored that gargoyles once resided in Tempest. It seemed my father was determined to remind people of the legendary, murderous creatures by placing them all around the turrets and above all the outer doors.

      While I was fighting a war, my father spent a fortune building his new castle next to the smaller one that had been a perfectly acceptable structure. The builders had dismantled the smaller building and used it to fortify my father’s ego.

      I’d been gone for over two years only to return to a monstrosity I didn’t recognize, but the smaller castle hadn’t been my home either. I left my father behind as soon as I could and was only living with him now because Leo’s death threw my place in this realm into turmoil.

      I no longer knew where I belonged in Tempest and was trying to figure it out. I knew it wasn’t with that man, but his castle was a place to sleep… for now.

      The Revenant Woods was at the bottom of the hill from my father’s castle. Unlike many, I didn’t fear the ghosts, poltergeists, and flesh-eating creatures who resided within, so I refused to avoid them when Sampson suggested it earlier.

      I’d never shied away from the Revenant Woods before and wasn’t about to start now. And I’d paid for that with my money.

      My eyes narrowed on Nottingshire, nestled in the valley below. Smoke rose from the huts, shacks, and ramshackle buildings down there.

      Lightning rods stood on top of every building. Their tall, metal spires glistened in the sun shining down on them.

      Nottingshire had always been full of amsirah who only possessed one ability to control the weather… and it had some poor fuckers who couldn’t do anything with weather elements. They were rare, but they did exist and didn’t fare well in this realm.

      Some of them left the amsirah realm of Tempest to start a new life elsewhere, but that could be more dangerous in a world where immortals craved power and survived by their strengths. With no strengths, those amsirahs were more of a target in the Shadow Realms than they were here, where they at least had family.

      Some also went to live in the human realm to blend in with those nearly as weak as them. Before humans learned of the existence of immortals, they had to move often to hide the fact they didn’t age, but they survived there.

      This intermingling of immortals and humans throughout time created a cross of cultures between the realms. We had each picked up one another’s words, arts, music, and the humans even weaved some immortals into their mythologies.

      Our fashions intermingled too. I knew women who still wore corsets, but just as many had abandoned them for bras or nothing at all.

      When the Lord unleashed his fury on the human realm, and they learned of our existence, this intermingling of cultures intensified. Immortals now moved freely through the human realm and spent more time there because of it.

      “Why do they call Nottingshire ‘The Hollows’ now?” I asked.

      “Because of all the hollow bellies there, milord,” Sampson answered.

      I tore my attention away from the village below to frown at him. “What?”

      Sampson shifted uneasily. “Things are… they’re different from before, milord. The Hollows was never a place of wealth and prosperity, but the residents did well enough with little. That’s not true anymore.”

      Dorothy huffed. “They still do fine.”

      Sampson’s jaw clenched before he shifted his attention to the horses and petted one’s head. I stared at the woman as I tried to recall why I’d decided to bring her on this trip.

      She’d been visiting my father with her family, which was a fun distraction last night, but why did I extend my time with her? For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out the answer to that question.

      Instead, I studied the town below. When I was still in Leo’s military, I’d gone to Nottingshire often. It was the place to go for answers or to go unnoticed while looking for a good time, and I’d had many of those in the village.

      According to Sampson, it had gone from a place of debauchery to one of despair during Leo’s absence and death. I couldn’t see that from here, but I had to know the truth.

      “Stay with the horses,” I said to Sampson. “I’m going to Nottingshire.”

      There was no way I would take the carriage into town. That wasn’t the way to go unnoticed in a place that thrived on anonymity.

      “I am not going down there with you,” Dorothy stated.

      “Then it’s a good thing I didn’t ask you to.”

      I unbuttoned my coat, shrugged it off, and threw the red jacket into the carriage. I didn’t bother to look back at Dorothy as I left the bailey and struck out for Nottingshire.
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      I sprinted through the woods with Scarlet on my heels. We traveled at least a mile with my arms aching and lungs burning before I set the chest down.

