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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      Dirt kicked out from under Adira’s hooves as I pulled back on the reins and she skidded to a halt in front of the manor. My head spun, my stomach rolled, and I was barely off her back before I bent over and threw up.

      I shook as my body tried to purge itself of all the horror and wrongness tearing it apart, but it was impossible. I wouldn’t dispel the emotions tearing at my insides that easily.

      “Lery!”

      Scarlet’s hands fell on my shoulders as more bile spewed from me, but I could never get rid of how wrong I felt. They’d taken my mother, thrown her into a prison carriage, and driven her to the palace.

      And to free her, I would need five thousand carisle… or, more likely, a miracle.

      The force of my heaving caused tears to stream from my eyes, but my broken heart would have made them fall anyway. They’d taken her because of me.

      They took her because I made the mistake of falling in love with Ryker, the duke’s son. The man had come to me, threatened me, and pushed us apart, but knowing I’d ended things with his son wasn’t good enough for him.

      The duke also wanted me to suffer. He intended to show me how much power he had in Tempest and how easily he could take everything I loved. I didn’t have his son; on the duke’s orders, and because of my secrets, I’d pushed Ryker away to protect my mother, and it was all for nothing.

      Nothing!

      The duke had still taken my mother and shattered my heart by doing so. I’d also hurt Ryker, the one immortal who deserved it the least.

      Maybe we hadn’t professed to love each other, and I didn’t know if Ryker felt as deeply for me as I did for him, but he did care for me. He’d told me things about himself and his life that he’d never told another; Ryker had trusted me, and I’d shattered his trust.

      I’d done what the duke told me to do, and he’d taken my mother anyway!

      “Lery.” Scarlet rubbed my back. “It’s okay. We’ll get her back.”

      With the back of my hand, I wiped away my snot and tears as I tried to pull myself together. Vomiting and sobbing like a baby weren’t the answers to getting my mother back, but I didn’t know how to accomplish that.

      “We don’t have five thousand carisle,” I whispered.

      “I know.”

      My stomach roiled, but I managed to keep from puking again, probably because there was nothing left to throw up. With my hands on my knees and my head bent, I struggled to keep my mind from spinning in several directions.

      I had to get myself under control and think. I had to fix this… somehow.

      But how? HOW?

      When I stood up, a wave of dizziness assailed me. I managed to keep from falling over by planting my feet apart, but I swayed as I stood there.

      Scarlet’s warm brown eyes swam before me as I stared at my best friend. Worry creased her forehead and pinched her lips together. Strands of dark red hair had fallen from her braid to frame her pretty face.

      “They took her to the palace,” I said.

      “So, the duke had nothing to do with this.”

      But I knew that wasn’t true. He had everything to do with this. They’d taken her to the palace and the king, but I didn’t doubt Ryker’s father was behind this.

      I focused on the Revenant Woods, that haunted, shadowed place I knew so well. I’d grown up amongst the trees, ghosts, and monsters who thrived in the forest.

      I’d also fallen in love with the duke’s son in those woods… a mistake my mother was now paying for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      My chest constricted, but I somehow managed to keep breathing as my ribs crushed my lungs. Just think. Just think.

      “I can’t make that much money by becoming the Hooded Robber again,” I murmured.

      Before, I’d justified my stealing because I was helping others, but now, I’d only be helping myself. And my mother.

      “It would take at least a month or maybe more to steal that much money,” I continued.

      “The most we ever stole was from Ryker.”

      “Which was about three thousand carisle.”

      “And more than double what we’d ever stolen from anyone else.”

      I rubbed my temples as I recalled the chest full of money; that damn chest I couldn’t resist stealing. When I opened it, I’d almost drooled over all the carisle within.

      For a time, that money helped bring some relief and joy to the residents of The Hollows and other towns before Ryker tracked it, and me, down. I’d managed to escape him, and he still didn’t know I was the Hooded Robber, but he’d reclaimed his money.

      “We got lucky when we stole from Ryker,” I murmured. “Or completely unlucky.”

      When I stole it, I set all this in motion, and it culminated in a broken heart for me and prison for my mother.

      “We robbed for months before we stole that much money,” I continued.

      “Before Ryker, we probably didn’t get a combined total from all our other robberies as much as we received from him.”

      I yearned to sit down and cry, but I couldn’t. I had to work through this, figure it out, and move to free my mother.

      “I haven’t stolen in months, but anyone with money still avoids the woods. What little anyone in the forest does carry with them won’t get my mother out of prison,” I said. “And if the Hooded Robber returns to stealing after being on hiatus for a couple of months, and I show up at the palace with five thousand carisle….”

      “It wouldn’t look good,” Scarlet said when my voice trailed off.

      “I don’t think King Ivan is smart enough to put two and two together, or at least not attentive enough as he’s mostly focused on himself, but the duke and Ryker might notice.”

