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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      Smoke still spiraled from Ivan’s eyes as a stunned silence enveloped the crowd, guards, archers, and all the powerful men gathered on the stage. None of them had seen Ivan’s death coming, but I’d needed a big distraction to save Ellery, and I’d provided it by destroying the tyrannical king.

      I’d killed the man who was driving Tempest to a breaking point; I’d electrocuted the king who’d dragged all these women from their homes, shackled them, and brought them here.

      I’d destroyed their enemy, and I did it without drawing lightning from the sky or the earth. It had come from deep within me; it was something they’d never seen before or known was possible.

      Hell, I didn’t know it was possible until I met Ellery and the joining of our powers turned us into something stronger. Something capable of killing with a touch.

      I didn’t feel bad about killing Leo’s brother or committing regicide. Not only had the fucking bastard deserved it, but I’d burn the rest of them too, if it meant saving Ellery.

      She was far enough away that I couldn’t tell the color of her eyes, but her mouth hung open as she gazed at me. Trapped in the middle of the crowd, a sea of women and guards surrounded her, having no idea the power she possessed.

      That was about to change. Once I got to her, they’d know why I’d killed Ivan and who she was… but first, I had to reach her.

      That seemed impossible given the sea of amsirah separating us and the mass quantity of guards within the crowd, on the palace walls, and behind me. I wanted to kill them all, but while I’d fried Ivan with my hand, the lightning rods would divert any larger bolts I tried to throw out.

      I couldn’t kill the others with my touch. They’d never let me get close enough to do so, and they’d slaughter me if I tried. Right now, shock held them immobile, but they wouldn’t stand there and wait for me to kill them.

      The astonishment over what I’d done was already wearing off as realization started sinking in. It felt like time slowed after I killed Ivan, but only seconds passed, and murmurs were already starting to run through the crowd as movement returned to the amsirah.

      Behind me, one of the earls broke away and ran for the stairs. Another man threw himself on the ground as my father’s eyes narrowed and Gaius’s features twisted in rage. Samael gawked at me.

      “Kill him!” Gaius shouted while my father bellowed, “Capture him!”

      That would never happen. Far too often, I’d been at the mercy of others; I’d die before I let any of these fuckers imprison me.

      As the shock wore off, panic started setting in with the crowd. Ivan was dead, but hell was about to unfold.

      Some women cried out as they pushed away from the stage, but they were packed in so tight they could barely move. I wasn’t sure if they feared me or what Gaius and my father would unleash on me, but terror etched their faces.

      Fury darkened the faces of others. I doubted that fury was because I’d destroyed the man who tore them from their homes, shackled them to keep their powers suppressed, and forced them onto this field.

      Even before Ivan did all that, he and the aristocrats had imprisoned nearly everyone in Tempest by taking away their ability to leave the realm. They’d stripped them of their rights, dignity, carisle, and livelihood.

      None of them had any love for the man who still had smoke spiraling from his empty eye sockets or for anyone else on this stage… including me. But no one had seen this coming.

      They had no idea what to make of what I’d done… or of me. But that didn’t matter as I had to get off this stage before they slaughtered me.

      I had to get to Ellery. Our secrets were coming out, and while they would all have the truth of the female lightning bearer, they couldn’t have her.

      There was no going back, but if I didn’t move, they’d kill me before I ever had the chance to free her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      When the guards finally recovered enough to start toward me with their swords raised and wary expressions on their faces, I smiled as lightning rose from my fingertips to encircle my wrists. The guards froze as the color drained from their faces.

      “Fire!” Gaius roared.

      He was shouting at the archers on the stage, but when I flicked my fingers toward the guards, waves of lightning unleashed. It splintered apart as it branched toward them; many of the bolts detoured toward the lightning rods some of them held, while others succeeded in hitting a few guards.

      The impact lifted them off their feet and flung them backward. A couple toppled off the back of the stage, while others bounced across the wooden planks.

      Some of the remaining guards threw their lightning rods away in time to avoid the bolts. Others weren’t fast enough to avoid the blow that knocked them from their feet but didn’t kill them.

      The dead guards lay in scattered locations; some of them had come to a smoking stop near the feet of Gaius and my father. Gaius and the duke stared at the remains before hastily stepping away.

      “KILL HIM!” Gaius bellowed.

      As the new head of the king’s guard, Gaius had catastrophically failed at his position, considering he was only five feet away when I killed Ivan, but the guards would listen to him.

      “No!” my father shouted.

      I had no idea why he was trying to keep me alive, but if he had his way, it would be a fate worse than death; I was certain of it. Turning, I sprinted toward the edge of the platform.

