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For the dreamers who see endless possibilities and the magic in everyday life.

And for everyone who has dared to fight for love, in all its forms.
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Prologue

[image: image]


Fifteen years earlier,

Sarthaven (The Ruined City)

The note shook so hard in her grasp, Nei Fae couldn’t focus on the words splayed before her. With a racing pulse and a sharp ringing coursing through her ears, she crumpled the paper beneath her white knuckles. 

Breathe. 

The words branded her like hot iron to her flesh, her entire being coursing with them. Her hope was consumed by them.

She sat at her desk, like any other day. The afternoon light poured in through the window, catching the various objects scattered throughout, from the copious number of books to the overwhelming stack of papers. A hard glint reflected off her longsword and throwing knives that lay scattered throughout the room. 

Her office was one of solace, in a time where peace was very hard to find. 

Her golden hair spilled forward as she dropped her face into her hands, covering her eyes while her senses were diluted and muffled, if only for a second.

Her father’s voice filled Nei’s mind as clear as day in her reprieve: ‘You will not marry for love, my sweet girl, but you will sacrifice yourself wholeheartedly so that this world may see a day where peace ensues; so that this war will ease itself into the pages of our history.’

He had been spot on. It had been one year since her arranged marriage where their world had quaked and shook with the defiance of it: a wild woman from the Shattered Isles betrothed to the prince. 

People’s reactions had been worse than expected, to say the least. 

When Nei Runnard had been scuffling around with her sisters and sailing the coast, following her heart wherever adventure was, Roque Fae was being groomed in the politics of his court and his country. Nei had almost laughed when her father sat her down and told her he had sealed her fate. 

One. Year. 

She left her family, her life, her hopes and dreams behind to marry a man she loathed. Now, he was tolerable but still undeniably an arse in more ways than not. 

It was a strong union, she was told. One that would end her people’s suffering. Her marriage to Roque Fae would ensure that the Shattered Isles would thrive again, trading wine and fruit with Kiero. Instead of what the reality was now: her people being captured and enslaved, sailors’ ships being attacked by Kiero’s fleets, burned and sent to the bottom of the Black Sea. 

So here she was, prettily packaged, trying to quell Kiero’s hatred toward her country. It had surprised her at first, how angry the people were. So what if she was a rover, a pirate. More warrior than princess. 

Every day in this court proved just how deep rooted the people’s suffering went; every day, accusations of the government not providing the security and protection the people wanted, that they needed, came in.

Sighing, Nei Fae stood, stretching, and her joints popped. Beneath her simple garb, bruises flowered her body from her sparring sessions, reminding her with every step who she was, where her roots lay. And she had fiercely promised herself that – to not forget. 

Nei’s only friend in this forsaken court, Bresslin Stratton, took it upon herself to have daily evening walks with her. Instead of dresses and gossip, they filled their time with clashing steel and aching muscles. 

Smiling wolfishly, Nei reminded herself what her sisters had always said: that amongst them all, she was born with the fury of the sea, with the resilience of the rocks the water crashed upon. She would not break beneath the pressures, lies, and riots of being a hated Queen. 

Her sisters had been so sure she had what it took to be Queen. Their excitement, their hope of a better life rather than one of fighting for survival, is what kept Nei from running away and disappearing into nothingness. 

Besides Bresslin, that’s what everyone here thought of her - That she wasn’t as cunning or had the potential to rule beside Roque. 

A sharp knock sliced through her thoughts, and she stood quickly, tucking the note tightly against her wrist and out of sight. 

The door swung open, and Roque leaned lazily against the doorframe, arms crossed and mischief dancing in his green eyes. Their outfits were matching, black loose pants and shirt; a deep plum cloak was fastened at his throat. 

Swallowing hard, Nei bowed her head, rasping, “My King.”

Three hundred and sixty-five days later, she was still not used to saying those two words. Two words that chained her. 

Lifting her dark gaze, she got a lifted brow in response, as Roque stepped into her office. “Are you ready? They won’t wait forever you know.”

The council. 

And like every other day, Nei plastered that splintering grin, making her cheeks hurt. “Of course,” she said. 

His brows furrowed for a moment before he offered his arm to her, the gentleman he was dictated to be. She was grace and poise as she accepted his gesture, and in tow, they left behind her sanctuary. 

Sarthaven, the Capital of Kiero, ‘the city beneath the stars’, bustled outside the towering walls, the shouts and chaos a never-ending serenade. 

Nei wanted to laugh at the acclaimed name. It was far from the truth. The people here came to seek a better quality of life but found more division; while the only thing that bred here were riots and death.

Dread filled her core as they walked in silence down the winding hallway, the sunlight flickering as they passed each small window. Every footfall, every step was a reminder of what lay ahead, waiting in the shape of four council members. Nervously, she shifted her arm, trying to ease her roaring mind. At the end of the cavernous hallway, twenty steps away, an oak door gleamed, two guards stationed by it. 

They wore silver shirts and pants, the material shimmering like stardust, and stood so still at first glance they could pass as statues. She caught the flicker of their empty eyes, the rise and fall of their pale skin. As they drew closer, they bowed their shaved heads, revealed two inky black sigils above their brow. Stomach dropping, a cold sweat clung to her skin as she looked at the men from the Shattered Isles - broken and made to serve a country they hated while Nei lived in luxury. 

A cold fire burned in their eyes as they met her gaze, unsaid accusations burning behind their looks. Why had she agreed to this union if more men and women from the Shattered Isles were enslaved to serve the Faes? Her people were seen as savages and were treated as such in Kiero. 

Slaves. 

Nei’s steps faltered. Three hundred and sixty-five days of sacrificing everything she was, and this had not stopped. It was the only reason she had agreed to go through with this madness. Her people lived a content, happy life on the Shattered Isles, one where they hadn’t recognized a king in almost several decades, until the Faes and Roque’s father deemed his son the one true king. 

Now, the world was divided between a tyrant and a son wanting to make his father proud. She was a pawn, a promise to her people that even though their abilities were different, they were nurtures and healers and wouldn’t be made to bow, wouldn’t be penalized. That as queen, she would break the preconceived notion that they were lesser in anyway. 

And she was failing. 

Nei tore her gaze from the two rovers and forced her features into a neutral expression. Roque grimly smiled down at her before pushing the door open, and they stepped in. 

The room was large, a deep oak table placed in its center. The bay window behind the four figures seated encompassed the world behind them. The sun flared in the sky, bathing the bustling city in light. 

Or burning it. 

Nei gritted her teeth when she and Roque stopped and bowed low, their sweeping arms and submissive figures applying all the grandeur this life demanded. They rose together, and Roque gently held her hand as they walked toward the council, the vision of unity. 

The council - two men and two women – were scowling. Their papery skin looking translucent in the sun, showing the map of blue veins rippling along their arms and necks. Their severe features let no emotions pass, and Nei’s gut twisted with nerves. These ancient souls in front of her dictated every move, political and personal for the royal family.