      Ryker would notice any new activity from the Hooded Robber. He’d been hunting me for months. When I stole his money, it changed his life and mine; it also made Ryker determined to hunt down the amsirah who robbed him.

      I hadn’t seen him in a couple of weeks, but I was sure he was still hunting the Hooded Robber. If I started stealing again, he’d stalk the woods for me, and it would only be a matter of time before he found me again.

      He believed the Robber was a man because of my lightning-bearer ability. He might start thinking differently if the return of the robberies coincided with them taking my mother. Once he put two and two together, he would come for me.

      I could turn myself in to King Ivan. They’d taken my mother to the palace, which meant he would decide her fate.

      If I went to the king and revealed I was a lightning bearer, it might give me some leverage. After he got over his shock at learning a female lightning bearer existed when none ever had before, he might….

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      Might what? What would he do?

      He’d find a way to use me to his advantage, of that I was certain, whether it was to breed me or to turn me into one of his minions, I didn’t know and couldn’t think about it. If it could somehow get my mother free…

      I’ll do it. I’ll do anything.

      But there was no guarantee I could get her free by revealing such a thing, and if I did, Ryker would learn the truth about who I was. He was the only one, besides me, who knew the Hooded Robber was also a lightning bearer. My mother knew I was a lightning bearer but didn’t know I was a thief.

      But still, there had to be some way I could leverage my ability to get her free. I could never reveal my ability to control all five weather elements to the king.

      I was the only known amsirah ever to do so, and I had no idea what he’d do with that knowledge. He’d either kill me for being such an anomaly and possessing so much power or try to get children out of me.

      Our abilities were genetic. There was no guarantee a lightning bearer would produce a child, grandchild, or any other lightning bearer in their line, but there was a chance they would have a descendant who possessed the ability.

      If an amsirah didn’t have a lightning bearer in their genetic line, they couldn’t possess the ability. My great-great-great-great-great-uncle on my mother’s side was a lightning bearer. He got the ability from his great-grandfather, and we could trace it further back throughout my line.

      The ability often skipped generations for centuries before materializing in a descendent. No one knew what would happen if a female possessed it and had a child; I was sure they’d all be eager to find out.

      They might be especially excited to see what would happen if they learned I could control all five of the weathers… or petrified. I shuddered at the things they’d do to me.

      The possibility of revealing my lightning-bearer ability was terrifying enough; I could never reveal everything I could do. It would most likely result in me being used as a pawn by the assholes who’d trapped us in Tempest, but I’d do anything to free my mother.

      I’d hate to give up the only home I’d ever known and loved so much, but I would. I’d reveal everything while I tore that palace apart to free my mother. And then we’d flee... but we couldn’t escape Tempest.

      We were stuck here and at the mercy of the assholes who had imprisoned us—the king and aristocrats who paid the warlocks to keep us all here.

      I couldn’t storm the castle and get free. There was nowhere to escape to, and they’d hunt me until they had me.

      The most frustrating part of my ability to be the first to control all five weather elements was my inability to do anything with them. For years, I’d kept my powers hidden and rarely used some of them out of fear of what would happen, and now, instead of helping me, they’d only get me in more trouble.

      The idea of handing myself over to those men made my skin crawl and my stomach somersault as I swallowed back more bile. We were all at their mercy, and now they wanted five thousand carisle to free my mother.

      As I ran my fingers through my hair, I tugged at the ends as a scream built inside me and panic swirled. My chest was again squeezing the air from my lungs and blood from my heart until I was sure both would explode.

      I couldn’t breathe as my gaze darted around. It was all falling apart, and I had no control over any of it, and I was the cause of at least some of it.

      “Ellery….”

      I didn’t hear the rest of what Scarlet said as my eyes landed on one of the numerous posters lining the trees across the road from my manor. Without thinking, I started walking toward it.

      Most posters told of the king’s newest decree, which banned hunting in the Revenant Woods. One of them was still a poster about the Hooded Robber.

      Since I’d stopped robbing months ago, some of the desire to catch me had faded. I wasn’t as big of a nuisance anymore.

      But one of them still proudly declared…

      
        
        WANTED

        HOODED ROBBER

        11,000 REWARD

      

      

      I stopped before the poster and ripped it off the tree to hold it in both hands. I read it again and again as my mind spun with possibilities.

      Ten thousand of that reward money was from Ryker. He’d been so determined to catch me and willing to do whatever it took.

      And I had what he wanted more than anything.

      I no longer knew how he felt about me, but I was sure it wasn’t good. I’d never told Ryker about his father coming to see me; I never revealed that part of the reason I ended things with him was because the duke threatened him and my mother.

      I’d also ended things because I was already in love with him and falling more every day. It would tear us apart if he ever learned my secrets. The duke had been the bomb, but my secrets were the spark.

      The duke had already proven he wasn’t to be trusted, considering I’d done as he’d asked and he’d still taken my mother. Did that mean Ryker was in danger too? Or would I be putting him in danger by going to him with this?

      I didn’t know what else to do or have anywhere else to turn.