      “Stop him!” my father commanded.

      At the ledge, I leapt into the open air and twisted to unleash more lightning directed at the duke and Gaius. My father threw himself to the ground as Gaius ducked behind Ivan’s throne.

      The rest of the nobles screamed as they either fell over or trampled each other to get off the stage. I had only a second to see them scatter before gravity pulled me beneath the platform. Their shouts followed me as I fell toward the crowd of women and the thousands of guards among them.

      “Kill him!” my father bellowed as my feet hit the ground.

      The realization I’d kill him too had changed my father’s mind about trying to keep me alive. I had no doubt I’d destroy him and all those on the stage with him as soon as I could, but right now, I had to get to Ellery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      The prisoners closest to me cried out as they tried to scamper away, but the crowd was so thick and pressed so closely together, they had difficulty avoiding me. I didn’t blame them for being afraid as the guards in the crowd moved in on me.

      The twang of arrows releasing filled the air a second before they whistled toward me. Amsirah screamed as they strained to get out of the way of the descending, lethal projectiles.

      Their cries rebounded in my ears as they pushed against me. Unwilling to be deterred from finding Ellery, I shoved forward.

      They were all innocent and would suffer because of me, but I couldn’t do anything about that. I couldn’t save everyone here, and Ellery’s life was far more important than theirs.

      Throwing myself to the ground, I rolled through the legs and feet scampering to get out of my way. Thuds pounded into the earth all around me as arrows struck the dirt, but none of them hit me.

      Many women weren’t so fortunate as they screamed, and some fell to their knees when arrows struck them. I rolled again and bounded back to my feet when the thuds ended.

      Much of the crowd surged away from me and the target I represented, but to my surprise, others came toward me. At first, I didn’t understand why they were closing around me until one of them hissed at me, “Duck down! You’re a lot taller than us and a far bigger target.”

      “There’s a guard to your left,” another woman said.

      “Get down,” I told her.

      She ducked a second before more lightning erupted from my fingers and hit the guard. Lifted off his feet, he flew only a few inches backward before crashing into some of the women near him.

      Twisting in the crowd, I raised my hands and unleashed more lightning toward the archers on the parapets. Some were preparing to fire again, but many were still reloading when I brought lightning down from the heavens to set my wrath loose on them.

      The dozens of lightning rods lining the parapets drew most of my lightning, shooting sparks into the air. Upon impact, lightning fizzled in all directions as it was funneled away from those I sought to destroy. While only one of my bolts succeeded in hitting a guard, the others shouted as they scurried away.

      Turning in the crowd, I brought more lightning down on the stage and the archers lining its edge. They screamed as they dodged my bolts, but like what happened on the parapets, the numerous lightning rods diverted my efforts.

      It flashed so brightly around them that it engulfed the stage in a white glow that made it impossible to look at. I turned my head away until its blinding intensity faded.

      When I turned back, my father was standing near the stairs. The thunderous expression on his face told me he’d gladly carve out my heart and stomp it into the ground, but that would make my death way too fast for him.

      If he got his hands on me, he’d make me suffer far worse than he ever had when I was a child. And once he learned Ellery was the female lightning bearer, he’d probably rupture more than a few blood vessels in his fit.

      That possibility made me smile as I waved at him before turning and sprinting into the crowd. Everyone remained jammed together but did their best to part before closing around me again.

      “Stay down,” another woman hissed at me, but it was nearly impossible to stay hidden while trying to get to Ellery.

      Through the crush of women, I spotted more guards shoving their way toward me. If they were closer, I could unleash my lightning on them, but I couldn’t do so now with all these women surrounding me.

      I had no weapons; they took them from me before I met with Ivan. All I had was my weathers, and while bringing forth some rain would provide a distraction, it wasn’t enough of one to risk stopping to create it.

      I was sure some of these women would help, but the chains kept their powers suppressed and hindered their ability to fight. If the opportunity arose, I’d get a weapon, but I couldn’t stop trying to reach Ellery to find one.

      The twang of strings and whistle of arrows alerted me that another torrent of bolts had been unleashed. Many women threw themselves to the ground to make themselves a smaller target.

      When they did so, I leapt over their backs, twisting into a ball and rolling a few feet before being halted by bodies. This time, I couldn’t avoid taking an arrow to the thigh.

      Gritting my teeth, I bit back a grunt as I grasped my leg. Screams filled the air as the rest of the arrows thudded into bodies or pounded into the ground.

      Those screams resonated in my ears as I snapped off the arrow shaft. It would be a bitch to cut out later, but I didn’t have the time to dig it out now, and I couldn’t have it getting in my way.