      Ghosts hovered and floated nearby, but for the most part, they didn’t pay any attention to us. Their chilly presence caused the hair on my arms to rise.

      However, I grew up in these woods, and these apparitions didn’t scare me. They’d frighten others away, but not me or Scarlet.

      My friend removed my bow and quiver from her back as she knelt across from me. I pulled out my knife and jammed the point into the lock on the chest.

      I wiggled it around until something clicked. The lid popped open a fraction of an inch, and I replaced my knife in its holster.

      Scarlet pulled the chest the rest of the way open and breathed a low, “Wow.”

      With my knife tucked away again, I shifted my attention to the chest. I nearly fell over when I spotted the amount of gold and jewels inside. I’d robbed over a dozen carriages since first starting this, but I’d never succeeded in taking this much before.

      “We have a problem, Ellery,” Scarlet whispered. “Whoever this chest belonged to is going to be pissed.”

      “Ryker Locke.”

      “What?”

      “The chest belonged to Ryker Locke. I saw him in the carriage.”

      The color drained from Scarlet’s face as she leaned back on her heels. “Ellery⁠—”

      “It’s fine, Scarlet. He’s no different than any other aristocrat or amsirah.”

      “But he is.”

      And that was the truth. He was different; everyone in the realm knew it. Ryker was one of the few amsirah who could wield four out of the five weather elements.

      Most other aristocrats couldn’t do that. I could, something I kept hidden from most, but so many, including my parents, could only wield one or two weathers.

      Having control over three weathers was considered a powerful gift, but four of them… well, four made for something truly special in our world. And all five… no one could wield all five… until me.

      If anyone found out what I could do, since our abilities ran along genetic lines, I’d probably be married off or bred as soon as possible, and I wouldn’t be anyone’s bride or conquest. I’d die first.

      Immortals almost always married for love and some, like the vampires and lycans, had fated mates. The amsirah didn’t have such a thing, but we did love deeply when we fell for another. My parents certainly did.

      However, I didn’t put it past the King or the aristocrats to force me into a binding commitment with one of them if they ever learned the truth of my abilities. There was a price to pay for being the only weather elemental man or woman ever to wield all five, and I refused to pay it. If I were a man, I’d be a powerful force in this realm, but as a woman, I’d be nothing more than a tool for a wealthy man.

      Either that, or they’d fear me and kill me because of it.

      I shoved those concerns back into the dark recesses of my mind, where they belonged. I’d made it this far without exposing my abilities, and I would make sure it stayed that way.

      There were far more important things to focus on… like hiding this money. We had to ensure no one found it before we got it into the hands of those who deserved it most.

      From somewhere to my right, a twig snapped. Lifting my bow from the ground, I removed an arrow from where Scarlet had dropped my quiver and nocked it as Scarlet’s eyes, locked over my right shoulder, widened.

      Gritting my teeth, I stayed low as I spun, took aim at where the sound came from, and spotted the karadu. The creature, the size of a small bear, had a long snout and bristly, patchy brown hair all over its compact body.

      Tusks protruded from beside its snout, and two sharp teeth rose from its bottom jaw to stick into the air. Its claws churned the earth as it stalked toward us with its red eyes blazing.

      Its rotund belly swayed with every step, but I didn’t kid myself into thinking it would slow this creature down. The karadu was full and weighted down, but these things killed for pleasure, and if it succeeded in slaughtering one of us, it would gladly store our bodies to eat them later.

      I wasn’t about to let that happen. With a squeal, the creature burst into motion and barreled toward us with the current occupant of its belly sloshing back and forth.

      The karadu was fifteen feet away when I released my arrow. It whistled as it shot through the air and straight into one of its beady red eyes.

      The karadu squealed as its legs shot out, and it plowed into the ground. Dirt and debris kicked out from underneath it as it skidded to a halt a few feet away.