      I battled my guilt, terror, and queasiness as I stared at the poster and tried to formulate a plan… any plan that wouldn’t involve me going to Ryker, a man who most likely hated me now, but try as I might, I couldn’t think of anything. There were so few options, and all of them were bad.

      I might as well start with the option least likely to get me killed, locked away, or raped—at least, I hoped it was.

      I didn’t have any other choices or anything else to lose. I had to find Ryker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      Scarlet helped me pack supplies and gear before I mounted Adira and rode out again. Initially, I stayed on the same route the guards traversed when they took my mother to the palace, but I soon diverted from that road and headed for the duke’s castle.

      I stayed mostly out of the Revenant Woods, but I would battle anyone or anything that tried to attack us. With the king’s increased taxes and decree against hunting, more and more amsirah were moving into the woods to flee the tyrannical policies and jail.

      That meant more desperate immortals were entering the forest, and robberies were increasing. Most of those thieves were far less successful than I was. Some had found themselves in the king’s dungeon, others died, but some got away.

      I wasn’t in the mood to deal with them, poltergeists, or some other vicious creature today. I wasn’t concerned about me, but if Adira died here, her spirit would remain in the Revenant Woods… a place where the souls of anyone or anything that didn’t naturally belong became ghosts or poltergeists.

      I would avoid that fate for my beautiful mare. I could have opened a portal to the woods on the outskirts of the duke’s property and ridden her through, but I decided against doing so as opening portals weakened immortals if we did it too often, and I might have to do it again soon.

      When I arrived at the edge of the woods that looked out on the duke’s castle, I stopped Adira. Her sides heaved against my legs as I sat there, staring down the road winding toward the castle’s outer bailey.

      Within the bailey, amsirah played out their daily lives. They hawked their wares or rushed to complete whatever duty they had to fulfill for the duke.

      Set on top of a rise, the castle was a sprawling, domineering structure meant to instill fear as it towered over the land. Dozens of stone gargoyles were perched all around the roof and turrets.

      They looked prepared to swoop down and unleash death on whoever dared to enter the castle. It was said gargoyles once resided in Tempest, but that was millennia ago, and no one knew why they’d left… or if they were ever truly here. They didn’t exist in any other known realm and were believed to be mythical.

      Pixies once resided here too, but they’d left for unknown reasons. Unlike the gargoyles, there was proof pixies once lived here. I remembered seeing them.

      Lightning rods jutted up from the castle’s many rooflines and turrets. The sun’s rays glinted off the three moats surrounding the massive structure.

      When he built this place, the duke wasn’t seeking beauty or grace. Instead, he’d sought to intimidate all who looked upon Locke castle and succeeded.

      Outside the looming structure, rolling green farmland ran up and down hills as far as I could see. Many different animals and livestock grazed in the fields or sought shade in the trees at the edges of the property.

      The late June sun beating down on the land warmed it as the afternoon crept on. Soon, it would be too hot for the animals to be out of the shade at this time of day, but for now, they were still enjoying the sun.

      The lush crops, animals, and verdant grass were the only inviting things about this place. Ryker hated it, and it was easy to see why.

      The road cut through two sections of the field, and three riders left the castle to approach the woods. They were far enough away that I wasn’t concerned they’d see me dismount and lead Adira deeper into the trees.

      I found a place where I could watch the castle while she munched on a large patch of grass sprouting in a small clearing. I didn’t bother to tie her to anything; she wouldn’t wander far from me, and she had to be free to run if something attacked.

      As I worked to establish a small camp, I kept an eye on the castle but stayed out of view of anyone on the ramparts. Even if I could open a portal into the castle, I wouldn’t dare. If the duke found me in there, he’d destroy me, burn down my manor, and kill my mother.

      However, opening a portal into the structure wasn’t an option. Almost every home I knew had a witch or warlock spell or amulet that made it impossible for anyone, who wasn’t on the list of acceptable immortals, to open a portal into or out of a home that wasn’t theirs.

      No, I’d have to sit and wait until Ryker emerged from the castle. After that, all I could do was hope to catch him, and then… and then, I had no idea what would happen.

      I tried not to think about it while I worked, but I couldn’t stop once I finished and settled in for a long wait. None of my thoughts were good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      After five days passed without any sign of Ryker, I had to return to the manor. I trusted Scarlet’s family to run things while I was gone, but it was difficult enough for six of us to keep up with everything, never mind only having four doing so.

      I also needed supplies, a bath, and a new plan, as this one wasn’t working. It took everything I had to climb back on Adira and ride away from the castle; I was convinced Ryker would ride out on his stallion, Xanthus, as soon as I abandoned my post, but I was beginning to question if he was there.

      Ryker hated his father and the castle. There was no way he’d stay inside it for five days without leaving.

      He could be opening portals in and out to wherever he was going, but he also enjoyed riding Xanthus. The other day, I’d spotted the beautiful, headstrong stallion in one of the lower fields.

