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Praise for Kingdom of Broken Iron

“McCartney strings together another brilliant story full of beautiful writing, action, and swoon. An addicting ride that I didn’t want to end.” – Candace Robinson, author of Quinsey Wolfe’s Glass Vault

“Kingdom of Broken Iron is devastating heartbreak in pretty packaging. Scattered and broken, the last of the Black Dawn rebellion use their magic and wits to claw their way to power under the crushing weight of destiny. The only thing standing in their way is themselves. Can they overcome their secrets and loss in time to save Kiero?
Join the cause! Fight the dark forces in the name of family, freedom and a better future for all!
If power struggles, political maneuvering, magic, monsters and utter betrayal are for you, then look no further than the Black Dawn series. Dark forces and dangerous secrets abound. And yes, there's even a little steam for you lovers out there.” – Amy Poirier, Bookseller

“A world to lose yourself in... Its ancient magic and fierce warriors will capture your heart in this dark and dangerous tale.” – Christine Rees, author of The Hidden Legacy

––––––––
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“This is a wonderful story with exciting worlds that readers will enjoy exploring. The conflict is multifaceted and it follows multiple plot lines. The plot is cleverly written, featuring characters who are multidimensional, secrets being uncovered, and intrigue building on multiple fronts while the sense of urgency grows with the stakes.” -  Grace Masso, Readers’ Favorite
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For Matt and all the roads we’ve taken.

Thank you for reminding me on that night, in the words of one of our favorite musicals, 

“Courage is when we face our fear.” — Jack Feldman 

You stood by me as I faced mine. 

Trigger Warnings: 

Extreme graphic violence 

Suicide 
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HARVEST EQUINOX 
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PROLOGUE
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LANA

The saol eile was stuff of legend. 

In Lana’s world, Langther, the afterlife wasn’t feared. In fact, it was a great honor to find one’s peace with generations of your family waiting to greet you in the everlasting light. Death didn’t scare her; she had been preparing for it since being trapped in Kiero. Now, the dark, unrelenting claws of death had her in their hold, and Lana wished she had more time with Azarius. 

Her heart wrenching, she took a deep breath as the sounds of her home reached her, teased her . . .

Lana was on her knees, the waves of the Keiv Ocean crashing in the distance, the heat caressing her cheeks when she tipped her face toward the warm sunlight. Langther was tropical against the bleak war in Kiero that she had left behind. 

That she had died for. 

Greenery stretched as far as she could see: ancient vines crawling up the bases of trees. In her peripheral vision, she saw a flicker of movement—a small filieacan drifting toward her. Its vibrant yellow wings reflected the spattering of sunlight, its long antennae moving back and forth. Lana assumed it was taking in her scent. Fluttering, soft silver dust floated from the filieacan, touching the grass underneath as it grew before Lana’s eyes, becoming lusher and healthier. The small creatures were always said to be a sign of vitality. Brows furrowing, she looked down at her fighting leathers—now stripped clean. No remnants of her blood, no trace of the clashing of ash and fire. Even the fissures of pain that had broken her were now only a memory. 

Blinking at the landscape, she thought it would be busier. Yet no generations of windwalkers greeted her. No perytons clawed through the skies. No crystal champagne. No feast. No one disrupted the harrowing silence. 

She stepped forward, and fear slithered down her spine. Lana tentatively called out, “Hello? Anybody?”

You’re alone. 

Alone.

The jungle absorbed her cautious footfalls as she walked in search of someone or anything. 

“Lana?” 

She closed her eyes at the sound of that voice, and her heart started to pound. 

There, appearing among the thick green foliage, was her mother. She hadn’t aged, looking exactly as she did in Lana’s memories. Her skin was honey-gold, and she wore a simple green top and high-waisted black pants that flowed loosely toward her ankles, which were bound in leather sandals. Their gazes met, and Lana thought she would combust from the joy filling her.

Her mother made no move toward her. Instead, seemingly frozen, her mother paled. “No. No. No. What are you doing here? It’s not your time yet.” Her mother’s face pinched in concern, her deep chestnut hair shining in the sun. 

