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Prologue
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The Oilean

The sisters knew their world, Daer, had been born from the marrow of nightmares: A flicker of shadows and a drumming of lust was the first sluggish recognition of a memory they had. Their rage was cultivated from the echoes of screams, a private orchestra just for them, building a woven masterpiece—crashing, consuming, inspiring, haunting. 

It stirred within them, in this in-between place, and like a vessel, existence and sustenance carried them on. For years, they waited, feeding and growing. The shadows grew, and their minds and bodies did as well. The fear of the world waged, igniting them. Then, in fractured, splintering light, it all changed. 

They had been found. No longer just a pulse of darkness. No longer caged. And as that man grinned viciously at them, they knew everything from then on would be different. 

The sister that had been once called Lasair tilted her head, ripping herself out of the memory. She inhaled the scents on the wind, a web of stories that she sifted through, searching for the one they sought. Her bloodlust was a wild, burning thing, and she quelled it. They couldn’t win this world if their king made rash decisions. No, they had to play this game of lies and betrayal until they moved their pawns exactly where they needed them, leaving their path clear... Then nothing could stop them. 

Hissing in pleasure, her magic flared, burning and consuming: destroying worlds had always been an exchange of energy; even in Daer. The sisters killed and stole the magic of the fey for their master until Daer was nothing but an empty shell and their king had been made invincible. 

After the world lay barren, the sisters were sent searching for another world to feed their king and ensure his immortal reign.

Rolling her neck, Lasair’s bones cracked as she walked toward the other Oilean. The wind now hinted at the change of seasons, and she knew they were running out of time, that their king was running out of time. 

She stopped, about to snap at the other Oilean that they needed to decide on how they would end Brokk Foster when she felt it. They all froze as they felt the chord snap; the dark magic that had made up Brokk Foster’s living doppelganger was gone. They had carved him, shaped him, broke him... Lasair had banked on the fact that they had never failed before. 

Tilting their heads in unison, they felt the dark magic bleed out from Brokk’s doppelganger like a dying star: Strange. For the first time, someone had defeated one of their servants. The sisters shivered against that fading light, growling as the emptiness replaced it. Their beautiful, dangerous creation had been destroyed.

“The girl is stronger than we thought,” the sister to the far left hissed, looking behind them to where the false king’s city lay. “But not strong enough to face us. She wouldn’t stand a chance.”

They paced, ashes softly floating around them as the ground became scorched. But one sister stalled, looking to the horizon as if seeing past the trees, past the flickering shadows in the forest, to where the demons that resided within their land grew and flourished.

“We must do this ourselves, sisssters.” They stopped, looking to her as she rolled her neck, bones popping and cracking, her pale skin drawn. “Emory Fae must be stopped. They all must be stopped. Our King left us with the task of preparing this world for him. We have wasted time—no more spells. No more hiding. Not while they can still find out the truth.”

Whispers cut through the wind, and Lasiar tilted her head, breathing it in. This world would be theirs. This world, its power, would be harnessed. 

The three sisters started to giggle—first a hiccup of a laugh here and there—until soon the forest was filled with their madness; and in cracking bones and ripping of sinew, their limbs elongated and grew. The Oilean all looked toward the Draken Mountains and the sinister force that had seeded there: They shot off, loping through the fading light, sparks chasing at their heels. Lasiar led the way. 

In the fading daylight, she hissed in pleasure as night started to sweep in. The woods blurred around her, and she started to count down the seconds, the minutes, the hours until she sank her teeth into their necks. Until she would kill Emory Fae and Brokk Foster. 
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Chapter One
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Adair

Adair Stratton tugged his button-down jacket tighter around him, trying to block the wind from his lookout post. The vastness of the sky was consuming, a strange energy clinging on the night air. The churning dark clouds cast a purplish hue, bleeding with the softness created from the moon. The stars shone between the pockets, obscuring the scene and making it beautiful. 

Far below him, the Ruined City lay in its grave, quiet and still, the broken buildings reminding him of splintered bones. The once thriving capital of Kiero—Sarthaven—was nothing more than a whispered memory to him now. His gaze wandered to the edge of the Draken Mountain range, the wildness of the Noctis woods flourishing, the purple hues of the trees pulsing like gems.

It had taken years to build his kingdom, shackling Kiero in fear. The people that now lived in the Draken Mountains valued their lives and were loyal to him. 

Sighing, the darkness in his veins was smothered ever so slightly as he breathed in the crisp air. In this brief and flickering moment of clarity, his mind wandered to the girl who was locked in the cells of his kingdom, waiting for him: Emory Fae, the Princess of Kiero.

Popping his collar up, he scowled. Under the blanket of night, he could trace back to the man he used to be when Emory had known him-an echo of his humanity. Thinking of her, he could see the splaying of memories come back to life all around him, of his friends, of the Academy. And it was in these sparse moments of lucidity, he allowed himself to remember, relishing it, pushing back that yearning for destruction, pushing back the voices, trying to lock them away. 

And like every other night, he lost. 

The wind howled, making the edges of his coat and pants tug upward, his hair standing on end from the sudden chill. His heart raced as the smooth voices filled his consciousness. 

“Adair, this kingdom is yours. Make her bow, make her bleed... make her pay for what she has done.” 

He closed his eyes for a beat, digging his fingernails into his palms. 