Roque squeezed her clammy hand gently, as if to say: Don’t worry, this is the best way; or don’t worry you are one of us, they can’t hurt you. 

Nei sat stiffly in the chair before her, Roque following suit. 

Oren, the head of the council, leaned forward, his watery eyes locking on her. “Your Highnesses, I must be blunt. We are curious as to why you called this meeting. We thought our demands were clear.”

It took all of her control not to unleash her fury right then and there. Their “demands” were for her and Roque to sit idly by while every day more of their people were slaughtered. While everyday more of her people were enslaved. 

Nei slipped on that practiced mask of calm and poise, batt her eyes at Roque, smiling sweetly. Let them play me for the fool. 

Leaning forward, his deep voice rumbled, “Esteemed council members, my Queen and I come to you today with a proposition. One that will only strengthen our world and help end the suffering that is evident within our society. I must be equally blunt, being a new father now has brought to light the flaws within my own father’s arrangement. I will do what is best for my daughter’s future, and my country’s.”

Nei watched Oren’s expression for any slip of his mask. The council had been Roque’s father’s private advisors, first hailing from the Arken mountains in the north. She had heard the rumors of their dark magic bewitching Camden Fae, allowing Kiero to turn its back on its people and falling into madness...

Oren scoffed. “Please, no insult intended, my King, but...”

Roque’s gaze darkened as he snapped, “You will not interrupt me, Oren. I’m your king. It’s time this council embraces the future. And I will not stand for one that’s bathed in blood.”

Roque was arrogant and entitled but maybe her pleas had gotten through to him. She had begged him endlessly, their arguments flowing late into the night. He could not turn a blind eye anymore, even though he was afraid of what the world would think and say. But here he sat, powerful and determined, and for the briefest second, admiration flared within her. 

“Nei and I are ready to move forward in our lives, and the council and my father will not be privy to our decisions anymore. It’s time for you all to step down.” 

The council members’ voices rose in an uproar, accusations being thrown at them both. 

Oren’s voice, as usual, cut right through the rest, “This is because of her. Roque, you have been poisoned by this, this witch from those cursed Islands.” Spittle flew from Oren’s mouth, as his pointed finger shook toward Nei’s chest. 

Slowly and very surely, she focused on Oren, taking in the old man. 

I will end you, even if it means war. 

Nei swallowed down her thoughts, proud her voice was steady when she said, “No, Oren. I am not a witch, only a healer. A woman who wants to see a world that is not trying to tear itself apart. A Queen that has dreams for her King, her daughter, and to ensure we will rule justly and not be ravished in lies and in corruption.” She paused. “Too long has this council pushed the idea that their one true King is one of triumphant power, when our people are taking this notion and abusing their abilities on my kinsmen and enslaving them. When they are hunting and killing desolates because they aren’t worthy of life.”

Oren spat out, “And what do you think they will do when the world finds out your husband is a desolate?”

Roque slammed his fist down on the table, the wood shaking from the force. “It is time my people know the truth. I am a king that is barren of ability. But it takes more than might to rule. It is time to rebuild our world, and this will start with our new government.”

Laughter danced around them, and Nei clenched her fist, her nails biting into the flesh of her palms. Roque rolled his shoulders, bringing himself up to his full height in his seat. “The time of this monarchy is done. There will be consequences for slave traders and for the slaughter of desolates. It starts today, with the expulsion of this council. You are all relieved of your duties and services.”

Oren pushed his chair back, the wood screeching against the cement. Looking feral, he shook with rage. “And what exactly are you going to do?”

The Roque she recognized flickered back through, as he leaned forward, almost touching noses with Oren and said, “Nei and I are building a sanctuary for all who want to learn how to control their abilities and harness it. To be used for good, not for fueling the death tolls and riots. A place for desolates to take refuge. Most importantly, a place to build a government that will preserve our culture and uphold the rights of our people.”

“A place that will never exist.”

Nei chuckled. “Oren, you are already behind the times. This place will exist, and you are staring at its founders.”

Roque leaned away. “I do believe we are done here.”

Each of the council members left in an arrangement of curses and rolling anger. 

Oren stared at them both, collecting himself before saying, “I hope you both know that we will not let this stand.” He left, allowing his words to linger in the air before snapping the door closed behind him. 

“We have to go, now,” Roque whispered. 

Nei collected herself. The council would move fast, but they were faster. Bresslin and Cesan Stratton were ready for them, with Emory. They would leave this city behind and flee for their future. 

Consuming the distance between them, Nei threw her arms around his neck and said on an exhale, “Thank you, truly.”

A flicker of surprise crossed Roque’s face before a small smirk tugged the corner of his lips. He quipped, “They will try to kill us, you know.” 

Abashed from showing emotion, Nei pulled away. “Oh, no doubt. It will take years for people to accept this idea. This mad dream of ours.”

Despite her hatred, the confinement of her marriage, there was always something so much more important. Putting her differences aside, Nei had chosen fighting for freedom, above all else. Freedom for the Shattered Isles, for Kiero. For their daughter’s future. 

Running, the note in Nei’s sleeve felt like lead, anchoring her to her decisions. She was torn in two: a queen and a daughter loyal to her people. 

Their footfalls pounded around them, echoing in the hallway, and Nei summoned a flicker of energy, calling to her elements. Her skin burned, and the note ignited quickly, dissolving into ash, the remains soaring behind her, lost and unseen. 

No one would know. Not Roque, Emory, or Bresslin. 

Her father’s reply to her letter seared through her: I will miss you, my sweet daughter. But know we will wait, and when you are ready, we will answer your call for war. May the winds be with you, and your fierceness never falter. The Shattered Isles will answer to you and you alone.

Nei ran faster, her heart racing. She dared Oren to come after them, to declare a threat to their peace. Because the Shattered Isles were ready, and they answered to only her. 
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Brokk

Fifteen years later, The Academy

The afternoon sun soaked into his neck as Brokk Foster raised the bow, drawing the string back, his arrow nocked. The bowstring grazed his cheek as his arm shook; he tried not to blink against the sweat rolling down his temple. The courtyard faded away in that second, his hawk-eyed teacher, Professor Iasan, standing to the side, his arms crossed, his face impassive. Brokk’s fellow classmates stood near, and the looming structure of the Academy was behind them. 

A strand of his golden hair tickled his forehead as he exhaled.

It’s not real, just release the arrow. Just release it. 

At the opposite end of the range, a stuffed dummy was raised with an emblazoned red target where a heart would be. 

Not real, not real, not real. 

Muscles screaming, he tried to empty his charged mind, to convince himself that the undiluted fear that clutched his heart was unreasonable. 

With still shaking arms, the arrow flew, cutting through the air with a soft hiss. Laugher erupted behind him, making him cringe as he lowered the bow and saw the lodged feathered end in the ground, not even close to the dummy. 

“Enough!” Professor Iasan’s booming voice cut off his classmates’ jeers. 

Brokk turned, lifting his gaze to meet the incredulous look of his best friend, Memphis Carter. Memphis raised one eyebrow as his smooth voice filled Brokk’s consciousness, only for him to hear, “Well, what are you going to do this time?”