      It released a chuff of breath before going completely still. Rising, I planted my foot against the creature’s head and tore the arrow free. I examined the bolt to ensure it was still useable before sliding it back into my quiver.

      “Let’s go,” I said to Scarlet.

      Together, we lifted the chest and carried it to a nearby tree we often used to hide things. At the tree’s base was a small door that Scarlet opened.

      It had been a while since I’d seen a pixie in Tempest. I didn’t know why they’d left, but the abandoned pixie home was my favorite hiding spot and big enough to slide the chest inside.

      I closed and locked the door before resting my hand against it. I hated leaving such a treasure trove behind, but we’d used this spot before and never lost any of our treasures.

      “Now what?” Scarlet asked.

      “Now, we change and head to The Hollows. We have to figure out the best way to disperse it without getting caught.”

      Usually, we left bags of money scattered throughout the town, but there was too much inside the chest for us to do that. Or maybe not; maybe we could disperse it in our normal way, but it would take more time.

      And the longer it took, the more likely someone could stumble across the chest and take it. Also, the contents of the chest could fill hundreds of the satchels we normally used, and we didn’t have hundreds of them.

      We would figure it out, but until then, we had to get out of these woods.
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      I stopped at the edge of the first huts on the road to Nottingshire. It had been a couple of years since I was last in this part of the realm, and things had changed.

      When I was younger, I would come here for fun, adventure, gambling, drinks, women, and to escape my father. Later, I came to release some pressure from training in Leo’s military.

      Then, Nottingshire had smelled of excitement and freedom. Now, all I detected was dirt, body odor, animals, and desperation.

      This had always been where those who had little resided, and now, they had less than before. Nottingshire had gone from an atmosphere of revelry to a subdued place for those struggling and failing to survive.

      The poor masses huddled around booths, scampered through the streets, and shouted their wares as horses clomped up and down the urine-and-feces-riddled roads. Here, the streets consisted of mud that was supposed to be hard-packed dirt, but spring’s rainy season had changed that.

      As if determined to make the streets worse, dark clouds gathered on the horizon as a storm rolled across the land. Lightning flashed in the distance, but it would be a while before the storm made it this far.

      It was almost impossible to step anywhere that didn’t have animal shit, but I’d walked in far worse during the Ghoul War and while in Doomed Valley. Still, I loathed the sloshing sound of the mud sucking at my boots; it reminded me too much of the blood-drenched fields of a war that had taken far too much from Tempest, its residents, and me.

      Women’s skirts swished around me, and the horses’ hooves splashed through the mud as wagons clattered down the road; most of them looked ready to lose a wheel. Their spokes sagged, and the horses or oxen pulling them looked about to die.

      Some residents cast curious glances my way, but most were so ensconced in their misery that they didn’t notice me. My eyes roved over the town as I walked past the sagging storefronts, taverns, gambling halls, and sex dens.

      As I made my way toward the center of Nottingshire, I came across the large rotary in the middle of town. At the center of it was a chipped fountain that no longer spewed water from the mouths of the dragons.

      Two of the four dragons were missing chunks of their wings, while the wings of the third had completely fallen off. The fourth was still intact, but eventually, time would break it down too.

      It had been centuries since someone spotted a dragon in Tempest, but this decaying statue remained a testament to the creatures whose queen ruled all the realms. I’d recently returned from her wedding to the king of the dark fae.

      Dragonia had been a bustling place full of activity and thriving under its new rulers. Tempest was a stark contrast to that prosperous realm.

      The Ghoul War and the loss of Tempest’s king had left my realm in rough shape; I didn’t know how to fix it… or if I wanted to try. I’d been fighting for years, and all it had gotten me was nightmares, scars, and the loss of far too many I cared about… including my king.

      I’d promised Leo I would look out for Tempest when I returned, but I was tired of fighting. I’d helped drive the ghouls from our realm, but that was the only thing I’d succeeded in doing.