“Why do you wait? You know what you want. What you have always wanted.” 

Images were thrown at him; so quick and enthralling, they swept his breath away: The inky crown, embedded with roses and thorns, lay delicately on top of Emory’s ebony hair. Memphis Carter, the once commander of the Black Dawn Rebellion, bowed, pleading for his life as Adair smirked above him. His darkness had whisked away any trace of rebellion and Emory was by his side as they watched the world continue to burn until it was only them. 

Always for them.

Adair snarled, then said, “Leave me alone.” 

Their snickers bounced around him, their whispers tugging at his heart. 

“Do not falter now, our Mad King. You have come so far, achieved so much. The binds your father tried to keep you in, you broke. The ones the Academy kept you in, you turned to ash. 

“We are a team. We know the desires of your soul, how you revel in watching the world shudder in your reign. You have always been more. A reckoning force that no one can stop. Can never stop.”

He became still, his muscles taut. Opening his eyes, his gaze fell a thousand miles away, to where the Academy had stood. Where a boy that once wanted to explore the world and not shackle it had lived. 

He knew both were dead. 

Ice coursed through his body, spreading through his core faster than he could register. His pulse slowed, the roaring emotions he felt slowing as well. Darkness encased him, pulling him down, down, down: Locking him away, roaring, snarling, and clawing at him. 

A slow exhale escaped from between his dry lips, and as he stood, every movement was precise, a predatory grace. Flicking his gaze below him once more, instead of the dark beauty that he was met with earlier, the world around him was bleeding. Dark, black blood gushed from the mountainside, thickly caking the field and the Ruined City. Echoes of screams filled the air, and Adair was reminded of his bloodshed, of his control and power. 

“Do not disappoint us, our King.”

The corners of his lips tugged upward as he whispered to the wind, “I won’t.” 

Inside, he screamed, ripping at his mind, battering against the iron wall, only to be drowned entirely by it. 

He turned, walking back into his world, each step anchoring him to his intentions: Make them bow and make them pay. Make her pay. 

He didn’t look as he stepped off the side of the cliff, freefalling. He plummeted, the wind howling, the cool night air stinging his skin. He laughed, relishing in the exhilaration of adrenaline before he was wrenched up, his body breaking down into particles of smoke and darkness. 

Cutting through the sky, he didn’t think, he just reacted to the power inside of him, and everything else bled away. 

Arching, he sliced through the clouds, moisture collecting around him like glinting crystals before they exploded, and he shifted down, racing toward the mountain range. The moon bathed his path in luminescent light, and it was mere seconds before he glided through the wall, through stone and marble. The smoothness of the throne room’s granite muffling his footfalls and causing the guards on their rotation to jump at his arrival.

“You all seem uneasy,” Adair taunted.

They bowed their heads, their low murmurs cutting over one another.

“My King, we weren’t expecting you.”

“We have never suffered losses like the ones the rebels inflicted in the stadium last week. We should spill the heir’s blood now—in retaliation, my King.”

“What is our course of action?”

“Enough!” he snapped, his cold voice bouncing off the walls and silencing them instantly. He looked towards his throne, smooth, each curve carved precisely, the bones of monsters and humans long forgotten inlaid to rest in it. 

Taking a steadying breath, he studied each guard, before stating, “You will do your duties and leave the Rebellion to me. As for the girl, bring her tomorrow, along with the other prisoner. Each decision I make has a purpose. Never forget that.” 

Shifting uneasily, the guards paled in the soft light, swallowing nervously. Their silence was answer enough. 

Beginning to pace, he snapped, “Now, leave me. Return to your stations.”

Bowing low to him, Adair watched them leave, each footfall a distant tick against his mind until the stillness of the night filled him, and he was alone once more. 

Striding forward, he threw himself on his throne made of bones, legs hanging over the edges, hands interlaced behind his head. Far above him, the stars glinted down, the sky showing him the thousands of uncharted miles in between space and time. 

And he thought of the girl who had defied it all. 

Chewing his lip, he started to count down the seconds, the minutes, and the hours until he was alone with Emory. And they would both see what side of him would decide her fate. 
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Chapter Two
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Emory

All she could hear was buzzing. Tight, unrelenting buzzing. The world dipped, and she was a ghost amongst the living. 

Her mind screamed that she was going into shock as the color drained from her skin, as her limbs trembled harder. Her body betrayed her for the briefest of seconds as Adair looked at her hungrily, his dark gaze ravaging her. 

The room seemed to tilt, and her mind felt thick and constricted. The bloodied sword was still in her hand, and Brokk’s body splayed out lifelessly between them: Life and Death. Love and Loss. Light and Dark. This is the divide her life had taken, and one that she was completely and utterly lost in. Suffocated in. 

What had she done? 

What. Had. She. Done?

Before Emory could take another look, to convince herself that it wasn’t him—it couldn’t have been—a strong hand gripped her arm and Adair said something she didn’t register. Then, she was ushered out with the promise of tomorrow on his gaunt lips, and the burly guard led her away from the king. 

The door shut, sealing away the gory scene. 

Breath lodging in her throat, Emory tried to adjust to the world around her. It was numbing, her senses overloaded, the bustle of Adair’s world seeming too sharp and loud as they moved through it. Her pulse roared, and beneath the grime and blood she held on, trying not to give in to the panic tearing through her. 