Huffing, Brokk wrenched his gaze away. Sometimes his friend could be such an ass. 

Tactical training class was Brokk’s nemesis, and he met, not for the first time, Professor Iasan’s cutting accusations. “Foster! What do you call that?” 

More chuckles rippled out, and the tips of his ears burned. A minute passed, and then another as Brokk studied the fascinating details of his leather boots. 

“Well?”

Raising his gaze to meet Professor Iasan’s, that familiar flicker of anger ignited in him. He was so tired of being trained for no acclaimed threat. The Academy had taken him in years ago, with golden promises of schooling him in the control of his abilities so he could have a shot at a normal life—that they all could. 

Over the years, the Academy had become a school woven from lies. The students here were regimented, honed, and molded into weapons. He did not sign up to be a soldier. 

Brokk felt his lips tug upward as he threw the bow at his feet. It clattered noisily, as he threw his hands out to his sides. “I’m done, Professor Iasan.”

He brushed past Memphis, not meeting his gaze. 

Through the catcalls and hollers, Memphis’s voice cut through his mind, “Brokk...” Memphis’s tone only made him walk faster out of the courtyard, not looking back once. 

Passing under the stone archway, its chiseled carvings always struck him as unnerving and beautiful at the same time. It told the story of the Academy: how the Faes and the Strattons had built the foundations for their democratic government, how they had pulled Kiero out from under the shadow of war, how the Academy was—and had been for  fifteen years—structured to present the world its golden warriors, fighting of any threat of abuse and injustice. The pupils here were some of the most gifted and were the strongest representation of what Kiero had to offer. 

Or most uncontrolled. Most needed to be caged. 

It wasn’t that he didn’t agree with what the Academy stood for. Brokk was just as well learned in Kiero’s history as any other student: about the trade wars with the Shattered Isles, about how Roque’s father and his council continued for years to enslave Nei’s people and slaughter the desolates—people without or with very weak abilities. The scales of the world had been uneven for a very long time, and the Faes had fought for this freedom away from the past, which was bathed in blood. 

Of course, Brokk was honored to be a part of such a movement. He was grateful that Nei and Roque had taken him in. He had no recollection of his parents or what had happened for him to end up alone in the forest that surrounded the Academy so many years prior. Without the Faes, he would not have survived or would have been at the mercy of the raiders. Their world wasn’t perfect, but it was at ease. 

The raiders had proclaimed separate regency and had, somewhat, left their towns and cities alone. The Shattered Isles were under a peace agreement now with the Faes, but no longer accepted Nei as one of their own blood. The desolates were under the sworn oath of protection from the Academy, and the Academy continued to grow and flourish with the Faes’ dream. 

Brokk sighed, looking up past the archway to the open sky and the endlessness it provided. He should be grateful. He should take his instruction without question. He should be proud to be a student here and graduate to serve his country. He would be a government official, a warrior and protector of the peace. 

But he was not. 

There had been whisperings for the last couple of years of what exactly the seniors were instructed to do by Cesan Stratton. 

Brokk shivered, his eyebrows furrowed as those whispers pulled at the throes of his mind; creating chaos and fear, unleashing the students as weapons. Everything started as whispers in this place, but the knowledge of what Cesan might be doing, what he was brain washing into the hearts and minds of students had shattered Brokk’s flawless view of the world around him. 

He would not be carved into a fearmonger; he would not use his abilities to crack the frail bond of peace that had been accomplished within Kiero. He would not be a monster. 

His throat felt thick as he tore his gaze away and continued his walk back to the main building. 

Whether the rumors were true was a whole other problem. Cesan was not his favorite man and they rarely saw eye to eye, but was he an enemy? 

Brokk sighed, his dark thoughts whisking away any peace of mind he might have had for the day. A tolling bell rang out behind him, marking their lunch break, and breaking him free from his thoughts. 

By fire and flame, finally. 

The Academy was a sprawling map of concrete. The main building consisting of dorms in the center, a tall cylinder watchtower to the east, and encircling it was the constant placement of adjacent classroom buildings. No gates were needed, no security. Anyone mad enough to try to disrupt the students and teachers here wouldn’t make it far. Besides, the closest city was the Capital of Kiero, Sarthaven, and that was hours away.

Brokk was following the well-worn path back up toward the building when a clear voice rang out behind him, “Brokk, wait up!”

The blood in his very veins froze, and he stopped walking mid-stride. Emory Fae grabbed his arm, turning him to face her. A pale blush bloomed across her cheeks, her emerald eyes bright as for a moment he stopped worrying about Iasan and the Academy.  But like every other day, he swallowed down his emotions and wolfishly grinned at his other best friend. “And what could you possibly want?”

She wrinkled her nose, playfully punching him in the arm. “Oh come off it. Memphis caught me after class and mentioned you might be skulking around somewhere in this general direction.”

“Of course he did,” Brokk breathed out, returning his attention back to his walk. 

Naturally, Emory wasn’t deterred one bit. “Was it Iasan again?”

Both she and Memphis were privy to his opinion about their training teacher. Iasan was ruthless, a trained killer, and expected them to have no compassion, no mercy. It was dummies now they were practicing on, but when it wasn’t? When they killed without a second thought? He never wanted to lose his empathy or his intolerance for taking another life, even if he attained the skills. 

Emory’s mouth turned down in a grim line as she walked beside him. “I can talk to my dad again,” she offered.

“That went so well last time.” A strangled chuckle came out of him. “No, I can deal with Iasan, just not today, Em.”

Unclenching his fists at his side, he didn’t remark on Emory’s father, Roque Fae. Everywhere he went, he oozed of authority and structure; of might and discipline. He was severe, a ruler in every right. He was a desolate and one of the most influential people in Kiero. The fact he was a desolate didn’t make him any less intimidating. He thought very highly of his instructors and of his government, and Brokk clearly remembered the last time Emory had gone to him about Iasan. 

“He is the best in his field, the best throughout the country. Brokk should be willing to challenge himself instead of limiting himself due to his heart.”

Emory had relayed his message mockingly, but the words had cut through Brokk. This was their leader, the person everyone praised. The man everyone looked up to. The man Brokk never went to with his concerns again after that. 

Frowning, his doubts clawed at his mind as they climbed in comfortable silence, the melody of the forest creatures floating out to them. Heard, but unseen. It was soothing and melancholy, the soft music dripping with life and isolation. He knew those melodies fell on deaf ears, but he was always listening, his personal orchestra overlapping in beautiful harmonies, igniting him. 

In the ancient woods, that was the place he was truly free. The forest lines blurring as he ran, the moon’s light mapping his way, feeling the earth under his paws, as Brokk lost himself in his animal instinct. Those heartbreaking laments of the fellow creatures that could be found in the darkness tugged at him. 

Calling him to come back, to come home. 

To him, being a shapeshifter was a gift. That part of himself, of his ability, was part of his very core. The yearning for wildness, for freedom, for power. People had been afraid at first, thinking that he couldn’t control himself - that he would hurt someone. The wolf and man were one; each skin he wore was him. That part of himself he was always in control of. 