      I was tired of being a pincushion to arrows, but it could have been worse. Raising my hands, I unleashed more lightning on the archers as they reloaded.

      While the bolts crashed into the rods again, it took out two more of the archers and propelled the others back. Some ducked behind the wall, but they wouldn’t stay there long.

      As I was turning away from them, another guard emerged from the crowd with his sword raised as he charged. Electricity flowed through me as his blade descended in a deadly arc toward my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      I jerked at the chains shackling me and my powers. “I have to get these off!”

      My broken arm was healing, but it wasn’t happening fast enough, and my violent movements created a jarring pain through my shoulder that radiated into my jaw. I didn’t care about my suffering; I only cared about getting to Ryker.

      “I have to help him!” I cried.

      “Here,” Ruby said.

      She seized the chain connecting my manacles and dragged it toward the ground. She must not know about my broken arm or was in too much of a rush to care, but either way, I didn’t protest.

      Ruby placed the manacles on a rock on the ground. Her fingers scrabbled over the grass that had been churned into dirt before discovering another rock.

      She pulled it free of the dancing feet surrounding us without getting her fingers stomped on and lifted it over her head. I winced but didn’t say a word as she brought the rock down on the lock keeping the manacles clasped around my wrist.

      With determination etching her features, she continued bashing the rock into the lock as the crowd streamed around us. The prisoners were like trapped animals with wolves bearing down on them; they couldn’t decide if they should run, remain meek, or maybe play dead.

      So far, they weren’t crushing us, but that wouldn’t last as their rising panic reverberated against me. As their feet shuffled around us, our chances of getting trampled increased with every passing second.

      “He killed the king,” I breathed. “Ryker killed the king.”

      Sweat beaded Ruby’s brow when she glanced up at me. Strands of red hair had fallen from her bun to frame her pretty face; her warm brown eyes shone with determination.

      “He did it for you,” she said.

      The crowd pressing close to us shut out the sun. They reeked of body odor, piss, and the sharp tang of terror.

      Over their muffled cries, arrows whistled as they flew. My heart leapt into my throat as screams echoed through the day.

      Despite the heat of the August sun beating down on us, I was suddenly cold. The icy chill permeated my skin, seeping into my muscles and deep into my bones.

      I couldn’t see past the legs surrounding us, but those arrows were shot at Ryker. Those screams were coming from the women near Ryker and possibly him.

      They were all suffering because of monsters determined to uncover me. And Ryker could die.

      I can’t lose him.

      “Stay back!” Scarlet shouted.

      She held out her arms like a barricade, trying to keep the frightened amsirah away from us. Ruby continued bashing at my chains as sweat dripped from her forehead and blood stained the tips of her battered fingers.

      Small sparks shot from the metal as the rock fell against them, but the chains didn’t so much as dent. Holding the rock high over her head, Ruby brought it down as hard as she could against the manacle.

      The chain remained perfectly formed, but the rock splintered apart before falling from Ruby’s bloodied fingers. She slapped her palm against the ground.

      “Are you okay?” I demanded.

      “We have to find something else,” she said.

      We also had to stand up before the crowd trampled us. Scarlet couldn’t hold them back forever.

      “Get up,” I said.

      I ignored the grinding bones in my arm as I grasped her chains and jerked them up with me. My gaze searched the crowd as I sought some sign of Ryker, but the amsirah had swallowed him.

      Guards streamed through the mass as they pushed toward where I’d last seen Ryker. The archers all had their bows raised and aimed at a section of the crowd; he had to be there, and they were going to kill him.

      My heart raced, and everything in me screamed to help him. Unfortunately, I couldn’t do much while shackled at the wrists and ankles.

      Determined to break free, I twisted my wrists to try pulling them out of the metal encasing them and nearly screamed. It wasn’t a scream of agony, even though my broken bones grated together and I was fairly certain they dug into my muscle, but one of frustration as my skin peeled away at my wrists, but my hands and powers remained trapped.

      Ruby grasped my wrists. “Stop it. You’re hurting yourself.”

      “They’re going to kill him!”

      My words drove a dagger straight into my heart as my breath sucked in. I couldn’t lose him too, not when I possessed the ability to save him… if I could get out of these chains!

      But that was proving impossible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      “Stay here,” Scarlet commanded.

      Before her mother or I could ask what she intended, she shuffled forward with more speed than I would have considered possible with her chained ankles. She pushed and shoved through the crowd; her clear voice carried over the growing melee.

      “We can help him,” she told them. “Help me to help him!”