Walk. Breathe. Survive. Make him believe you want him. Then end him. Walk. Breathe. Survive. Survive. 

The guard was silent as he pulled her down the twisting hallways, past the prying eyes and chasing whispers. 

She could barely register what had happened. And again, that mind-numbing ringing droned out her surroundings. 

In the arena, her adrenaline had smeared his edges, and he was just a deranged king on a broken throne. But in those few moments in his chamber, during their charged verbal dance, she had been so overwhelmed because his presence had unravelled a part of her long forgotten. That out of anyone else, he had brought snippets of blurry memories to surface: The feeling of recognition, of friendship. Of betrayal, of loyalty, of confusion and pain. 

Swallowing hard, she walked onward, pushing the king from her mind; allowing that heavy nothingness to blanket her, to numb her further. 

***
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The bath water poured into the clawed tub and churned, making several eddies in the water. Standing rigidly, Emory watched the spout gush. Too fast. Too loud. The frothy surface reflected the paint flecking the gold and red of the walls. She blinked, turning slowly. 

In her chambers, a fire blazed in its hearth, bookcases lined the stone wall, and a huge four-poster bed waited for her. Flush to the sidewall, a closet full of clothing beckoned to her as well. It was lavish, a place fit for someone the Mad King potentially wanted to keep alive. Not for a prisoner. She shook with adrenaline. 

For the time being, he had believed her. 

Clenching her hands, Emory looked down to see they were caked with blood. Clawing at her skin, she tried to scrub it off, only making it smear. All Emory could see was the flash of steel, the spattering of red, and the crunch of bone. Brokk’s golden eyes, echoing of memories and loyalty before everything distorted and twisted. 

A strangled sound bubbled from her lips as she slid to the floor, not caring about holding her broken pieces together anymore.

They had brought Brokk in. The same curve of his lips, same flecked golden eyes. At first glance, it had been, without a doubt, him. All it took was one second: His golden hair turned black; his eyes bled into nothingness, and his edges blurred. Her instinct had screamed imposter. Anger had filled her, and she remembered seeing red. How dare someone try to use the illusion of Brokk against her! 

But doubt now lay thickly on her mind and heart. Was she one hundred percent certain that it hadn’t been Brokk? She was living in a world where magic and deception intertwined, and Emory knew she was vulnerable. Closing her eyes, she took in a deep breath. 

The sword had felt like lead in her hands, and with a flash of steel glinting in the firelight, she had killed him. 

Standing to turn the water off, her vision twisted and churned.  Nausea swept over Emory as she barely made it to the toilet before her stomach emptied. Cold sweat coated her body as she retched and retched.

Gasping after she stopped and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, hot tears streaked down her face. Biting her shaking knuckles, Emory screamed: The sharp, metallic taste of blood filled her mouth, and she ripped her hand away, her breath coming in ragged gulps.

She was in a lethal dance between her past and the truth; between love and loyalty. Closing her eyes for a moment, she willed herself to see all their faces: Memphis. Brokk. Alby. Azarius. Even Nyx. She hoped they were safe and had found time to grieve for the Rebellion. And as for Nyx, Emory hoped that she had time to explain her actions, that she didn’t lose her only family. 

Standing, she shook as she took off her bloodied and grim covered clothes then slipped into the steamy waters. It instantly turned pink from the blood. Taking the creamy bar of soap, Emory scrubbed herself until her skin was raw. Her mind spun in the harsh play-by-play: The real Brokk coming to Adair’s doorstep would warrant his death. Would Brokk follow in Emory’s footsteps in being dangerously reckless?

Inhaling and closing her eyes, she dunked underwater, allowing herself to free float. The water was steaming hot, loosening the knots in her muscles, unravelling her tension, but those whispers that had chased her finally caught up.

Emory Fae, liar, betrayer. She wouldn’t have been able to go through with her plan if the Rebellion had known; Memphis would have tried to stop her. Her heart gave a painful clench, and her lungs were on fire as she burst upward, gasping for oxygen, splashing water everywhere, before slipping back under. 

Those final days and nights in the cell were filled with terror. Darkness had seeped from every angle, and her mind was the main target. Memory after memory had come to her in her sleep, in the prison of Adair’s kingdom. 

And she remembered the frigid air circling around her as she pled with Memphis and Brokk to come with her. And how Memphis had taken away her memories of Kiero, of her life right before she was plunged into the unknown world. She had been so wrong about her mysterious shifter. Brokk had been twisted by a best friend’s jealousy, and she had complied, not allowing him to prove what he had been to her—what he meant to her.

Busting through the surface of the water again, her lungs screamed for mercy. Rubbing her eyes, Emory sighed deeply. A shiver ran down her spine at the thought of Adair somewhere nearby-the snippets of her life slowly being pieced together. 

She would play her part flawlessly. She would pass these trials, and then as Queen, she would free Kiero, liberate the Rebellion, and destroy Adair. 

If she survived. 

If she believed she had a running chance to overcome Adair and find a way to get to the Rebellion. 

If. If. If. 

Standing, she got out of the tub when she heard the clattering in her room. Wrapping herself in a soft towel, Emory poked her head around the corner, seeing the back of a woman fleeing her room, shutting the door firmly behind her. 

Stalking toward her bed, Emory eyed where a small tray of sliced meats, cheeses, and fruits now lay on her nightstand. Her mouth dropped opened and she lunged toward the tray, shoveling it in. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten. 