      When he moved out of view, I considered repositioning myself to keep an eye on the horse, but I couldn’t do so without risk of exposing myself to someone in the castle. The second that happened, it would all be over.

      I had no idea what to make of Xanthus in the lower field. Had Ryker turned him loose to enjoy himself while he was away somewhere? Was Ryker in the castle?

      Ultimately, it didn’t matter; I had to return to the manor and devise another way to contact Ryker. And I had to do it soon as they’d had my mother locked away for five days.

      Scarlet’s father emerged from the greenhouse when I arrived at the manor. Sadness crept over his handsome features as he strode across the yard toward me. The sun glinted off his bright red hair, something his son and daughter inherited from him.

      Tall and lean, Fletcher Willson was born on this property. Before he took over, his father managed the property until his death.

      When Fletcher met his wife, he brought her here to live, and they settled into one of the smaller cottages. After a rogue lycan killed his father and mother, Fletcher moved into the larger property manager’s home and still resided there with his family.

      The lycan attack happened before I was born, but my father had told me it was a bleak time in the manor’s history as well as in the realm. The lycan slaughtered nearly fifty amsirah before it was killed.

      The crazed wolf had lost its mate and probably didn’t know what it was doing as it unleashed its despair on the land. However, it still had to be destroyed.

      Fletcher Willson had worked on the manor for over a century and loved this place as much as I did—I could tell by the tired slope of his shoulders, dirty clothes, and hands that he’d been working harder than ever to keep the place running.

      Guilt tugged at me as he stopped in front of me. I’d been so consumed with saving my mother that I hadn’t stopped to think about the manor or the immortals I’d left behind to ensure it didn’t go to ruin.

      “Ellery,” he greeted.

      “Mr. Fletcher.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched toward a smile and his brown eyes, so similar to Scarlet’s, twinkled before the light faded from them again. By all rights, he should be calling me milady, Miss Marian, or Miss Ellery as all the other workers who once toiled here had.

      It was also the custom of all the other manors in the realm, but since I’d run in and out of his house since Scarlet and I could walk, it didn’t feel fitting to have him do so. As I got older, he told me to call him Fletcher, but it never felt right.

      He was a good, kind man who’d yelled at me when I did things wrong, chased Scarlet and me with a broom more times than I could count, and tended to numerous scrapes and bruises. When I was a child, he’d always been Mr. Fletcher to me and would remain so.

      “Any word on your mother?” he asked.

      “I haven’t visited the palace to speak with them about her. I’ve been trying to find help but haven’t succeeded.” My voice broke, and I swallowed the lump in it before continuing. “And while I’m failing, she’s sitting in a cell.”

      He rested his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it. “We’re going to get her back.”

      I wanted to believe him, but I didn’t know how when I was quickly running out of options. There was someone who might know where Ryker was, or at least how to get in touch with him, and I would go to speak with him as soon as I showered and changed. If that failed, I didn’t know what I would do.

      I should go now, as I doubted Tucker cared what I smelled and looked like, but I couldn’t stand the stench of myself anymore. If I could, I’d also sleep, as I was exhausted and hungry.

      I’d been so concerned I’d miss Ryker coming home or leaving the castle that I’d barely slept in the woods. I’d love to lie down and sleep the rest of the day away, if not the rest of the month, but that wasn’t possible.

      “I’m failing her,” I whispered.

      “You’re doing the best you can, Ellery. This isn’t your fault.”

      Tears stung my eyes. “But it is.”

      “No. It’s. Not. This is the fault of greedy, vicious, vindictive men; it isn’t yours.”

      “The duke⁠—”

      “I understand about the duke; that still doesn’t make this your fault.”

      I blinked away the tears rapidly forming in my eyes as I resisted throwing my arms around him and crying. While he’d always been like an uncle to me, we weren’t on hugging terms.

      Plus, if I started crying now, I’d never stop, and I didn’t have time for that. However, even if I didn’t deserve it, his understanding meant more to me than he’d ever know.

      I probably wouldn’t get that understanding if he knew I was the Hooded Robber and his daughter had helped me with it, but I couldn’t feel any more guilty than I already did. If I saved my mother, I could work on hating myself for that too, but not today.

      “How are things here?” I croaked out.

      He released my shoulder. “It’s tough, but we’re making our way through. Thankfully, the crops are mostly established and growing well, and we managed to get most of the repairs from the magnetic storm done before this happened. Don’t worry about what’s happening here; we’re taking care of everything. If you need help getting your mother back, we’re here for you.”

      “Thank you. Keeping this place going is the biggest help; I hope you know how much I appreciate all you and your family do.”

      “This place means a lot to us.”

      “I know. Where’s Scarlet?”

      “She went into The Hollows to sell some honey. She should be back soon.”

      “I’m going to shower and change before going to speak with someone; I’m hoping they can help.”

      “We’ll be here when you return.”