It was his other ability that he kept tucked close to his heart, locked in the darkest shards of his soul. The one that scared him, the one he didn’t understand. The one that was growing. Waiting for that trigger moment where it would explode from him, emblazoned and uncontrolled. The one he had told no one about. 

Swallowing hard, Brokk brought himself back to Emory’s crystal laugh, to her smile, to her gentle brushes of their fingers. He was drowning in the stormy seas of his fears, and she was his anchor. Had always been his anchor. 

She raised a delicate dark brow at him murmuring, “It would seem we have a visitor.”

Snapping his attention forward, he stalled. “Do you want me to take care of this?”

Emory rolled her eyes. “Brokk, I have known him since I was a little kid. He doesn’t scare me. You shouldn’t let him get under your skin.”

Brokk took in Adair Stratton stalking toward them. He was gangly, tall, and thin. His dark gaze held only one person, and Brokk felt himself blush. Adair held such an intensity for Emory it was unsettling. The Faes and the Strattons were best friends, and that extended toward their children. 

Adair stopped, sneering at Brokk, and didn’t even acknowledge him.  “Emory, we are to go see our parents. Immediately.” His voice was smooth and deep, like still water. 

A sly smirk tugged at the corners of Emory’s lips. “To discuss very important matters, I’m sure.” 

Adair nodded, tilting his head as he practically ravished her with his eyes. The hair on the back of Brokk’s neck stood on end, and he wanted to snarl, to protect Emory from Adair’s dark seducing gaze. Not a single bone in Brokk’s body trusted him. Not. One. 

Adair offered his arm to Emory, which she took with an apologetic look toward Brokk. “See you later, Brokk. Duty calls.”

Feebly waving goodbye, Brokk bore his gaze into Adair’s back as they walked away: light and dark, oil and water mixing. Brokk caught a snippet of Adair’s voice as they walked - “Emory, honestly, what do you see in him?”

This time a snarl did break through his lips, and Brokk shut his eyes, taking in deep breaths. Adair had a special talent to break his patience, preaching to Emory that she was above her friendship with Memphis and himself. That she was above them. Emory, of course, had always done what she wanted, ignoring Adair’s poisonous words. Ones Adair thought was lost to them. 

Yet, she always let him in, always answered his beck and call. Brokk couldn’t help but see past her façade and thought a part of her was spellbound by Adair and would bend to his will wholly. 

He hated it. Yet, he also tolerated their friendship with him for Emory. 

Soon, they were small figures in the distance, and Brokk continued his way up the path alone.

***
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“On my command... Now!”

Professors Lien’s voice sliced through the tense excitement of the room. The auditorium was cavernous and filled with natural light, making every detail clear to the students. The obstacle course was grueling and complicated; laid out before him, the challenge was plain to see. 

Various tunnels and scaling walls spread in front of them, and at the opposite end of the room, Brokk counted the teachers: Professor Whilms—a burly man, his black goatee framing his smug features as fire danced from his palms. Professor Remre—her silver hair plaited back as the longswords glinted in her grasp. And in front of him, Professor Iasan stood in front of Memphis. 

Heart sinking into his stomach, Brokk pieced together that they were practicing hand-to-hand combat before they could reach their partner. 

Brokk looked to Memphis stationed across from him at the opposite end of the room. With a causal shrug, Brokk waggled his eyebrows at his friend and then chaos exploded. 

Every time he shapeshifted, it was like falling into piercing, icy water. His muscles tensed as he ran, and then, in an explosion of cracking bones, he bore his second skin, his golden fur rippling. His defined muscles propelled him, like a comet streaking across the night sky, full of flaring life, burning and devouring its path. 

Around him, the room exploded with a various number of elements: fire, water and wind bending to students will. To his left was Alby, his red hair and pale skin disappearing as he turned invisible. To his right, Jaxson multiplied himself as all the versions of him raced ahead, trying to finish the course first and reach his partner, Wyatt, who waited for him. Pleasure rippled through his body as Brokk scaled the towering wall in one leap, adrenaline pushing him faster, harder, better. 

Dodging and twisting from abilities being thrown at him, he missed the Professor’s assaults with ease. He galloped through a placed tunnel; the light of the auditorium being swallowed up in an instant. Snarling, he charged, flying out of the end to skitter to a stop. Professor Iasan stood between him and Memphis, glittering sword in his right hand, a small ball of flame dancing in his left. A low growl ripped through Brokk, and Professor Iasan tutted. 

“Now, Brokk, you must understand this isn’t personal. You are so full of talent. Now use it.”

Fire swirled and consumed his world. All Brokk could see were roaring flames; all he could feel was heat. Smoke filled his nostrils, his lungs, and he was drowning. He was cornered, and he was suffocating. Blindly flinging himself forward, Brokk shifted back just as Professor Iasan parted the fire to his will, glittering steel cutting toward Brokk.

He didn’t think; he just reacted. His muscles were pulled taut, and his fist slammed into flesh, Iasan’s jaw cracking, his head snapping back. Panting heavily, a strange ringing filled his ears. Iasan rubbed his jaw, his gaze honing back to his student, malice burning in them. 

“Enough, Iasan, enough!”

Professor Lein’s voice rang out, her cry making everyone stop. Memphis was frozen behind Iasan, his usual pale skin ashen. She glared at Brokk. 

“Foster, come here now!”

Heaving, he turned and stalked toward his furious teacher, her glowering gaze cutting through him with each step. 

“Foster, what are you thinking? You too, Iasan? Class dismissed!” she exclaimed.

Her grey hair was piled high on her head, her stubborn gaze challenging any of the students to defy her. Ripples of whispers came to life as everyone collected their things and then filed out. Memphis shook his head slightly before turning away.

Turning her attention back to them, Professor Lein nodded curtly, and they followed her out of the auditorium. 

The hallway was relatively quiet, considering it was just after lunch. Brokk groaned internally, knowing exactly where Lein was taking them. It was the very last person he wanted to see. Iasan shot him a smug look as they finally turned a corner to a pair of old oak doors, and she knocked twice, the rapt sounding twice as urgent from her anger. 

The door swung open, and Roque stood there, his dark eyebrows rising as he took the group in, his emerald eyes holding Brokk’s gaze last. His hair was disheveled, bruised skin underneath his eyes. His silver shirt and black plants were rumpled, and Brokk couldn’t remember the last time their leader looked so unkept. But the resemblance to Emory was stark; she held all her father’s physical traits with her mother’s wildness and kind heart. For that, Brokk was grateful. 

Roque snapped, “Lein! What is the matter of this visit? You’ve caught me at a bad time.” 

Lein sighed, shooting them another glare before answering Roque. “Maybe Foster should explain this to you. Iasan, I will deal with you.”

Iasan paled slightly under Lein’s stern gaze and a flicker of gratification shot through Brokk. Smirking, he watched Lein lead Iasan out, his features dark. He wouldn’t be let off easy. 