“Holy shit, this is good,” she mumbled to herself knowing she wouldn’t be any use half-starved. 

Finishing the tray, Emory sighed, flopping on the bed. The whispers of her mind lured her into a restless sleep filled with dreams of dark eyes and steel cages that tried to keep her locked away. 

And then there was herself, never fast enough to outrun any of them. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Three 
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Brokk

He was a lot of things: time manipulator, soldier, shapeshifter. But as he skidded to a stop, his fur matted and sides heaving, Brokk realized, in this moment, he was just a broken man. 

The scene was splayed before him, slashing into his core and devouring any hope he had clung to. Ash coated the once rolling hill, and where the Academy once stood, all that was left was the skeletal frame of his home, laid bare for the world to see. The air tasted of blood-stale, old blood.

Panting, he licked his maws and lowered his muzzle to sniff the crusted ground. Scents assaulted him, Adair’s men and Nyx’s scent the most prominent, and he allowed the sorrow to flood in.

The Academy, its empty windows now exposed, brick and metal scattered amongst the ruin and ash. Flashes, ghosts of the past, tugged on his consciousness, and growling, he shook his head, pleading with them to leave him alone. But as he numbly forced his paws forward, his nails digging into the scorched ground, they struck him anyways. 

Moving slowly and deliberately, his thoughts were relentless. These woods, ancient and unyielding, had been his fascination and safe hold. Flashbacks of the last time he had seen Emory as she remembered him and not as Memphis portrayed him, came to him next-of a time before Memphis had placed a hand gingerly on her temple and erased her memories: Of her parents, of Memphis, of him. And he had allowed her a taste of another life, of freedom. 

Shuddering, he stalled. Were they all lost to him now, after everything he had fought for, had sacrificed? It had killed him to give Emory distance, to be a shadow of her actions. 

Brokk snarled under his breath, his frustration building. At the time lost, at not taking the chance to find his way back to her. His fur bristled as he threw back his head, his howl lamenting and resonating up to the dying light of the day. He had been too late.

Numbly, he entered the front door of the Academy, wires and cords exposed in the fading light, the frame barely standing. His hackles rose against at the scent that greeted him: Death. He continued into the hallway, growling lowly. Everything was destroyed; everything was burnt. 

Red smears covered the cement walls, Adair’s signature mark. He stopped, staring at the jagged slash. It was red, like the blood on his hands: His lies, his passion, his shadows, his heart. He sometimes forgot that this madness was born from a broken boy who had dreamt of a different life. 

Shaking his head, he loped toward the empty elevator then skidded to a halt and looked down the shaft. The darkness prevented him from seeing anything, and with a deep breath, he threw himself forward, freefalling. The wind howled, and everything was disorientating. Landing hard, several bones cracked and broke; white hot pain flared through him, and he lay panting as the bones healed, and his eyes adjusted. 

He stepped forward and froze.

Decay and destruction surrounded him, suffocating him. He gagged on the scent that overwhelmed him as he took in what was left of the Black Dawn Rebellion. Destroyed. His friends. His family, lost in the darkness, mixed in with Adair’s soldiers. 

Dead, their ashes and bones remaining. 

His heart throbbed with each loss: Jaxson. Wyatt. Bryd. He moved silently, a demon amongst them. I should have been here. To help them, to fight with them. And to die with them. 

Brokk’s whine echoed off the stone walls, lost in the hallways. 

Stalking toward Memphis’s room next, he feared the worse. He had caught his friend’s scent and hers. It was only a matter of minutes before he stood outside the broken frame, trying to make sense of what he smelled.

Nudging the door, it slowly cracked open, bits of it breaking off in ash: The bunker had been upturned, and the bookshelf violently moved over to the side, exposing steps leading down into a tunnel. A secret tunnel. An escape. His heart pounded, and he quickly shifted back to his human form, breathing raggedly. Catching his reflection in a broken mirror beside the bookshelf Brokk frowned, steadying himself. His wounds from the Oilean had healed, leaving scars that roped around his biceps, shoulders, and neck. A constant reminder of the torture they had inflicted, his terror never truly leaving him.

Grimly ripping his gaze from his reflection, Brokk set his resolve. For the first time since bringing Emory back, he dove deep into the pool of power that raged to escape him; ice ran through his veins. His head pounded as the world spun, and he was spiraling, shadows and whispers circling him. 

Suddenly, he was back in the past, and he opened his eyes to see his best friend, Memphis, standing before him dressed in formal wear, pushing Emory down the staircase, frantically urging her to go. Her eyes were wide, her face flushed, fear and defiance oozing from her. Brokk turned his head toward the screams of his dying friends lost in time then watched as the bookcase slid shut, Emory frozen, her heart breaking in her eyes. 

Memphis turned around, running through him, and opened the doors, rushing back toward the fight. He looked lethal, a deadliness in his eyes Brokk had never seen before. He roared for Nyx, and the memories blurred, Brokk’s heart breaking entirely. He had to hold on. 

He saw Memphis and Nyx. Shaking, the same amulet hung around her neck the night Nyx had stabbed him. 

Nyx cried, “Memphis, I never thought....” 

Memphis’s silence was icy as he launched attack after attack—an uncaged beast—and threw himself at Nyx, rage moving him with one purpose. To kill. They danced around each other, lunging, growling, Nyx parrying each blow, her muscles trembling as sparks flew. He watched Jaxson fight for his life in the background. 