      As if she carried a flesh-eating disease, some of the women shied away from her. Others crept cautiously closer. They thrust back their shoulders and lifted their chins as they asked how to help.

      “We need keys,” Scarlet said. “We have to get one of the guards.”

      I couldn’t let her do that alone, but when I started after her, Ruby seized my good arm to halt me. “No. You have to stay safe until we can free you.”

      Scarlet and some of the other women were closing in on a guard. The man didn’t realize they were cutting him off yet, but he would soon.

      “We have to help her,” I said.

      Anguish crossed Ruby’s face as she gazed at her daughter. I felt her desperation to go after Scarlet, pull her back, and lock her safely away.

      Instead, she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and turned to me again. “Do you see what they’ve done to us? Do you see what they can do? Until we’re free of their tyranny, she’ll never be safe; we have to fight. You and Ryker are the ones who can help us destroy them. Stay here, Ellery. Stay with me. She’ll come back.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was trying to convince herself of this or me, but her fingers bit into my arm as her brown eyes held mine while she tried to bend me to her will. Standing by and doing nothing was difficult enough for me. I couldn’t imagine what it was like for Ruby not to go after the daughter she loved so fiercely.

      We both had amsirah we loved dearly out there and in jeopardy. If she asked it of me, I could do this for her. I owed it to her after everything she’d done for me.

      “Stay,” she said again.

      “Yeah,” I whispered. “Okay.”

      “Guard!” one of the women screamed as she tried to retreat from Scarlet and the growing crush of women closing in on the king’s man. “Guard! They’re coming for you!”

      I didn’t know why the woman was trying to protect the enemy. Maybe she hoped it would save her, or perhaps she was just an asshole, but she didn’t make it another foot before a woman swung out with her chained wrist and bashed it into the side of her head.

      The woman staggered to the side before falling to her knees. When she went down, some of the others kicked her in the ribs and head until she collapsed.

      I turned away from the brutal sight. I understood their sense of betrayal over this woman trying to turn them in, and while I’d committed my fair share of violence in recent months, I still didn’t like watching it.

      My gaze returned to where I’d last seen Ryker. They still blocked him from me, but lightning erupted from the crowd.

      The bolt crackled the air as it zigzagged across the sky before crashing into the parapets and driving the archers back again. Stones broke free and erupted into the air as the lightning took a chunk out of the palace walls.

      Another bolt shot toward the stage and splintered apart. It knocked back the archers taking position there before crashing into the lightning rods.

      The aristocrats had vanished from view, having retreated from Ryker, but the guards hadn’t. And neither had Gaius, who remained on the stage, pointing frantically and shouting orders lost to the screaming crowd.

      A thunderous boom followed the lightning, and thunder quaked the land. More screams erupted as the stage tilted to the side, and the crowd scurried away. At the same time, Scarlet launched herself onto a guard’s back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryker

      

      

      Thunder gathered beneath my feet until I slammed my hand off the earth. The motion sent the vibrations deeper into the ground, fracturing it apart in a zigzagging chasm that raced toward the guard swinging his sword at me.

      When the earth lurched beneath the guard’s feet, he staggered back, and his arms flew up as he sought to regain his balance while stumbling away from the pit I’d created. Rising, I charged at the guard as he righted himself, lifted the sword, and plunged it down.

      I was so close that, when I threw up my arm to stop the descending arc, it connected with the hilt. Keeping the sword over my head, I drove my other fist into the guard’s stomach.

      His breath exploded in my face, blowing my hair back and infusing me with its stale scent. The guard gritted his teeth and started to lift the sword again.

      Grasping the hilt, I sent a bolt of electricity through it. The guard yelped as his hands flew away from the blade, his eyes rolled back in his head, and smoke coiled from his burnt boots.

      With two fingers, I ripped the sword away from him and shoved him into the chasm slicing toward the stage. Amsirah screamed and threw themselves out of the way of the fracturing earth while those on the stage scrambled toward the stairs.

      Built on numerous poles, the loss of one wouldn’t knock the stage down, but when a pole vanished into the earth, the wood sagged, and the men who weren’t fast enough to escape, slid toward the edge.

      I unleashed another wave of lightning on the stage. Most of it crashed into the rods before exploding in a shower of sparks and blinding light.

      Before the remaining amsirah on the stage could recover on the sagging platform, I released another wave of thunder. It boomed across the earth as it splintered the ground and zigzagged toward the remaining poles on the end.

      As the earth tore asunder, my eyes met Gaius’s, and I bared my teeth at him in a semblance of a smile that conveyed I’d gladly tear his throat out with those teeth. When his eyes widened, I glanced at his crotch to see if he’d pissed himself; much to my disappointment, he hadn’t, but I’d bet he’d come pretty damn close.