The two professors took off in a low heated conversation, leaving Brokk alone under Roque’s stare. Roque hurriedly cleared his throat, blinking hard as he said, “Well, you might as well come in.”

Resigning himself to the fact this would not be easy, Brokk stepped into the Faes’ office. He noticed immediately the office was a chaos of papers, bookshelves, and maps. Nei and Cesan sat at the round polished table in a heated argument, oblivious at first to their arrival. 

“Cesan, for the last time, I will not let you...”

Roque slammed the door behind Brokk, making him jump. Nei’s words died in her mouth when she took in Brokk and her husband. She shot Cesan a warning look before standing. 

“Brokk, what can we help you with? Cesan here was just leaving.” 

Brokk studied Cesan, his dark ambiance, much like his son’s, filling and suffocating the room. Bowing mockingly to Nei, Cesan strutted by them, Roque looked at his friend silently. 

Warning, hot and sure, flared within Brokk. What had he just interrupted? A dark curiosity bloomed within Brokk, and he cleared his throat, pushing his thoughts aside. 

“It’s...well, it’s about me punching Professor Iasan in the face during ability training.”

Nei’s lips curved slightly upward, her kind eyes waiting for more of an explanation but Roque stormed in front of Brokk, snapping, “An assault against a teacher can result in expulsion!”

Gnashing his teeth together, Brokk volleyed, “And pushing students to react in violence doesn’t need consequences? Sir, I beg you to listen to what I’m saying. Iasan isn’t teaching us. He is forcing us to always be on the defense, to always act with vengeance. To be weapons without compassion. To barely be human.”

Roque ran a hand through his tousled hair. “Iasan has his methods as we all do. He pushes you because he believes that you can achieve great things. He is brusque, stern, and disciplined, but he knows no other way. The tides of this world have been pushed into change with great effort from all of us. Without challenge, there is no growth. It is the younger generation that will dictate whether the dream and purpose of the Academy lives on. For it to live on, it must encompass your soul, your beliefs, and your dreams. It once did, did it not?” 

Brokk stood awkwardly, the weight of Roque’s words falling on his shoulders. He did once, as a young boy. Now, being seventeen and on the brink of entering his manhood, he had let go of his dreams of a full life pinned on childish whims. The last twelve years had ensured that. Brokk sought out one thing above all else. The truth. The truth of his past, the truth of the Academy. The truth of the hearts of the Faes and Strattons and how they upheld their students. 

A flash of sympathy crossed their leader’s eyes, and he rested a strong hand on Brokk’s shoulder. “You will understand fully one day. With all dreams come sacrifice. With all freedom comes some form of a cage. It is the lesser of two evils that we all must learn to live with.”

Brokk cast his eyes toward the floor, unable to find his words. 

He saw Nei’s sharp gaze flickered between them before Roque murmured, “You are dismissed with a warning. But if I hear of this sort of behavior again, or you are brought to me, then there will be consequences.” 

Heat flushed his cheeks, and Brokk dipped his head. “Thank you.”

With that, he flew from the room. Clicking the door shut, fast low voices danced at him from behind it, and that strong sense of warning pulled at his gut again. Ripping himself away, he sauntered down the hallway. He needed to find Memphis. Something wild and dark was churning for them all in the shadows. He could feel it. 

Brokk tried to cage his galloping pulse, but every step, every thought brought him closer to his conclusion. The Faes and Strattons were hiding something at the very heart of the Academy, and he had every intention of finding out exactly what it was. 
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Chapter Two
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Adair

He was transfixed by the way she moved. Locks of her black hair trickled forward. Her slender body was animated as Emory was lost in what she was saying. The words were a distant hum, never truly reaching him, but wrapping his mind with their warmth. It felt so good to be talked to without the condescension from his parents or from the withering looks of fellow students. 

The afternoon air brushed his cheek, bringing him back to his pressing thoughts. As usual, he was completely and utterly at Emory Fae’s mercy. She radiated with life, and Adair clung to it like a lifeline, desperately and all at once. Chewing his inner lip, he tried to slow his hammering heart, his clammy palms. To suffocate the urge to lean over and run his thumb over her lower lip, to cup her face, to lower his lips on hers and just feel what it would be like, to know the possibilities they held together. 

Like every other day of his life, he pushed his roaring emotions down deep, chaining them in the restraints of his very core. The afternoon had passed with their parents going over maps and possible borders his father would go to next with his brainless group. 

Roque and his father constantly butting heads. 

Nei and his mother, Bresslin, talking quietly to themselves. 

Him and Emory had sat in the back, watching and ever dutiful. 

But as always, he was watching her. Glimpses of her full lips quirking to the side in her crooked smile. How she tucked her long ebony hair behind her ear. How her eyes reminded him of the forest at night, deep and full of secrets. How when she was excited or mad, her high cheekbones flushed deeply. Her laugh. Her scowl. Her stubbornness. Her, entirely. 

Breathing in the deep scent of summer, he tried to relax as they sat on the ledge of the grey boulder they had scaled. He knew, with every passing day, the ownership of his heart was being whittled away. A slow warmth spread through him at the thought, because when it came to him and Emory, there was no other way he wanted his story to be written. The first time they had met, he had known - they were destined. Her light had always complimented his darkness, and he was, in every sense, entranced by her. 

“Adair?”

Snapping out of his thoughts, he stole a glance at her and faltered, looking ahead. 

The sun sat lazily in the sky, and time seemed to stop, each stolen brush of fingers and sly smile tucked away for them both. Emory sought out the comfort of her longest friend. He was her confidant. Who else could relate to what it felt like to uphold their family’s reputations? The pressure, the constant scrutiny. He cringed internally, echoes of his father’s criticisms filling him. 

You are the best and the strongest, Adair. We are elite. Better than these fools who occupy this place. You will understand, my son. There is more to life than a teenage boy’s desires. You will see that you deserve to rule. To be mighty. To grow out of this place. 

Adair sighed. He yearned for Emory to see past his facades, see past his ability, see past their friendship, past their families, and recognize that she was the most important person to him. Above his parents and this school. 

To realize that Adair had always loved her. 

The bustle of the Academy had quieted, classes being resumed, and the forest that surrounded them had slowed in the haze of the afternoon, except for the gentle tousle of the wind. To him, Kiero was endless, the Academy acting as his prison. He yearned for more, to see the world, to experience what it had to offer him. To spend his days challenging himself, finding adventure and never stopping, never looking back. Not being a puppet for a life he had never chose for himself. 

Adair sighed. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” 

Emory gravitated slightly closer, only an inch, but to him, it felt like his skin was doused in flames. He clenched his hands, stopping himself right there. 

Breathe. 

“What did you take away from the meeting?” 

Adair blew air through his teeth. “That my dad is a prat.” Her eyebrows shot into her hairline as she stifled a choked laugh. Adair muttered, “Oh, come off it, Em. I know you agree.”

Her silence was answer enough.

“He won’t stop, you know, until he has what he wants. That’s what I took from the meeting today, Em. That our families are becoming more divided.” 