Memory slid into memory, and he could do nothing as Jaxson died, as Memphis and Nyx were captured. It wasn’t until the screams died down that the remaining soldiers flooded the hallway, binding the two of them. Memphis was unconscious by this point. The soldiers split up as his friends were dragged away. Two stayed behind, casually lighting a fire in the dining hall.

Walking back toward Memphis’s room, Adair’s soldiers stopped and looked, commenting, “Where do you think she went? Couldn’t have gotten too far...”

Brokk stood in horror as he watched them search the room, flames growing larger and moving faster, smoke billowing down the hallway and engulfing the Academy. They found the secret tunnel in a matter of minutes, following Emory into the darkness as the edges of his vision flickered, and he was brought back in the present, into his world of ashes. 

Choking on his breath, bile rose in his throat. He held his stomach as he retched. They had been butchered, unaware as Nyx led Adair straight into their rebellion. But they had survived-some had survived. An inhuman growl ripped from him as he ran toward the tunnel, shifting mid-flight into his wolf form, barrelling down into the passage. 

He left his past behind in that moment, leaving the Academy, leaving his friends, leaving his soul. A spark had lit up within him; fire consuming him with each pounding step as he promised to himself he would kill Adair. He would tear his throat out with his bare teeth, and that would be a merciful end for what he had done. 

The emptiness resonated through him, each loss making a hole in his heart until it was shattered, and he was lost. 

Blindly, he ran faster, further into the depths of the world. Dampness surrounded him, and he couldn’t focus on where he was going, couldn’t focus on the scents, couldn’t focus on anything but the burn throughout his body as he pushed himself. Dull colors blurred around him as he soared, curving with each turn. 

His thoughts flickered with each movement: Emory, Memphis, Alby, and Nyx. They were alive. His fears reared to life, every worst-case scenario burning images into his mind. He snapped at the thought. Nyx had brought this upon them, but she wasn’t stupid enough to not know how destructive Adair was. He had wiped out their world, their families. Nyx’s motive was love—the thought of losing Memphis. She had sold out everything, their cause, to have Memphis to herself. 

Maybe Brokk would kill her first.

The dampness of the tunnel encompassed him as he galloped faster. The torture he endured with the Oilean was nothing compared to this. Skidding to a stop, he panted when he realized he had come to a sloping incline that met with a ladder popping out into the grassy land overhead. His grief gripped at him, latching on, threatening to drag him down. Take a breath.

He inhaled weeks-old scents trying to figure out what had happened. She wasn’t wounded, but the soldiers’ scents were still strong. There had been a fight until... He growled deeply. Pacing back and forth, he inhaled again, trying desperately to make sense of what he smelled. Another human he did not recognize was mixed in. The stranger’s ability oozed onto everything, marking it with its strong scent. Whoever it was had saved her.

Throwing his weight back onto his haunches, Brokk propelled himself upward, scaling the ladder with ease in his wolf form, then landing onto the grass outside. Lowering his nose, he followed the scents once more, painting a picture for him. Emory had been flung onto the ground. The stranger, a human male, had caused a distraction. He stopped and followed the deep grooved indents into the earth until he stumbled onto the decayed bodies of the soldiers. 

Galloping back to the edge of the forest Brokk looked longingly toward it. Emory had trusted him enough in that moment to follow him, to allow him to help her. Others had survived. His heart raced at an uneven pace. Adair had not put out Kiero’s light. Not yet.

Stepping forward, to the edge of the woods, his hair stood on end, his body freezing. The world was bathed in golden hues with red-tinged edges, and the sun quickly moved lower in the sky. Shifting back to his human form, he sat on the sloping earth. 

For the first time in years, he watched the sun glow in brilliance, reflecting its crimson hues on everything it touched. His breath came in ragged heaves, and dropping, he hugged his knees, caving into himself. Tears blurred his vision as he allowed the utter hollow feeling to overtake him: Being trained as a soldier, he would pick himself up and keep going. 

He would not fail to save the people that made up his world.

He couldn’t lose Emory again. 

He would not let their spark sputter and die. 

Above all, he would not let his friends’ deaths be in vain. If after all these years he gave into defeat now, it would have been all for nothing. 

Swiping his bloodied hands across his cheeks, he watched the horizon as the last of the sunlight burned over the horizon, casting shadows over the Draken Mountains and the Ruined City before darkness tinged the edges of their world. 

Standing on shaking legs, he turned to look at the scorched remains of The Academy one last time. 

Bowing his head, he whispered into the air, “It was our home. I loved and lost there. We all did. I hope you all find peace beyond this world.” Taking a steadying breath, his voice cracked when he added, “I’m so sorry. I should have been there with you.” The words tasted heavy and like ash as they rolled over his tongue. 

He placed a scarred hand over his heart, and then lurched forward, every human aspect of him shattering as he gave in to his beast. His paws soon thundered over the ground, and he inhaled deeply, catching Emory’s scent and allowing it to overtake everything he was. He would track her first and bring her back.

The sun dipped further into the horizon as he ran, brilliant highlights blending the hues. He allowed the thought to propel him forward, always toward her. No matter what stood in-between them. 