      He hadn’t seen me with Ellery yet, so he had no idea why I loathed him so much, but he’d learn soon enough. And once he saw the truth, he’d be more determined to get his hands on her.

      He wasn’t the type of man to take being deceived lightly. Like my father, he’d take it to the darkest recesses of himself and allow it to fuel his worst desires. Ellery was one of those desires; he could never get his hands on her.

      I wanted Gaius dead as badly as my father, but he wouldn’t die today, or at least not on that stage. He was too slimy for that.

      Before Gaius could jump off the platform or flee toward the stairs, I blew him a kiss. When his mouth parted a little, I knew he understood what it meant… I’d blown him a kiss of death.

      I didn’t watch to see how he got off the stage before it fell. With the guard’s sword in hand, I turned and ran through the crowd, pushing away from the stage.

      I would have liked to watch it fall, but I had to keep moving. Ellery was out there, the guards were coming, and the whistle of more arrows pierced the air.

      I ignored the arrow digging into my flesh and shifting with every footstep as I weaved back and forth to avoid this new volley. It was still difficult to move through the crowd, but many continued to aid me the best they could while others fled from me like I was a ball of fire streaking toward them.

      A ball of fire would probably be safer than me and the giant bull’s-eye on my back. When the arrows started falling and women screamed, guilt tugged at me as I threw my arms over my head to protect myself from taking a bolt to the skull.

      While I cared that the prisoners were taking blows meant for me, the guards didn’t as they unleashed another barrage of arrows. The field of unsuspecting innocents hadn’t done anything to deserve what was happening, yet many were falling beneath the arrows.

      On my right side, two guards ran through the crowd with their swords drawn. Blood dripped from the blades they used to hack through the prisoners who weren’t fast enough to get out of their way.

      When they were close enough to be a threat, I spun to face them. I braced my feet apart as something smashed into my back.

      Staggered forward by the unexpected impact, I twisted to confront whatever hit me as a sharp pain cleaved through my side. Before I could see whoever was behind me, the tip of a blade burst out of my stomach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ellery

      

      

      Scarlet swung her arms over the top of the guard’s head and cinched her chains around his neck. He staggered from her weight.

      His free hand swung over his head as he tried to knock her off, but she dodged his blows as he spun in a circle. She clung like a burr as she pulled her hands closer together; his eyes bulged until they looked about to pop out of his head.

      Desperate for air, he released his sword to claw at his neck. The chains had embedded themselves in his flesh.

      When one of the other women lifted his sword, she turned it in her hands and held it away from her like it was the first time she’d ever touched such a weapon. It actually might have been.

      Then she lifted her head and, with an angry shout, lunged forward and buried the blade in the guard’s belly. The man’s eyes rolled as spittle flew from his gaping mouth.

      He forgot about the chains as he punched the woman in the face, knocking her back. The sword quivered in his belly.

      I tugged against Ruby’s unrelenting hold, but she didn’t release me. Instead, she gave me the universal look of all mothers who were displeased with their child.

      The one that made heads duck, shoulders come up, and children scamper to do as told. The one that halted me in my tracks as a kid.

      Ruby wasn’t my mother; I’d lost mine at the earl’s ball and would forever bear the hole her passing had torn through my heart, but Ruby had helped raise me. She’d yelled at me when I was wrong, cuddled me when I was hurt, fed me, listened to me, and been ever-present throughout my life.

      As I grew older, she became more of a friend than a mother figure, but beneath the ferocity of her stare, I felt every bit like a child again.

      “You’re no good to anyone if you’re captured or dead,” she told me.

      I understood that but hated standing here while others fought to free me. They were all here because Ivan had been determined to get his hands on me.

      They’d already suffered enough; I couldn’t let it continue. “I can help.”

      “You’ll help more once those chains are off.”

      The twang of numerous bowstrings and the loud whistle of arrows drew my attention as the guards released another volley at the crowd. Screams resonated throughout the day—a day that didn’t fit all this suffering.

      The skies should be stormy and full of ominous black clouds. Instead, it was a clear, azure blue; the only clouds in it were two white puffs as threatening as a puppy.

      Amsirah ran from the lethal arrows; they pushed and shoved against us. Elbows found their way into my ribs and dug into my back. Hands caught in my loosening braid as Ruby and I were pushed further away from Scarlet and Ryker.

      We planted our feet, but that didn’t do much good against the masses fleeing the death hunting them. Unwilling to be separated, we held onto each other as we resisted the surge.