She huffed. “But what’s the point now? Why fight about what kind of freedom people have the right to? Our parents have been best friends for over a decade. What would come in-between that?”

Jealously. Power. Status. Greed. Expectation. 

“Things change, Em. Sometimes, there are things people can’t come back from.”

A shadow flickered across her face as she sucked in both cheeks. She mused, “Your dad wants to build a new monarchy. My parents want to uphold the gains they have made, not by force, not by titles. We are the peacekeepers, the protectors of the borders. But what exactly will that mean for us?”

Adair wanted nothing more than to fold her in his arms and whisper that it would be okay. That they would be okay. He didn’t move, wrapping his arms around his knees. 

She’s not yours. Not yours. 

His emotions were vicious, his gut twisting, and his ears burned. He had never been one for knowing how to navigate being honest about his feelings. Three years ago, he had tried, and like most things, Adair tried to make good of it. Withered and burned, her rejection still stung him. But there wasn’t one day that passed that he hadn’t wanted more. That he didn’t dream of it. 

Hooves thudded in the distance, rolling across the forest like disjointed thunder. Both of their heads snapped up, the hazy afternoon spell over them broken. 

“What the...” Emory breathed, standing fast. 

Adair stilled, everything within him becoming quiet. There was no movement, but the noise grew, rolling toward them like a wave crashing to shore. Standing slowly, his hands flexed by his sides, brushing against his ability churning beneath his skin. Then, there was a flash of deep green, and their visitors made themselves clear. Fifty stallions pushed toward the Academy, galloping under the sigil of broken steel and a churning sea. 

Both he and Emory were already running, curses flowing from him. The Shattered Isles. The Shattered Isles. 

They both reacted in time of each other. Scaling the hillside, Adair’s muscles screamed with the sudden movement. Pins and needles made his legs feel numb, but he pushed, sprinting in between the various buildings in a blur. There could only be one reason the Shattered Isles would come here. 

Emory was his shadow, her sharp curses thrown in every direction. Adair sucked in humid air, his lungs feeling clotted with the thickness of it. The world remained oblivious to the fact that their nonexistent gates were being charged by people that were bred for war, for the bloodlust and the thrill of the fight. By people who, Adair knew for certain, would not play fair.

He and Emory were about twenty yards from the main building, their curt breaths marking their tempo as they pushed faster. Men and women’s voices floated behind them, their catcalls and untamed hollers chasing on their heels. 

Ten yards. 

Adair’s ability floated around him like a cloak, begging for release, to slip into someone else’s mind and overtake them. To fight, to get help, to do something. 

Five yards. 

Emory flew past him, wanting to reach the door first, her determination plain. He desperately tried to shut out the sound of the hooves booming behind them. If she was afraid, Adair couldn’t see it, and he admired her for that. They should be afraid. 

She collided with the door, scrambling as she shoved it open. Breathlessly, they skidded to a stop, taking in the empty hallway. 

She panted. “Come on. We must find them. Now.”

His hands shook slightly, and he looked at her, not needing to ask. Exhaling, he let go of the restraints, and with each snapping cord, his ability billowed from him. He always imagined it like smoke, spilling from him and searching for what his heart sought. What his soul sought. His strength wasn’t one made from pureness; it wasn’t a gift.  It was one of darkness, of control, of desire. One that he had at his constant disposal. One that Adair couldn’t get enough of. 

He was lost in his darkness; in the hunt of the person he was searching for. There was no distinction between his ability and man, not in this. A trigger flared in his mind, as his ability brushed against Nei and Roque’s energies. 

Consume, consume, consume. 

Pulling at him, his ability drowned Adair in want. Having the power to possess another’s will was intoxicating. He could feel it expand, circling around them like a predator stalking their prey - sniffing and weighing its options, right before landing the killing blow. Adair pulled back, slamming into the present moment. 

“The Library,” he wheezed, his lungs crackling. 

Emory took off, her footfalls echoing down the hallway, not looking back once. Pumping his arms, he followed, seething low under his breath. 

Low laughter echoed behind them through the doorway. He swore, stumbling as his knees grazed the unrelenting floor. He felt the skin on his kneecap tear, warm blood trickling down his leg. Pushing himself back up, his legs shook from the defiance of gravity, but he didn’t stop. He couldn’t. 

Do not look back. Do. Not. 

A sharp tugging sensation caught his left wrist, and gravity left him once more as he slammed into the cold stone floor. Black dots tinged his vision, threatening to pull him into unconsciousness as the cutting taste of iron filled his mouth. 

“Adair!” 

Emory’s scream seemed distant, like he was below water being pulled further away from the world above. 

Throwing his weight forward, he scrambled, nails breaking as his fingers tried to find something to hold on to. Pain, hot and consuming, surged up his shoulder and down his side. Someone cackled, and he vaguely realized that he was being dragged backward. 

Rolling, he looked at the leather whip cutting into his skin, crimson blood trickling down his wrist. Adair looked to where the group of pirates waited for him. Their leader held the end of the whip, his smirk holding the promise of malice. His pale green hair was braided back, his deep eyes flashing as Adair stopped before him, gasping and shaking. A boy around seventeen peeked around his father, his emerald hair glistening like a gem, his pale freckled skin making his eyes look too big for his face. 

Adair begged with his eyes, for mercy, for the boy to do something. 

Jutting his chin out, the boy shook his head so fast Adair almost didn’t catch the movement. 

Pain flared in his chest as Adair felt a heavy boot crunch against his sternum, pinning him flush to the cold hallway floor. Gasping, he tried to get up, to move, and the man only pressed down harder until Adair was sure he was going to break his bones. 

“My, my, this place is very interesting, isn’t it?” The man’s voice was dry and full of authority, and he flashed Adair his gold teeth, searching his face. He leaned closer, “Now what should I do with you?”

Adair couldn’t breathe. The walls seemed closer, the hallway blurring. Shouts filled the hallway, and Adair looked up to those leering faces. Teeth snapping, laughter clawing at Adair’s edges. Their taunts. Their insults. And the boy standing in the middle of the throng, doing nothing but watching him as the distant words became a sharp humming in his senses. The humming becoming a madness. 

And he snapped. 

Adair’s ability shattered through him, and with its inky claws, he sunk them deeply in his victim, relishing in how quickly the boy’s mind bent to his will. Adair flashed open his new perspective and looked at his form still pinned on the floor; his eyes rolled into the back of his head. The man paused for the briefest of seconds at Adair’s lack of struggle. 

The boy’s voice was smooth, and Adair started to laugh slowly. The man turned to look at his son, his back stiff. Only to find that his once emerald eyes were now pitch black. 

“What the...?”

Adair didn’t wait; he didn’t care that he was outnumbered. He launched himself toward the man, aiming low and throwing all his weight forward. 

The man dodged his attack easily. Chuckling darkly, he said, “Oh, boys, we have a fighter. Shall we entertain his idea?” Mocking laughter rippled around the group, and the leader lazily took in his son’s imposter. “You need to leave my son out of this. How about a fair fight in the body that is yours?”