***
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Their world was changing; he could taste it in the air, feel it beneath his paws. The night air was heavy as Brokk wove in between the trees. He didn’t know how many hours had passed, but he pushed himself harder and harder, relishing in the burn of his muscles, in the ragged catch in his breath. He had followed the stranger’s relentless pace. 

Snarling, he soared over a fallen tree, the ground thundering from his force. You could have helped them. Brokk pinned his ears back, baring his teeth. The Academy has fallen. He ran faster, his golden fur a streaking comet in the night. Your family is dead. He was consumed by the beating of his heart, by the forest and his blurred surroundings. His demons and guilt chased at his heels, but he would always be faster. 

The ground sloped upward as he scaled the hill, grinding to a stop for a moment. The forest was thinning, and he could see the skeletal remains of the Ruined City. But his gaze fixated on one thing, the Draken Mountains behind them—and Adair. 

A sharp whine escaped him, then he was flying, following their scents straight toward The Mad King’s realm, his hopes melting away into the night, flaring for a fleeting second before they were stripped away, one by one. 

Hitting the Ruined City limits, he didn’t stop, couldn’t look too closely at the life and culture that had been stripped of Sarthaven. Once upon a time, it was the heart of Kiero. He wove through the crumbling buildings, the streets a blur as he made sharp turns, their journey flashing before his eyes. 

Until he stopped. 

Shifting back, sweat plastering his skin, golden hair slicking to his forehead, his wild gaze hungrily consumed the empty space before him. A stream of harsh curses flowed from him as he sat on his heels, cupping his head in his hands. It didn’t make sense. Peeking through his fingers, he willed the bloodstains in the abandoned building to disappear or to erase the scents he had catalogued in his mind and the story they told. 

The blatant truth stared him in the face. The truth he couldn’t believe. 

Baring his teeth, he slammed a fist into the concrete, all his knuckles breaking in a fluid moment, pain momentarily freezing him. 

He knew he could dip into that well of power, to trace back through the memories in time. To see it play out before his very eyes. But he couldn’t bring himself to. Feeling his broken bones pop and heal themselves, Brokk allowed himself one second and a harsh breath cut through his lungs. His limbs shook, and he cast a look back at the Draken Mountain Range, willing it not to be true.

His anger lashed out then, igniting him, and every aspect of his core yearned for a fight, especially with Adair and his doppelganger that had also ventured past this city into the heart of darkness. But this man and Emory had gone willingly. Fear mixed in with determination drenched their scents, and one scent that had left the city cut into him. And it wasn’t Emory’s. 

Chewing his lower lip, he looked at the stain and back at the mountain range. Then, he was sprinting, his boots pounding against the ground, leaving the city of ghosts behind him. With a howl, he shifted mid-run, his wolf form pushing him forward again, racing toward Memphis and Nyx. Toward the stranger and the other scents of people he led. 

If Emory had chosen to go to Adair, he couldn’t follow her. He could never beat Adair alone. The decision to find the rest of the Rebellion weighed heavily, as he left Emory in the clutches of their enemy, along with his heart. 
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Chapter Four

[image: image]




Azarius

The moonlight kissed her skin, bathing Lana in its silver light as it poured through the window. Azarius had no idea what time it was, and frankly, he didn’t care. He wished to be locked in this moment forever, spending endless nights with the woman he loved. Smiling, he watched as she stirred in her sleep, murmuring at things unseen to him. He brought his lips to her shoulder, gently and slowly covering her body with a trail of kisses.

She sighed, waking and cracking an eye open, groaning. “Do you know what sleep is?”

He grinned at her in the darkness. “Not with you around,” he murmured.

She gently brought her hand to rest against his chest, stopping him. “Are you finally going to tell me what happened?” Lana, his love, his other half, could read him like an open book.

He ran a hand through his fiery red hair. “Lana, you know exactly—”

“No, Azarius, I want to hear it from you.” She waited, her caramel eyes blazing in the night. Pinning him with that stare, he knew he didn’t have a choice.

Sighing, he leaned back, propping himself up with his elbows as he searched for the right words. “I made a mistake.”

Her eyes ignited him like a thousand suns, flashing in the darkness. She of all people understood better than most. 

They survived as refugees for six years in Azarius’s old village, Pentharrow. Morgan found them in time, before Adair’s soldiers advanced. It was timely on her part; Azarius shivered in the night. Without Morgan and her dark magic, they would have all died. 

He would never forget that night, how she had advanced from the night, a demon bathed in red. She had locked eyes with him, and he knew from that one look that everything would change. As a stranger, he had advanced upon her at once. He was the only security in their small town. He was a fighter, a survivor, and he would protect his people. She had known. He had demanded where she had come from. Her retort had been, “Your savior.”

“Azarius?”

He shook his head, coming out of the memory and taking Lana in. Since that night, Morgan had proclaimed that unless she was made leader, they would meet their end. She was trained in magic, in witchcraft. She could protect them. It made his blood boil, but he had bowed to her every wish. 

And to this day, he knew nothing about their leader. How she had known about their fate and what her intentions were. As her second in command, he had pushed for answers to only get punished in return. It was always done publicly too. Every time he stepped outside of the line, he greeted the whipping post like an old lover. The leather would snap and bite into his skin, and he always said nothing. He took it and walked away, swearing to all gods above that he would get revenge and would free his people from her. 