      Music spilled through the open doors of a tavern I passed. It drifted through the air to mingle with the voices of those selling their merchandise.

      I’d heard that same music the last time I was here and knew it belonged to a pretty amsirah who had proven to be a fun way to pass the time, but I had no intention of stopping to enjoy the show. I’d come here with a purpose, as another WANTED poster nailed to the wall of a merchant’s booth reminded me.

      I pulled out the poster in my pocket and compared it to the first; they were identical. A gruff voice came from beside me. “Throw it away.”

      I glanced at the smaller man standing next to me. Obviously, he hadn’t bothered to take in the quality of my brown pants, shirt, and boots, or he would have seen I wasn’t one of them.

      The man’s eyes went from the poster to me as his gaze ran over me, and his jaw tightened. A muscle twitched in his cheek when he glanced at the poster in my hands.

      “We don’t report the Hooded Robber,” the man hissed.

      I lifted an eyebrow at the animosity behind his words. If the man had a bigger set of balls, I was certain he’d rip the paper from me, but he kept himself restrained, probably because it might be the move that got him killed.

      “Then what do you do with the Hooded Robber?” I couldn’t keep the annoyance from my voice as I asked this question.

      The man glanced at the WANTED sign before turning and slipping into the crowd. My teeth ground together as I crumpled the poster and threw it away.

      I needed to find someone here to help me find this thieving bastard, but as I glanced around, the amsirah closest to me looked hastily away before scampering into the crowd.

      Is there really no one here who will help me?

      The possibility had never occurred to me when I descended into Nottingshire. Bending, I snatched the crumpled poster from the ground and unfolded it.

      Lifting it, I pitched my voice to carry over the crowd. “If anyone has any information about the Hooded Robber, I, Ryker of Locksley, will double the reward if it leads to his capture!”

      The crowd slowed, and many of them stopped to stare at me. A murmur went through them as their heads bent closer together.

      I felt the pulse of their excitement as my words spread through them and further into the town. Soon, everyone in Nottingshire would learn of my offer.

      “You all know who I am and that I can afford it. Bring me information, and I will reward you!”

      I waited for someone to come forward, but after another minute, they returned to their day. I glanced from them to the poster and back again. What did this criminal have over them?

      I crumpled the poster again and leaned against the wall while debating my options. Then, through the crowd, I glimpsed a beautiful face before it vanished. Its familiarity haunted me.

      How do I know her?

      Stepping away from the wall, I tossed the poster aside and slipped into the crowd in pursuit of the woman.
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      “Come wrestle the giant! Take on the great monstrosity and win!”

      I twisted to the side to avoid the crowd swarming the makeshift wrestling ring in the empty lot off the side of the road. I’d seen the ring before; it had become a popular pastime over the last two years, but this call to take on the giant was new.

      Pausing, I turned to watch as the crowd pushed closer to the ring. A murmur went through the mob, and their talk grew more excited.

      A body suddenly flew over the top of the ropes and bounced across the road to land near one of the buildings. The crowd laughed as the call to take on the giant started again.

      Amused and curious, I looked to Scarlet before jerking my head toward the stage. She shook her head, but I had to see what was happening.

      Turning sideways, I pushed through the crowd. Having spent a lot of time in The Hollows, I was used to the smells of this place and the unwashed immortals, but having so many crowding me was a little overwhelming. I’d bet half of them hadn’t bathed in a week and the other half in a month.

      Trying not to breathe through my nose, I finally broke through the crowd to get to the side of the stage. When I got there, I laughed as I took in the giant on the stage.

      While he wasn’t an actual giant, as they stood at least a hundred feet tall, the man was well over seven feet tall and had to weigh at least three hundred and fifty pounds. He was by far the biggest man I’d ever seen.

      “Come, take on Ianto the Giant!”

      If giants didn’t exist, I suspected this man might be the tallest immortal in all the realms. His shaggy brown hair framed a handsome face with a broad nose and full lips.