      This time, I gave in and threw my arms around him. I embraced him, but as he raised his arms to hug me back, I stepped away.

      “Thank you, Mr. Fletcher. Could you please take Adira to the stables for me?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’ll see you all again soon. I won’t be gone as long this time.”

      “Take whatever time you need.”

      I knew he meant that, but I was out of options if Tucker couldn’t help me find Ryker. I couldn’t spend more time camping outside the duke’s castle while Mr. Fletcher and his family ran the manor.

      If Tucker couldn’t help me, I’d have to find another way to save my mother, but after five days of thinking about it, I could only come up with the idea of sacrificing myself. I’d do it if necessary.

      Turning away, my bow and quiver bounced against my back as I jogged across the lawn to the front steps of my home. Without my mother here, it didn’t feel as warm and inviting when I opened the door.

      The darkness inside, its musty scent from being shut up, and its lack of cooking aromas all hammered home that my mother wasn’t here. I stood in the shadows, surveying the house that had ceased feeling like one.

      Once I get her back, it will be a home again.

      With that resolve in mind, I ran upstairs to shower and change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      I opted to travel by portal this time and didn’t take Adira into the forest with me. I planned on going to Tucker’s camp, where he stayed with other amsirah who had fled their homes for the Revenant Woods. There was no reason for the mare to enter the haunted forest again.

      My hair was still damp, and my weapons were in place, when I opened a portal from my bedroom to emerge at the edge of the clearing Tucker and his followers had created in the woods. Since the last time I was here, they’d cut down more trees and built more tree houses.

      The group looked to have swelled to almost fifty, but there could be more hunting in the woods or in the tree houses. They’d added a pen and erected a barn.

      Some sheep baaed from within the pen while chickens pecked the ground around it. A separate pen contained a dozen calazars, the small brown creatures native to Tempest that had been tamed into livestock and were delicious when cooked.

      Goats stood in a separate pen, and a horse stuck its head out of the barn. The amsirah living here were turning this place into a little town.

      The thuds of a hammer striking nails reverberated through the clearing as some amsirah worked to build another tree house. A dozen more stood guard while others tossed food for the chickens and tended the goats.

      Across the way, ten amsirah practiced with bows and arrows. Unlike the last time I was here, Tucker had given them arrows to shoot at the targets he’d created in the woods. Bow strings twanged, and arrows thudded as the amsirah trained to become fighters.

      These men and women loathed the king. Most had been simple farmers, workers, merchants, or wanderers who bounced from one job to another. Then, unable to pay their taxes, they were driven from their homes and livelihoods and turned into fighters.

      I hoped these amsirah one day made King Ivan pay for his choices. I didn’t know how they would do it, but they were becoming warriors under Tucker’s guidance.

      Tucker, a tall, lean man with thick stubble lining his high cheekbones and narrow jaw, walked behind the amsirah as they practiced archery. Sometimes, he paused to fix how one held a bow, lifted their hands higher, or adjusted their stance.

      It had been over a month since I last saw him. In that time, his dark blond hair had grown past the collar of his shirt.

      I looked around the clearing but didn’t see Ryker anywhere. I didn’t let that dissuade me; Tucker probably knew where he was.

      When I emerged from the shadows, one of the guards noticed me and did a double take. He stepped toward me, and I held up my hand in a pacifying gesture.

      “I mean no harm; I’m just here to speak with Tucker.”

      He shifted his grip on the spear. I couldn’t recall him from the last time I was here, so he could be new, but I also hadn’t met everyone.

      “I’ve been here before,” I continued. “How else would I know your location?”

      The man grunted.

      “I came with Ryker last time.”

      “How come you’re not with him now?”

      That was a lot of history I wasn’t about to unload on this guy, but his words intrigued me. Had Ryker returned here since the man remembered him?

      “Because I’m allowed to walk the woods freely and came by myself,” I retorted.

      When his eyes narrowed further, I wasn’t sure he could see out of them anymore.

      “Look, I’m not here to argue; I’m going to talk to Tucker, and I’m not leaving until I do,” I told him. “You can drag me into the woods, but I’ll return.”

      I rested my hand against the bottom of my bow; I was better with it than everyone here, including Tucker. I couldn’t kill them all, and didn’t want to, but I could incapacitate more than a few.

      If push came to shove, I’d unleash my lightning on them too, if it meant getting to Ryker. No one in this clearing could help me with the king and his father, but he could, and I would do whatever it took to find him.

      I’d much prefer to keep my lightning a secret for the rest of my life. I doubted it would happen, but I could hope.

      When I stepped forward, the guard moved to block me, and my fingers twitched on my bow. I wouldn’t mind shooting an arrow straight into his foot to keep him in place, but making enemies here wasn’t the best way to get help.

      Taking a deep breath, I forced a smile that was more like a baring of my teeth as I shouted, “Tucker!”

      When the guard’s lips curled into a sneer, I grinned at him. I didn’t dare take my gaze away from the man, but I saw Tucker turn toward us from the corner of my eye.