      Crack! Many of those around me stopped pushing and shoving as they tried to ascertain what made that sound and which way they should go to avoid this new hazard.

      A creaking sound followed the crack, and the stage shifted to the left. It hung there on the precipice of toppling.

      Many of the guards on it scrambled toward the stairs while others grabbed poles. Gaius clung to one of those poles as the wood groaned before plunging from view.

      The crowd gasped, and some of the men leapt off the stage to avoid riding it down. Dust and dirt billowed into the air as the stage collapsed.

      The ground shook beneath my feet. A hush hung over the field for a second, and then a cheer started from somewhere within the massive group of women.

      At first, the sound was distant, feeble, and uncertain, but as it spread across the land, it became more confident until the cheers of joy replaced the cries of anguish. The sky suddenly fit the day as pure joy filled Tempest again for the first time since Ivan had taken the throne.

      We hadn’t destroyed our enemies—we still had a long way to go for that—but we’d watched many of them topple. Despite my happiness over the stage falling, I couldn’t join in with the applause.

      Though Ivan was most likely the only one who died on the stage, its fall symbolized the aristocrats’ hold over the realm was cracking a little. Their reign of terror was far from over, but they weren’t standing all high and mighty over top of us any longer.

      While the cheers continued, I focused on where the archers last fired their arrows. Ryker was there… somewhere.

      I couldn’t celebrate when I didn’t know where he was or if he was okay.

      When more lightning lanced out toward the archers on the parapets, I sighed, but the tension didn’t leave my body. He was alive and still well enough to fight them, but it was only a matter of time before the guards took him down.

      As the thought ran through my head, a line of guards ran through the crowd toward Ryker’s last location. When some of the women tried cutting them off, the guards beat them back with staffs and swords.

      I couldn’t see much of the battle, but a spray of blood shot into the air. Shrieking, the women fell back beneath the guards’ unbridled rampage.

      Ivan may have fallen, but they still served the nobles, and now, because of his position in the realm, the duke would rule over them all. That realization lifted the hair on my nape.

      I had to get free of these chains. As soon as I did, I could help save the amsirah, but until then, I was completely useless!

      Once the aristocrats learned I was the female lightning bearer they sought, they wouldn’t be as interested in these women. They’d be free to run from this place, and hopefully they didn’t stop until they were all the way home.

      My attention shifted to Scarlet as sweat poured from the guard’s forehead to drip off his chin. His fingers clawed sluggishly at the chains again before his eyes rolled back and he went to his knees.

      When he started tipping forward, he leaned onto the blade still protruding from his belly. Planted in the ground, the hilt kept him propped up as he slid halfway down the blade before stopping.

      Its tip poked from his side as Scarlet pulled her chains free and leapt off him. She knelt and tore at his clothes as she searched him.

      A second later, she jerked something free, lifted it, and jumped to her feet. When some other women grabbed at her, Scarlet cast them nasty looks as she elbowed her way through the crowd.

      “Fuck off!” she yelled. “You’ll get your turn.”

      And then she was before me again with a ring of keys. She fumbled through them as more women tried to tear the keys from her to obtain the freedom they offered.

      “Leave her alone!” I yelled. “I’m the reason you’re here. If you want to be free of this place, then let her do this!”

      My words took a few seconds to register with the amsirah around us. Once they did, their heads rose, and they blinked at me. They looked from Scarlet to me to where Ryker was lost in the crowd.

      Pieces must have clicked into place in their minds as their gazes returned to me. Uncertainty flickered across their faces, but some also held traces of anger.

      They were here because of me, and that fact was sinking in.
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      I waited to see what they would do while a few of the women continued grasping at Scarlet, trying to tear the keys away. They were too far gone in their panic to register anything other than their desperation to be free.

      Releasing her hold on me, Ruby stalked forward. I’d never seen her hit anyone before, but the blow she delivered to the woman pulling on Scarlet’s shirt knocked the woman out.

      “Mom!” Scarlet gasped.

      Ruby straightened her shoulders as she glowered at the women. “Get the fuck away from my daughter.”

      My jaw dropped as Scarlet and I exchanged astonished glances. We’d never heard Ruby swear like that either; she’d always been so dignified, yet she clearly had some experience with hitting others. I’d love to know the story behind that, but it wasn’t exactly the time.

      Some of the women melted into the crowd, while others glared at Ruby. She returned their stares with a militant one of her own, but they didn’t come any closer.

      Scarlet’s hands trembled as she slid one key and then another into the lock on my chains. Refusing to be held at bay anymore, one woman seized Scarlet’s shirt.