      His brown skin shone with sweat from his efforts, but he wasn’t breathing hard and didn’t look like he’d overexerted himself by tossing the man out of the ring. If his warm smile was any indication, this man was having the time of his life.

      “Come on!” he called as he waved his hands, beckoning his next victim to join him on the stage.

      At first, it didn’t seem like he would get any more opponents, but a group of young men across the way were pushing each other as they tried to talk one of them into getting on stage. I recognized a few of the men; they were my age and used to come to the manor to attend school when they were younger.

      My mother was determined that all the kids near our manor receive an education. She taught some classes and was the first to tend to wounded knees.

      She ensured every child who went through her one-room schoolhouse could read better than most nobles by the time they left. But that was when we had more help at the manor and she had more time.

      Now, she’d shuttered the schoolhouse, and it had been a year since a child sat at one of the desks, as our focus had shifted to keeping the manor running, the crops tended, and our breeding program with the horses functioning. Without all those things, we would lose our home.

      One of the boys, a handsome man with pale blond hair and green eyes, clambered underneath the bottom rope and onto the stage. Callan.

      He was a year older than me and had always been a bit of a tease and flirt. He’d enjoyed being the center of attention and was friends with everyone.

      But what I remembered most about him was how he played the lute and the kiss we’d shared beneath the red willow in my yard. It was my first kiss, a stolen moment with the most handsome and popular boy in school, that made me feel special.

      I doubt he recalled it, but I did, and heat crept up my neck from the memory. It hadn’t been an earth-shattering kiss. It was awkward, and I didn’t expect to have his tongue in my mouth, which almost made me gag, but I went along with it and eventually managed to feel warm and fuzzy like I was supposed to.

      The kiss ended almost as soon as it began, and then we’d stood and stared at each other until one of his friends called to him, and he took off. He moved on to other girls while I moved on to thievery.

      Of the two of us, I’d guess most would have bet Callan would end up the criminal instead of me, but life had a way of becoming something completely unexpected. And I was the thief while Callan continued to play his music while traveling through the towns.

      That awkward kiss didn’t mean I couldn’t root for him against the giant, but everyone here knew Callan didn’t have a chance. Still, cheering was fun when the barker shouted at them to start wrestling.

      Callan and the giant circled each other as they stayed to the outside of the ring. The giant kept his feet apart and stomped them while grinning at Callan. Each powerful blow of his feet caused the ring to shake, and the crowd chuckled as Callan bounced across the mat.

      After a minute of circling, the crowd started getting antsy and shouted at Callan and the giant to get on with it. The giant didn’t care about this turn of events, but Callan glanced anxiously around when the crowd started turning on him.

      The crowd’s catcalls weren’t the kind of baiting he could resist, and unfortunately, it would cost him the match—something that was proven a second later when Callan rushed the giant and the man stepped out of his way.

      Callan crashed into the ropes and staggered back. Before he could fall on his ass, the giant bent, grabbed his ankle, and plucked him off the ground.

      The crowd laughed as Callan dangled in the air, his hands flailing while his tunic fell to cover his face. His muffled cries filled the air as he hung from the giant’s massive hand and the crowd laughed.

      I smiled but didn’t laugh as loudly as the rest of the crowd. When the giant swung Callan back and forth before heaving him over the ropes, the crowd parted to let him plop onto the street in a tangle of limbs and clothes.

      His friends picked him up as the laughter grew, and the giant waved his hands in response to the cheers, encouraging them to be louder. The noise intensified until it rebounded off the homes and echoed all around us.

      When Callan jumped to his feet and threw his hands in the air, the crowd cheered while he bowed in every direction. He somehow managed to look elegant and dignified despite having been tossed on his ass.

      I laughed as the giant boomed out, “Are you ready for round two, young fellow?”

      Callan stopped bowing. “I only go in for one tossing a day… unless it’s with a woman.”

      The crowd laughed again as the giant guffawed. “Who’s next?”
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