      Irritation swiftly replaced the confusion on his face. He stalked across the clearing toward me and the guard.

      I kept my chin high and my jaw set. This was going to be ugly, but I’d get through it.

      I would again pay the price for what I’d done to Ryker, this time, with his best friend. No matter what Tucker said or did, I wouldn’t leave here without learning Ryker’s location.
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      Turning away from the guard, I kept my chin high and shoulders back as Tucker stopped before me. I contemplated releasing my bow as a muscle in his jaw twitched, and he glared at me.

      He was furious, but being defensive against him wouldn’t help me. Besides, no matter how mad he was at me, he wouldn’t harm me.

      Ryker may hate me now, and Tucker too, but neither of them would want to see me dead… I hoped. My fingers briefly tightened on my bow before I released it.

      The last time I saw Tucker, things were far different between us. Then, he’d grinned at me and asked, “And you’ll take care of him?”

      I hadn’t known how to respond, so I’d nodded. But I hadn’t taken care of Ryker.

      Ryker and Tucker shared a deep bond forged through suffering and desperation to survive the torment of the ophidians while so many of their friends perished. They were closer than friends, possibly closer than brothers, and while Tucker had liked me at first, he didn’t now.

      I didn’t blame him, and I did understand, but I also didn’t care. My mother’s life was on the line; he could hate me, but he wouldn’t stand in my way of saving her.

      “You’re not welcome here,” Tucker stated.

      “Is Ryker here?”

      “No.”

      “Where is he?”

      I didn’t ask if Tucker knew where he was; I was certain he did.

      “He’s not here.”

      “Then where?”

      Tucker crossed his arms over his chest and clamped his lips together. He didn’t speak again as he stared at me.

      He was finally the one to break the silence. “Don’t come back here, Ellery.”

      “I’m not leaving until I talk to him.”

      He turned toward the guard. “Get her out of here. If she comes back, stick an arrow in her ass.”

      My hand fell to my dagger’s handle when the guard approached me. “If you touch me, I’ll cut off your hand. I’m not kidding.”

      The man hesitated before glancing at Tucker. These amsirah were displaced from their homes; they were angry and willing to kill for this small piece of security they’d found in the forest, but they were also farmers, merchants, and laborers who weren’t used to fighting and especially not a woman.

      “Don’t make this harder than it has to be, Ellery,” Tucker warned.

      “Then tell me where he is.”

      “No. Now go.”

      When Tucker turned and started walking away, panic spurred me forward. The guard reached for me, but I shoved his hand away and unsheathed my dagger.

      When I waved it at him, he backed away enough that I skirted past him and rushed after Tucker. Immortals turned to watch as I chased him; a few drew their weapons, but none came after me.

      “Tucker, wait!” I gasped. “I have to speak to him.”

      “Go home, Ellery.”

      “No.”

      I caught up to him and, grabbing his arm, jerked him around. The look on his face was pure malice as his mouth twisted into a snarl.
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      “The duke took my mother!” I blurted. “He’s had her imprisoned, and I have to get her back.”

      He blinked at me as my words sank in and he relaxed beneath my hand.

      “His father came to me while Ryker was visiting his mother’s property,” I rushed to get out. I’d made a dent in Tucker’s armor, and I would hammer at it. “He threatened me, my mother, and Ryker. The duke told me he’d imprison my mother if I didn’t end things with Ryker.

      “He told me he’d be the first to rape her and would ensure she continued to endure such brutality every day for the rest of her life. He also threatened to imprison Ryker. I couldn’t let them suffer because of me, but he… he….”

      When my voice broke, I cursed myself. I would not cry. I would not fall apart when I was closer than ever to finding Ryker.

      “He took her anyway. The king’s guards came, put her in one of those prison carriages, and took her to the palace,” I said. “They want five thousand carisle to free her.”

      Tucker had been softening toward me, but at my words, confusion marred his brow. “Then it was the king who took her.”

      “No, it was the duke. I know it was him.”

      Tucker’s jaw worked back and forth as his eyes went from me to the forest and back again. “What do you expect Ryker to do?”

      “I need his help to free her, and someone should warn him. If the duke broke his word and came for my mother, then… then… he could go for Ryker too. That man…”—I glanced at the woods as I couldn’t look him in the eye anymore—”is a monster.”

      “There are many monsters in this realm.”

      I gulped and looked at him again. “You don’t have to be one of them. I messed up with Ryker. No one knows that more than me, but he’s the only one who might be able to help me. Where is he, Tucker?”

      “So, you’re after his money.”

      I struggled not to recoil as Tucker went for the jugular. I didn’t blame him, but I was already bleeding. “You know I’m not.”

      “Then what would you call it?”

      I’d had enough. I understood he was protecting his friend, but so was I… or at least I was trying to. “Do you think I want to be here? Do you think I wanted any of this to happen? What was I supposed to do after his father came to me? I did what I thought would keep us all safe; I was wrong. My mother is the one paying for that. Unlike me, she’s innocent in all of this.