Lana had always had her suspicions, but neither of them ever said anything aloud. Morgan always knew. Lana wouldn’t risk him getting hurt further—enough scars ridged his back as it was. That was until tonight. 

“Azarius...” Her voice caressed him, a thousand unsaid things flying between them in that moment.

He pushed on, crumbling. “I brought Memphis Carter and my twin brother, Alby, to her. To assess for trial. I was so angry that my brother was part of this rebellion that hid for years. That I almost died helping a princess that came back from the dead. 

“You are my world, Lana, and they all almost ripped the chance to see you again from me. I knew what would happen. I knew Morgan would never see reason or be fair. But I didn’t care. All I could think about was that while we were living in this world of darkness, a group more powerful than you and I could ever imagine was slumbering while thousands of people died. We could have died. 

“I wanted them punished. Lana, because I almost dared to hope that they would make a difference.”

Rebellion. The word, the meaning, the thought behind it was an ember softly pulsing in his darkness. It was greater than he would have ever hoped. But now his brother and the rebellion were just as broken as he was. Just as lost. 

Lana leaned in close, kissing his jawline softly. “This is far from over yet. Come with me. I need to show you something that I should have shown you long ago.”

He took her in. Her lips curved sadly in the night as she held out her hand to him, beckoning him to come with her down a road filled with mystery and question. His fingers met hers, warm and reassuring. 

His heart pounded against his ribcage, and he was too tired. Too confused. Too scared about the forces circling their world and the leaders that had broken it, leaving them in ruin. He had survived in Adair’s darkness for so long. Under Morgan’s tyranny, Azarius had become a shadow of himself. 

He always had picked up the pieces, and like every other day, he followed the only thing that made sense to him in this life-Lana. Pulling away, she draped the robe around her, her dark hair tumbling. Quickly, he dressed, his alertness bleeding into his panic with each second. Her eyes were luminous as they devoured him.

Swallowing hard, her words broke down the last of his sanity, his hope. “Azarius, I have not been honest with you.”

A cold wind spun around him, churning the contents of their room. His breath stilled, ice running though his veins. Silently, she nodded for him to follow, and he did the only thing that he could: Trying to keep his ability steady, he followed her out of their room, weaving through the darkness toward the kitchen.

He grappled to get back to their suspended moment, in the safety of each other’s arms, in the blanket of the night. His heart dropped, and in his gut, he knew he was already chasing after a lost memory. His reality held a different story to be told, and the cracks of darkness fused within him, holding him steady as he prepared himself for what he was about to hear. 
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Chapter Five
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Emory

The darkness kissed her, embraced her. Squinting, Emory tried to make sense of where she was but was met with a black, dense wall. Sweat pooled at the base of her neck, warmth flaring through her body. Fear choked her then as she gulped down stale air. She knew she wasn’t alone because she felt them before they said anything.

“Emory, you need to wake up.” Memphis’s voice, just barely a whisper, caressed her.

Right beside her left ear, another voice sounded. “Em, wake up.” Brokk’s rough voice was harsh and clear, but she felt her body still being pulled, pulled down into the black abyss.

A third voice then sounded; one she could only recognize from her dreams. “Emory, darling, wake up.” Her mother. Her voice danced all around her, and she clawed blindly, trying to connect with her lost friends and family. Trying to find them.

Silence landed heavy, and a putrid smell enveloped her senses. It smelled of rotting meat. Bile rose in her throat as a she felt a slimy, boney hand wrap hard around her wrists, pulling her toward it. She couldn’t scream; she couldn’t move. 

Sweat drenched every inch of her body as the creature she couldn’t make out leaned closer, whispering right in front of her, “Emory, I have found you.” Swivelling around, she was met with darkness until the monster pulled her closer, its breath tickling her ear. “And you belong to me.”

The knife slid in between her ribs, pain blossoming, and cackles spun around her. Then, she was dragged down into the darkness. 

Screams tore from her chest as she shot up. Drenched in a cold sweat, it took her several minutes to register where she was and the guard standing at the foot of her bed, arms crossed and eyebrows raised. She screamed again, pulling her blankets around her, her nightdress clinging to her curves.

“Who gave you permission to be in here?” she demanded.

Smirking arrogantly, he said, “I did.”

Blinking, she recognized the man as the same one that guarded her down in the cells. Rubbing her eyes, she tried to shake the feeling of that damp death-like hold of the creature in her dream.

She pointed to the door. “Get the hell out.”

He scoffed, rolling his eyes. “It’s time to start your day. The king awaits.” Throwing a bundle at the bottom of her bed, he turned his back, briskly stating, “You have five minutes to get ready. I’ll wait outside.” 

Shutting the door, he left her in stark silence. 

It was time. 

Panic clutched her heart, squeezing it, threatening to break it. She couldn’t breathe. The walls seemed stretched too thin. 

She could do this—she had to do this. Emory would grant the rebels the time they needed, the time she needed. Dying wasn’t an option. Besides, she was already dead to the people who had believed in her. 

Leaning forward with shaking hands, she opened the parcel. Several stacks of light black clothes spilled out, including shirts, pants, and undergarments. A blood red sash sat atop them all. Lovely. Sitting on top all of this, though, was a light, sheer, gold chest plate. Squinting, she leaned closer to inspect it. Markings she didn’t recognize adorned all the edges, and its sheerness was unearthly. She was so close, her breath was fogging it, her reflection lost. Strong leather buckles joined at the shoulders; its back plate just as impressive. She shimmied out of bed, quickly dropping the armor.