Adair felt the boy’s thin lips pull upward. “You won’t fight fair, why should I? You wouldn’t dare hurt him. Now tell me why you’re here. What do you want?”

The man paused, tilting his head as he assessed him. Adair tensed, his muscles pulling as he prepared to fight. The man bared his teeth, making Adair flinch. Before he could say anything, a low hissing filled the hall. 

Spears of ice flew past Adair, lodging themselves firmly in the man’s cloak, the force throwing him backward and pinning him to the wall. 

“Try touching my son again, and I will make sure I don’t purposefully miss.”

Bresslin Stratton was a force to be reckoned with as she strode forward, the group of rovers trying to block their leader from her wrath. She smirked, her gaze as cutting as a sword, frost spreading down her fingertips and hands. 

“Wrong answer.” His mother was fluid as water, as ice shattered their trance. Ducking, Adair let go and slammed back into his own body, scrambling to get out of the way. 

“Adair!” Emory ran up to him, dropping to her knees and clutching his bloodied hands. “Are you okay? I went... I got...” Stopping, she gasped as she looked at his open wounds from the leather whip, his blood dripping onto the floor.

“Em, I’m okay. It’s going to be okay.”

Adair cupped her face for the briefest moment, breathing hard, before strong hands wrenched him up. His father’s face was contorted in anger when he said, “What did he do to you? Adair, what did he do?”

Spittle flew from Cesan’s lips. Emory blanched behind them, unaware that Adair’s blood was smeared on her cheek. Cesan shoved him back, his silent rage rolling in waves. 

“Dad, no!” Adair’s voice cracked and landed on deaf ears as his father stalked to where the intruders were now pinned by his mother’s enchanted ice. Bresslin paced back and forth, her cutting gaze making their visitors wary and, for the first time since arriving, silent. 

Lurching at his father, Adair found himself grappling at thin air, his vision spinning violently. 

One more step. One. More. 

Everything happened in clips of violence. 

Cesan stalked up to the rover, not giving him a chance to explain, before bones cracked and more blood was spilt. Fists against jaws, might against might. 

Adair tripped, landing hard on his knees. Yells, protests, and the one voice who could stop his father’s wrath - “Cesan, stop.”

Roque Fae strode past, Nei followed at his heels, her expression dark and unyielding. 

Dry laughter filled the hallway as Cesan turned, his dark eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Roque, I thought this is the very thing we are trained to do when someone threatens our children and our home.”

Spittle and blood flew from the man’s mouth as he barked out a choked laugh. “Threaten? I didn’t know that stepping foot inside your precious Academy was a threat. We were here to talk when your son threatened us.”

Lies. 

Adair stood, forcing his shaking legs forward. His dad had to believe that he wouldn’t use his ability for anything but self-defense. He had to see reason. 

Cesan grabbed the man’s jaw, forcing him to look at him. “I’m glad my son threatened you. I only wish he had finished the job.”

“Cesan!” Roque roared and shoved him back hard with a pointed looked. 

The two men stood in a silent battle before Cesan shook his head. “You will condemn us all, Roque. This is my line. You can’t possibly expect me to sit back while you reason with these people!”

“That is exactly what I expect you to do.”

Cesan’s skin flushed, his clenched hands shaking. It was a moment suspended in air, the defiance and betrayal plain in his father’s features. Adair’s heart stuttered as Cesan bared his teeth and turned away, his anger a wild and tangible thing. He didn’t look back at his wife, son, or best friends. It was like a cord snapping; the frayed edges that had held on for so long were no longer able to bear the weight. 

Dread spread with a fury through Adair, cold and numbing, and he did nothing but watch. Roque sighed and turned his attention on the group who were still pinned to the wall and looking at them with curious interest. 

“Bresslin, if you could...” 

Adair’s mother snapped her frost-bitten fingertips, and the deadly spears turned to water, crashing down on their guests. Sputtering, their leader recovered first, appraising not Roque but Nei. 

“Why are you here?” Roque’s voice rang with authority, and the man flickered his attention back to him. 

Adair felt Emory brush up beside him, tugging his fingers gently, but Adair was entranced, watching as the man gave Roque a bloody smile, chips of broken teeth and bruised skin making his skin look distorted. He bowed mockingly, and rising, his voice rang clear, cutting into Adair’s heart. “I am Tadeas Maher of the Shattered Isles. My companions and I have traveled a great distance, Roque Fae, to come deliver news to you all, but specifically to your wife.”

Tadeas shrugged past Roque, a menacing glint in his eye. “Your father has been killed, Nei, and usurped. The Shattered Isles no longer recognize the peace agreement that was made with Kiero, nor do we answer to this pitiful fabrication of a government.” He paused. “Most importantly, you all have terrible manners. Don’t you know you should bow before the new King, which I am pleased to inform you, is me.”

Nei’s skin paled of all color, her mouth hanging ajar. Tadeas’s companions drew their weapons, steel hissing with freedom from the scabbards. Flanking their King, Tadeas spat blood and saliva at Nei’s feet, musing aloud, “We have a lot to talk about, but I must say we are famished. Perhaps dinner and some wine are in order?”

Adair wanted to melt into nothing, to disappear in the shadows. Emory gripped his hand hard, yanking him back and forcing his body to walk with her, fleeing from the scene. 

They couldn’t get away fast enough before Nei’s shaky voice chased at their heels. “Of course.”
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Chapter Three
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Memphis

The voices were consuming and suffocating. Roaring and crashing, they took up all that he was and left a trembling boy in its wake. Memphis Carter sat on the edge of his bed, clutching his temples, willing that blissful wall of reprieve back. He had no such luck today. 

He had lost control coming back from class, and he was now drowning beneath the beating waves of the collective conscious that was the Academy. Sitting up too fast to pace around his simple room, Memphis’s world tilted. His stomach turned, bile threatening to claw its way back up. 

Taking a deep breath, Memphis forced his pained features into a smooth compliance as he paced his room. His body knew the drill: breathe, walk, breathe, walk. Around the two bunkers were the desks and the bookcases. He had been lucky enough to land a suite this year, and the simple cavern-like walls provided more space than previous years, and it was pure bliss. 

Another wave of white noise crashed down on him, and he cringed, picking up his pace. Snippets of conversation wove tightly around his mind, piling up thicker and thicker. It wasn’t coherent sentences when it was this intense, but overall feelings: snippets of words, of internal battles. 

And he knew one thing without a doubt—the Academy was at a huge unrest. 

Memphis groaned aloud and sat back down, shutting his eyes. He hadn’t slipped this bad in a long time. 

The chaos blanketed him, and his stomach lurched violently again. He really might be sick. Spreading his knees wide, he gripped his thighs and lowered his head below his heart. A sharp ringing pierced his ears as he breathed deeply, rooting himself to this moment. 

His ability was strong, but he had learned to be stronger. Thanks to the Academy and his private tutor, Professor Ida, Memphis had learned one thing that he could not have learned otherwise—not to give in to his fear. 