      “I couldn’t go to Ryker with what happened with his father because I was afraid of putting him in danger. I wanted to tell him; believe me, he’s the only one I wanted to turn to with all this, but though he’s a lightning bearer, we both know his father possesses the power in this realm. He’s already trapped Ryker here with the rest of us when he could have made it so his son could leave the realm.”

      My voice broke, and tears burned my eyes again, but I wouldn’t cry. All of that was true, but I also hadn’t gone to Ryker because of my secrets and lies.

      “You didn’t go to Ryker when you lost your home,” I reminded him. “He would have helped you, but you chose to live here instead.”

      Tucker stared at me for a minute before his shoulders slumped, his head bowed, and he ran a hand through his hair. “How long have they had your mother?”

      “Five days. I’m not after his money; I need money to save her, but I’ll do whatever it takes to get his money back to him, plus some.”

      “He’s not going to take your money, Ellery.”

      “I don’t care what he takes or demands from me, Tucker. I’ll do anything to free her. If he doesn’t help me, I’ll give them our manor.”

      I’d hand myself over to them before handing over our home, but he couldn’t know that. If I gave them our manor, then my mother and Scarlet’s family would be homeless because of me, and I wasn’t going to let that happen. This whole mess was my fault; I’d do anything to keep them from suffering too.

      “What would you do without your farm?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. It would devastate my mother to lose it. It’s all she has left of my father, and she’s worked so hard to keep it running, but at least she wouldn’t be in a dungeon. I’ll offer to take her place in the dungeon first, but I don’t think the duke will accept the trade. He wants me to suffer, and the best way to ensure that is to punish my mother.”

      “Offering yourself to them won’t do anyone any good.” Tucker tugged at his hair before sighing. “He won’t be happy to see you.”

      “I know.”

      “Wait here while I go get him.”
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      I stood back as Tucker opened a portal and walked into it. He’d told me to stay here, but everything in me screamed to go after him.

      If he went alone, he wouldn’t return with Ryker; I was certain of it. Ryker wouldn’t be as sympathetic to my plight as Tucker, and I had to talk to him myself. Even if he said no, I’d know I’d done everything I could to save my mother before going to the palace… with myself as a sacrifice.

      Tucker had started to disappear when I dashed into the portal and emerged only a few feet away from him. When he turned to close the opening, he spotted me and grimaced. “I told you to wait.”

      “I couldn’t. He won’t come back with you.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and glowered at me. “I’m doing you a favor.”

      “I have to talk to him face-to-face.”

      His expression told me I’d incinerated my tiny bridge with Tucker, but Ryker was my last hope, and I wouldn’t let it go without a fight.

      Tucker continued glowering at me, so I focused on the stone building behind him. Judging by the ghosts floating by, it was in the Revenant Woods, but I’d never seen it before.

      While I’d spent a lot of time in this forest and knew it better than most, there were still thousands of acres of land I’d never explored. I’d never seen anything like this building anywhere else in the woods, and it was entirely out of place amid the towering trees surrounding it.

      The branches overhead creaked as they swayed in the warm breeze. Summer had arrived, and while the days still weren’t muggy, the sun had warmed enough that the animals were mostly quiet as they napped in the shade.

      Despite never seeing it before, the building appeared old, as some of the stones in its walls were chipped and broken. The paint on the door beyond Tucker was a faded red, and chunks were missing from its thick, wood surface.

      No windows broke up the monotony of the gray stones, and no sounds came from within. I couldn’t tell if this place was abandoned or full of hundreds of amsirah.

      Most amsirah spent their entire lives without ever wandering into the Revenant Woods because of the death it often delivered. Those who did enter usually stayed on the outskirts, away from the worst of the monsters, but the trees and brush surrounding the building were thick, and I didn’t hear anything to indicate we might be near a town.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “That’s none of your concern.”

      I turned to look behind me, but there were only more woods and ghosts floating through the trees. Fifty feet away, a poltergeist perched on a rock; he flipped a knife in his hand while watching us.

      While I knew many poltergeists, I didn’t recognize him. For the most part, poltergeists were simply nuisances, but they were dangerous when they had weapons.

      “I would tell you to stay out here, but that would be pointless,” Tucker said. “You’re not going to like what you discover inside.”

      “I’m fine with that.”

      Tucker set his bow and quiver down near a tree. That was when I noticed various other weapons scattered throughout the woods.

      “Leave your weapons here. All of them. They’re not allowed inside.”

      With that, he turned and stalked over to the red door. I gulped at his warning and the idea of leaving my weapons behind; despite my desperation to see Ryker, my feet remained planted.

      This was it; this was what I’d spent days searching for, and beneath my desperation, excitement also pounded through my veins. It had been weeks since I last saw Ryker, and I’d missed him every one of those days.