Emory went through the motions of getting dressed numbly. Braiding her long ebony hair back, she looked in the mirror behind her. She didn’t recognize the woman standing before her, the stark cheekbones, emptiness in her eyes, bruised skin underneath them. Tying her sash tightly, she set her resolve. 

Emory Fae of Earth was dead. 

Everything had led up to this moment. 

Her parents shaped their world, defying the paths they were told to go down: A warrior from the Shattered Isles and a Prince of Kiero were never supposed to break away and build a refuge—The Academy—for peace. In her heart, Emory knew they had made mistakes, but their life’s dream was to fight and to ensure everyone, no matter their ability, would have a place to call home. 

Emory loosened a breath. She would not let her parents’ dream die. If Adair wanted a challenge, he would get one. She would make him pay. For her family. Her friends. For herself.

Grabbing the chest plate, she stepped outside her room, meeting the guard. He dipped his head at her, eyeing the armor curiously but not saying a word. Leading her down the spiraling staircase into the hallway below them, she fell into step with him. 

This world was bleak, consisting of cold stone and regimented life; they traveled in silence. Curious now, she inspected the guard out of the corner of her eye. He was around her age with dark brown hair and kind eyes. What had happened to him, to get him here? She clenched her jaw, controlling the anger that was bubbling inside. 

Kiero had bled, the open wound festering, until all that was left was an infection that still spread. Entire lives had been compromised, and she should have been here to change that course. Adrenaline poured through her, heating her core: Good. Good. She would use this; she would not be afraid. 

They stepped into the activity of the main hallway, soldiers throwing curious glances their way.

“This way,” the guard barked at her, and they veered left into a smaller, narrower hallway, causing them to walk in single file.

The temperature dropped several degrees, and goosebumps erupted over her body. Several more minutes of walking in silence passed, and Emory couldn’t handle it anymore. 

“Do I get the name of my valiant watchdog?” she purred at his back, feigning courage.

He rolled his shoulders once, and she could sense his tension. “No.”

Fair enough. She had no retort to that, and instead settled with drinking in her surroundings. Deep green moss speckled the cavern walls, visible moisture making them slick. They must be heading into the bellows of this hive, even lower than the cells. Light from the lanterns danced at them as they passed, causing shadows and her mind to run with their mystery. 

She recalled everything Memphis had taught her, clenching and unclenching her hands. Breathing in, she felt that deep well of power within her lift its head, acknowledging that it was there. She wasn’t alone. Over the months that had passed, ever since she had stepped foot back into Kiero, her ability had grown. The power collecting in her core, pumping through her veins, echoing her thoughts. My lifeline. 

It grew every day, and she had banked her entire plan on that. Risked her life on it. She would be trained and turned into the weapon Adair wanted, but she would use her skills on him, to kill and take back her throne. With that thought, a cool resolve settled over her as they approached the ancient door before them, the king smirking sickly beside it.

After a quick nod to the guard, Adair’s eyes appraised her as he took her in, practically purring, “Good morning, Emory. I see my parcel has found you well.”

His voice was liquid fire, and it ignited her. She stood as silent as the stone walls around her, studying him. He wore nearly identical clothes as yesterday except a loose belt hung from his waist that was adorned with different sizes of vials and daggers. So, it begins. 

Adair chuckled at her lack of reply and swung the door open, motioning for her to walk inside. Just her. She didn’t look back at the guard as she followed. 

They entered a cavern the size of a small gym, different posts with a strange glass bowl hanging from each. Except for this, the room was weaponless and silent.

She tried to still her racing heart as he spoke. “You wish to join my forces, but I am very selective about my soldiers. Only the quickest, smartest, and most powerful succeed here. Usually, I have scouts watch the potential subject to decide his or her worth. Loyalty lies with safety, and in my world, you are safe with me.” 

A spark lit in his eyes as he stared her down hungrily. “You have succeeded in not only disappearing for the last six years without a trace but have gained the rebels’ trust, and dare I say, love, only to break all of that to finally reunite with me, desiring your title as Queen. A title that you will have to work for, seeing as you are my most potential and dangerous subject ever. But I must admit, Emory, that I am intrigued by your alliances. Maybe my efforts all those years ago weren’t in vain.” 

Snapping his fingers, an electric blue flame ignited, blazing against each glass bowl, casting the room with their glow.

The retort broke through her lips before she could think twice. “Been learning some new tricks, I see?”

His smirk was as sharp as a sword’s edge. “You can’t even begin to imagine.” His gaze trailed down her arm to where she still clung to the armor.  Mouth quirking, his dark eyes shone as he breathed, “Ah yes. This brings me to my next thought. I have had this specially made for you. Its metal is very rare and only found in the Draken Mountains. Feather light, it will mold itself to your body, and I have made some slight adjustments from there.” His lips curled up, and the pit in her stomach grew deeper, every fiber in her body telling her this was bad. 

“During these trials, this armor not only will measure your body’s strength and stamina, but your ability’s strength and stamina, for my own personal records. If I should catch a hint that you are here to inflict harm on me and my court, then with my control, a poison trigger system will activate and inject into your blood, killing you within seconds.” Adair spoke low, looking at her with malice in his eyes, waiting for her to react. 
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