It had taken years of getting through episodes like this, of grueling private lessons, of learning he was more, that he could have a life worth living. That a title like freak could be turned into strength. That he could show the outside world who had preconceived fear about people like him, that they weren’t so different.  

Curling into himself, Memphis did what he knew and turned the crippling pain into fuel, letting his anger guide him. Memories dropped into his mind like stones into a lake, disturbing the thick layer of assault that blanketed him. 

His parents, his childhood home—Sarthaven. It was picture perfect, a small cottage by the coast, hours away from the capital. Breathing in, he could practically remember how the salt crusted air tasted on his lips, the roaring waves, the endlessness of the horizon. How the clouds churned and consumed the sky or how they dissipated and nestled far above the stars that winked down at him like gems. 

The comfort of the memory vanished, and Memphis saw himself at the age of six, curled in a ball in their living room, knives and dishware levitating around him in a flurry. His parents screaming at him to stop, to calm down. He remembered that day like it was yesterday. He remembered the tears, the anger, the names.

Freak. Monster. Uncontrolled.

His emotions were unhinged, and he didn’t know, didn’t understand what was happening. His ability had been quietly building inside of him until a fissure was exposed, and it overtook him. 

Memphis cringed as he remembered the glint of steel, the cry of pain. The knife lodged in his mother’s shoulder and her blood trickling down her blouse; her shocked expression. The blame in her icy eyes. His parents were desolates, which had never bothered Memphis because he was told he was exactly like them. Unchosen and without ability but living a peaceful life without fear. 

Until everything changed. 

He remembered his apologies, his raking sobs as his father yelled at him to get out, to get help. That he wasn’t safe to be around, they didn’t want him to stay. How could they have a son like him? 

That they couldn’t help him, wouldn’t help him. 

The weight of his backpack, his meager clothing sticking out from the top, was the indication of what his parents wanted: him gone. Memphis remembered, the ushering of strong hands, the snap of the door. His panicked pleas swallowed up against the crashing of waves. His fists beating, bloodied against the door, his raking sobs. Then darkness.

The memory stretched too thin, dissolving like smoke. But Memphis, despite his grief, would never forget that day. He had left his home, alone and scared. Traveling away from the coastline of the Black Sea and further into unknown woods, he had wandered aimlessly for hours, young and helpless, trees bowing in his wake, pebbles floating after him in a trail as he walked. 

It was two men ferrying goods by carriage into Sarthaven that had found him, bringing him to the capital. The rest was history. Roque and Nei had eyes everywhere, looking for people who needed refuge, and he was brought to the Academy.  

Memphis sat up straight, taking a deep breath. The pain of that memory had always worked to ground him; why he had come here forced the chaos of his mind to a quiet purr. He knew he wasn’t defined by his ability, and his dream was to go back to his parents and show them he wasn’t dangerous, that he had control. 

He stood, brushing away his tears. Right then, his door exploded open, and his best friend stalked in, his anger etched into his features. 

“Memph, you look like your day has gone like mine has.” Brokk smirked, but it faded fast as he took in Memphis’s ashen complexion. Sighing, Brokk ran a hand through his unruly golden hair. “How bad is it, Memph?”

“Bad,” Memphis whispered, resuming his grounding walk. 

Brokk was basically bouncing at his heels as he gushed, “Well guess who was taken in to see Roque with the lingering threat of expulsion?”

Memphis felt the corners of his mouth pull upward. “Well that would make sense, seeing as you punched a teacher.”

He could practically hear the words before Brokk said them, “Memph, come on. You’re not telling me you agree with them?”

“Brokk, how many times have we already talked about this? The Academy and the teachers here aren’t the enemies. The people who abuse their gifts, the people who prey on the desolates, the people who threaten the peace of our country are the enemies.”

Brokk huffed, cutting off Memphis’s speech, forcing him to stop. “I’m telling you, Memph, there is something more going on here. I can feel it. When I was brought in, Cesan was there, and I interrupted something big.”

“Did your heightened sense tell you as much?”

Brokk cuffed the back of his head. “Can’t you be serious for once? There is tension between the Faes and the Strattons, and that doesn’t concern you one bit?”

“No, it doesn’t. Friends fight, Brokk. It doesn’t mean it’s a threat to us.”

Brokk poked him in the chest. “Well, I’m going to find out exactly what is. I’m tired of being told what I should and shouldn’t know.”

For the second time, the door exploded open, making them both jump. Memphis turned around, and instantly, everything else was whisked away. Emory stood in the doorway, her face flushed as she supported Adair, who looked half dead, his nails cracked and dried blood smearing his hands. Dread filled Memphis’s core as he saw dried blood smeared on her cheek as well.

“Emory,” Memphis breathed her name, his heart practically jumping out of his chest. 

“Can I get a little help here?” she snapped, focusing on them. Memphis leaped forward, wrapping one arm around Adair’s waist, shifting his weight to him. 

Adair looked up to him, murmuring, “Thank you, Carter.”

“Let’s just get you to the bed, Stratton. You look like you’ve seen better days too.”

Adair chuckled darkly as they shuffled to the bunker. Memphis swallowed hard as the edges of his mind pushed and pulled, and he shut down his wall, hard. He would not slip, not when his friends needed him. 

Brokk cut past them, his low voice rumbling, “What happened?”

Emory slammed the door shut behind her, her shaking hands lingering on the handle. “My grandfather is dead. The new King of the Shattered Isles is here.”

Lowering Adair onto his bed, he immediately covered his face with his hands. Brokk glared, mistrust filling his golden eyes while Memphis stood between them and whispered, “Em, I’m sorry.”

She turned to face them. “I never even got to meet him. My parents thought it best. They told me the Shattered Isles are dangerous, the treaty in a precarious position with them. They always talk to me in riddles, yet they expect us to uphold the Academy. To uphold the future.” Her voice cracked as she continued, “I’m tired of it. Who else wants to find out why the new King of the Shattered Isle is here?”

Brokk lit up, his grin sharp and wicked. Groaning, Memphis murmured, “You can’t be serious?”

Emory sauntered up to him, patting his cheek. “I’m very serious. Besides, I will need your help, Carter. If you’re up to it.”

Memphis flushed deeply. “Fine.” 

Brokk clapped him on the back. “Excellent. Stratton, can you stand?”

Adair uncovered his face. “Oh, don’t feign you care. I’m coming whether you like it or not.”

Waggling her eyebrows, Emory threw the door open. “Well, there isn’t a moment to waste.”

Filing out, Adair shuffled out last. The door clicked closed, and the hallways were deserted, luckily. Emory set the pace, and they all moved fast and silent as shadows. Memphis already knew she had a plan; she always did. Memphis threw a sideways glance to Brokk, who was warily watching Adair. 

Sighing, Memphis pushed forward. It was a wonder Brokk hadn’t tried to rip Adair’s throat out, but the two tolerated each other. And so, their mismatched group was formed—the two royals and the two lost boys. 

They veered left, and Emory slipped
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