      Before she could pull Scarlet back or Ruby could intervene, another woman shoved her away. Scarlet stumbled a little to the side as the first woman jerked on her shirt before releasing it.

      “Let her go!” the other women shouted at her. “Leave them be!”

      They’d formed a small, protective circle around us, but it didn’t stop us from being bumped and jostled as the crowd scrambled away from the stage. Everyone had finally decided what to do when the stage collapsed… run.

      A stampede was underway, and we had been swept into the middle of it.

      “I can’t find the key,” Scarlet breathed as she fumbled with another one.
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      My blood dripped from the tip of the silver blade that had gone through my right side. It seemed like nothing vital had been hit, but it still hurt like a son of a bitch.

      Twisting to face the guard who’d stabbed me, I ignored the tearing of my flesh as the sword sliced across my abdomen and ripped free. White spots exploded before my eyes and sweat slid down my temples as muscle gave way beneath the blade, but I turned enough to lash out with my sword.

      It carved into the side of his neck, digging deep before I tore it free. Driven back by the blow and the amount of blood spurting from the wound, the man fell before being engulfed by the merciless crowd.

      I turned back to face the other guard who’d come at me, raising my sword up in time to deflect his blow. He pushed into me, his teeth on full display as he tried to force me to my knees.

      I was bigger than him, but blood ran freely down my side and pooled at my feet. I couldn’t let him take me down now.

      Amsirah crashed and banged around us as their screams of agony and terror replaced their joy. Over their cries, the thunderous beat of approaching hooves vibrated the earth.

      I wanted to look at the approaching contingent to gauge the next threat, but I didn’t dare shift my attention away from the guard trying to take me down. I dug my toes into the earth and pushed back against him as one of the women, with her shoulder lowered and her head down, crashed into the guard.

      The impact knocked him to the side as others poured over him like ants devouring an apple. His screams were drown out by the women’s as they tore away chunks of clothing and hair; his blood seeped across the ground, turning the churned-up earth to mud.

      With the guard’s weight off my arms, my sword fell to the ground with a soft thunk. The rush of women trying to flee increased as the thud of hoofbeats and the earth’s quaking intensified.

      Some of the prisoners fell beneath the crush of bodies as we were all propelled backward, away from the guards riding onto the battlefield. The crowd parted enough to reveal Gaius and Samael at the front of the contingent with their swords raised.

      Once they reached the crowd, they split up, kicking their horses and spurring them to move faster. They carved their way through the crowd, hacking down anyone in their way, while from different directions, they converged on my location.

      They didn’t wear armor, probably because it would be a draw for the lightning, but they carried swords. Lifting my hands, I pulled electricity from the earth and was about to unleash it on them when the crowd consumed me within its teeming mass again.

      “Fuck,” I hissed as I doused my lightning.

      I’d love to fry Gaius until his eyes erupted and his hair caught on fire, but I wouldn’t kill innocents to get to him. He had no qualms about that, which put me at a disadvantage because I’d never stoop to his level.

      Women screamed and pushed forward to evade the horses bearing down on them. There were so many amsirah in the crowd that no matter how much they shoved against each other, they could barely move through the wall of bodies.

      I scanned the area for Ellery, but she remained lost to me. Through our bond, I sensed she was still alive, but I didn’t know if that would last for either of us.

      While I wouldn’t harm any of the prisoners surrounding me, I had no qualms about shoving them out of my way. It wasn’t the most gentlemanly action, but getting to her was what mattered.

      Bodies bounced against me as the horses bore down on us. A fresh volley of arrows filled the air as I lifted my hand and drew lightning from the sky.
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      “One of them has to work,” I pleaded. “It just has to.”

      Scarlet fumbled through the keys as metal clanged. Every once in a while, blood sprayed into the air like a fountain.

      My stomach lurched as women ran at us. They formed a wall that propelled everyone along with it, and while we didn’t get run over, we had to yield ground or risk them trampling us.

      A group of women encircled us as they sought to keep us safe from those seeking to flatten anyone in their way. I didn’t blame the prisoners for fleeing, but they made things a lot more difficult.

      The screams and hoofbeats rebounded in my ears as my heart beat so loudly it pounded in my eardrums. I had to escape these chains to help Ryker and everyone else, but he was the main target.

      The contingent had separated, but they were coming together again to converge on one area. I had no doubt that’s where Ryker was.

      Between the archers and riders, he was doomed if I failed to get free. I bit my tongue to keep myself from urging Scarlet to go faster; she was nervous enough without me heaping on the pressure.