      The memory of what it was like to be with him, to kiss him, to feel the warmth of his arms had been buried these past five days beneath my terror for my mother, but it was all flooding back to me. I was afraid that when I saw him, I’d run into his arms and bury myself there, and he’d most likely shove me on my ass.

      This was a mistake. I never should have come here.

      You can’t turn back now.

      Both of those things were true, but uncertainty paralyzed me.
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      When Tucker walked to the door and turned back to me, my feet finally moved again.

      I set my bow and quiver beside Tucker’s and unsheathed my dagger. I tucked it into my quiver and cast them one last look before hurrying to join him at the door.

      As I walked, my mind spun through all the awful options of what lay beyond that door and how Ryker would react to seeing me again. When I almost turned and ran away, I shut the endless possibilities down.

      Tucker knocked once, waited a few seconds, knocked three more times, waited a couple more heartbeats, and pounded on the door again. He kept his hand in the air, and I counted to seven before he rapped on the door five more times.

      The final thud on the door hadn’t died away before a click came from the other side, and the door swung toward us. As soon as the door opened, music drifted out.

      The music wasn’t loud or overwhelming, but after the unusual hush of the woods, the discordant sound set my teeth on edge. A short amsirah with a broad chest and arms the size of my thighs stood on the other side; he held the door while Tucker entered.

      The man’s beady black eyes roamed over me when I followed. “Fresh blood?” the man asked Tucker.

      “No,” Tucker said. “She’s a friend.”

      The man scowled at him. “Just because she’s your friend doesn’t mean she’s ours.”

      “She doesn’t know where we are, and we’re not staying long.”

      “Doesn’t mean she’s welcome. We won’t turn her away… if she’s willing to work for it.”

      When his gaze raked me again, revulsion coiled in my belly, but I kept my face impassive. If I let this man know how repulsive I found him, he’d kick me out of here.

      “She’s not working for anything.” Tucker’s eyes burned as he studied the man. “We’re here for Ryker, and I can guarantee he wouldn’t appreciate how you’re looking at her.”

      Apprehension flickered through the man’s eyes, and his face twisted into a sneer, but he didn’t argue further. “Don’t bring any new friends here.”

      “I won’t,” Tucker promised.

      When the man closed the door, darkness descended over the hallway. I felt a moment of unease, but then my eyes adjusted enough to detect a hazy red light at the end of the twenty-foot hall.

      The man jerked his head in that direction before he started walking. Tucker fell in behind the man, and I trailed them both.

      The walls were six inches away from me, yet I could feel the coolness of the stone as goose bumps broke out on my arms. After the day’s warmth, I wasn’t prepared for the chill.

      My dread built with every step. What is this place? What is Ryker doing here? And what work did that man want me to do?

      I’d prefer not to have the answers to those questions, but I’d soon have them. The mellow, almost seductive music grew louder, but it was still more like birdsong on a sunny day… background noise.

      Glasses clattered, and the low murmur of voices carried along with the music, but I didn’t detect any emotions in those voices. The myriad scents permeating the air and coalescing together made it impossible to differentiate one from another.

      Is it a bar? Is it a… a…?

      I had no idea what else it could be as more glasses clinked together, but it was the quietest bar I’d ever encountered. The hazy red light at the end of the hall grew brighter, and then the stocky man was stepping into the room beyond.

      We were almost there, but I couldn’t see anything. Tucker continued to block most of my view while he searched for something in the room beyond.

      Then, his head stopped moving. He stared at something for a few seconds before speaking to me over his shoulder.

      “I don’t suppose I can get you to stay here,” he said.

      “No.”

      “Fine, but remember, you brought this on yourself.”

      He stepped out of the doorway and into the room beyond. Once he moved out of the way, I followed him out of the hallway and into the room beyond.

      My steps faltered, and I came to a stop. I gawked at the room before quickly closing my mouth. I couldn’t stand there looking like an idiot while Tucker was looking at me, and Ryker was somewhere in this… this place.

      A couple dozen amsirah men and women sat at different tables and booths in the dimly lit, large room. Some of them were so far into the booths they were lost to the shadows as the hazy red hue encompassing everything in the room didn’t reach the backs of those seats.

      More amsirah lounged on stools at the bar to my right. Some bartenders poured the drinks while scantily clad waiters and waitresses moved through the tables.

      I kept my face impassive as a man with an erect cock strode past with a tray. He winked at me before speaking. “Find a seat, beautiful. I’ll take special care of you.”

      “Fuck off,” Tucker told him.

      The man frowned at him before shrugging and walking away. I could feel Tucker’s gaze boring into me, but I didn’t look at him. I’d heard of places like this before, but I’d never been in one, and he had to know that.

      To my left was a stage that split the room in two. An almost entirely naked amsirah woman gyrated on top of the platform as she danced seductively before the men and women seated around the stage.

      More nearly naked and almost completely nude men and women strolled through the small crowd. They stopped to talk with patrons, danced before them… or, in Ryker’s case, sat on his lap.
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