      I barely contained myself as I bounced on my toes and peered over the retreating crowd. Lightning shot down from the sky; it smashed into the parapets, exploding more stone and knocking some of the guards from their perches.

      Their screams followed as they plummeted to the ground. I felt no pity for them; they’d gotten what they deserved.

      Scarlet inserted another key and twisted. Despite the screams and the sizzle of lightning raining from the sky, a click resonated in my ears as the weight eased from my wrists. Unable to breathe, I watched as dirt plumed up around the chains that fell into the dirt.

      The broken and bloody flesh surrounding my wrists was swollen from where I’d pulled my skin away from the chains while trying to get free. With the ease of weight, some of the throbbing in my broken arm ebbed, but an unnatural crook was still visible in the center of my forearm.

      For a second, I could only stand there and gawk as I twisted my hands before me. Scarlet stared back at me with wide eyes.

      “Can you do your thing?” she asked me.

      Someone crashed into the woman to my right, and she fell into me. I staggered to the side and nearly went down as the chains almost tripped me.

      Ruby gripped my shoulder and helped steady me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” I lifted my hands to the sky, but nothing happened. “No. The chains around my ankles must be suppressing me too.”

      Scarlet fell to her knees to undo the shackles around my ankles. The second she freed me, a surge of energy flooded me; it was impossible to deny that my powers had returned as they gushed through me, seeking to break free.

      Lightning crackled over my skin, flowed through my veins, and filled my cells with power. My terror for Ryker, and all those surrounding me, fueled it to higher levels.

      “Stand back!” I commanded.

      With everyone gathered so close, I struggled to contain my powers before they killed everyone around me. Lightning danced across my fingertips and arms until the air became energized.

      Being shackled and having my abilities suppressed had only intensified it now that it was free. My power was part of me, a part I’d missed, and now it clicked into place.

      Drawing from the earth, I pulled the lightning deep into me until small strands of it shot out all around me. It tasted the air as it extracted more energy from it.

      I didn’t know what those closest to me saw, but many staggered away as a glowing light infused me. Scarlet shuffled back and lifted her hand to shelter her eyes.

      When Ruby grasped her arm, her attention shifted to her mother. I couldn’t hear what they said, but Scarlet slid the key into the locks on Ruby’s chains.

      Lightning flashed up my arms to encircle my shoulders. Once Scarlet freed Ruby, she took the keys from her daughter and unchained her.

      Power pulsed beneath my feet, and lightning fired down from the sky. It bombarded me with its energy as I harnessed it.

      I didn’t unleash my fury on the parapets. Instead, I continued to gather it until I created a white glow around me.

      I’d experienced this sensation before when I’d worked to free the rebels from Ivan’s imprisonment. That was the first time I unleashed my full power, and it was stronger now.

      After that night with the rebels, Ryker and I vowed to work together so I could learn how to control my powers better, but we never had the chance—and time had run out for us to do so.

      While I feared what would happen if I kept drawing the power to me and got lost in it, I wouldn’t stop. I had to save Ryker.
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      More and more amsirah lifted their hands to block out the white light as they staggered away from me.

      The sky was clear, the sun bright—I was brighter.

      The circle of women remained as Scarlet worked to undo more of their chains. They cast surreptitious glances my way as they tried to absorb what was happening and who I was.

      Some women in the crowd screamed as they ducked their heads and fled in different directions. Others stopped and gaped as their eyes remained downcast.

      The power flowing beneath my feet lifted me off the ground, and I finally unleashed a wave of lightning on the parapets. Drawn by my glow, the remaining archers had turned away from their target and were looking at me when I sent my lightning toward them.

      Their bows hung loosely in their hands as they stared in my direction. Frozen by shock, they didn’t react before my lightning splintered apart, struck the rods, and tore into the palace.

      It ripped out chunks of the wall, sent debris flying, knocked a few archers from the parapets, and struck others so hard it flung them out of view. With the archers out of the way for a minute or two, I shifted my attention to the field as the energy lifted me higher.

      Floating above the land, I was a huge target as the riders sliced their way through the crowd to converge on Ryker.

      From here, I saw something was also happening to him as an influx of light surrounded him. While he’d told me he’d never experienced what I had before, the energy engulfing him was clearly visible.

      It didn’t lift him off the ground but enshrouded him in a glowing ball of power. When our eyes met, sorrow clutched at my heart, but rage clogged my throat when I saw the blood coating him.

      The pinched set of his mouth spoke of his suffering as the amsirah near him scrambled to get away. His lightning increased until it emanated all around him and drove back all those close by. When two riders bore down on him, I raised my hands, and lightning sizzled from my fingers as it streaked across the sky.
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