The familiarity of her and the fact she was here ripped a hole in Lana’s chest at the time lost. “Hello to you too, Mom.” Lana chortled. “That’s a grand assumption to make.” 

Closing the space, her mother grabbed her wrists—hard. “Lana, you have to listen to me. I have seen it in the eternal winds. The whispers of your essence found me. You’re stuck, my love, between life and death.”

Cold sweat collected in Lana’s palms. Echoes of memories churned in her heart—of the Oilean’s dark ritual, how they had used her life, her magic, to rip open the channel between Kiero and Daer, how the menacing army had flooded the Noctis Woods before the end embraced her. 

Her mother’s understanding eyes held hers, and Lana choked out, “I went to distract Adair, thinking I could grant the Rebellion more time. The Oilean caught my scent, and I was caught off guard. They followed me back to Pentharrow, and to Azarius. It was the least I could do, Mom, to buy them the time to escape. I couldn’t let them die.”

She leaned into her mother’s hands when her mother cupped Lana’s face. “I know, my love, I know.” 

“Mom . . .”

Her mother kissed her forehead, soft and assuring. “Go back, Lana. Go back to him. Azarius Walsh needs you. Kiero needs you.” 

Tears slipped fast and silent down Lana’s cheeks. She watched her mother step away from her. The wind picked up, dirt and pieces of green leaves ripping off the branches, spinning around her. The warm and familiar scents of cinnamon and sea salt filled her senses. Pure wonder radiated through Lana at how much a single scent could grant strength. 

A moment was all it took to remember what exactly she was fighting for. What her mother had died for. Protecting generations of secrets and her dream to be able to live a life free from war. 

One with Azarius. 

Taking in a sharp breath, Lana couldn’t react as her mother’s hands connected with her chest, shoving her back. 

And Lana fell, gravity leaving her in one swooping moment. 

She fell. 

And fell. 

She gasped, and her eyes snapped open. Her soul reconnected to her physical self in a jarring rush, causing her to shudder. 

Cold, heavy chains weighed down her wrists. She was still stretched and pinned to the trees in a T formation. The residue of the Oilean’s magic covered her like a poison. Dried blood caked her skin, and Lana blinked against the soft purple light of the Noctis Woods. It must be the middle of the night, she thought. Downy snowflakes drifted lazily around her as she focused on what was in front of her. 

The ring was charred, smoke still drifting up from it. Where the rocks had once been, tiny craters were grooved into the frozen earth. Frost clawed its way over the bark of the surrounding trees like rays of the moonlight, and the ice stretched as far as she could see. 

Except for in the ring. 

Her thoughts collided into her. The Oilean had opened the channel; the power they had funneled into the emerald stones had come from her. In horror, she had tried to fight against the weight of how the Oilean used her in the ways of forbidden magic . . . She hadn’t stopped it, stopped them. They had left her body to rot in the ancient woods, her remaining power left to deteriorate with it. 

Closing her eyes, Lana heard the earth churning, recoiling. And it was there, on the sigh of the wind, that the lingering magic spoke to her. 

Run. 

Run.

Run.

When her eyes opened, her resolve set. She had time. If war wasn’t ripping Kiero apart at this moment, then there was still hope in the Rebellion. In Azarius. 

Sucking in a deep breath, Lana dipped into her thread of depleted power. Thanks to her mother, the Oilean didn’t foresee her coming back from death, so they had left a small ribbon of her ability. 

In a plume of smoke, the chains disintegrated. She landed on her knees, and pain ripped through her. Panting, she forced herself to move, her legs shaking like a newborn peryton’s. Lana stood, then tumbled. Flakes of snow caught on her eyelashes, melting against her skin. 

She took one step; her mind spun. 

If the Oilean wanted a body to display and relish in their victories, they would get one. With a flick of her hand, she carved an imprint with the last threads of her ability. Born from the wind, pieced together from the earth, held together by her spilled blood, the body appeared, strung up in the tree—a replica of her corpse. 

Ripping herself from the grim scene, Lana fled into the night. Each painful step jarred her back to the present moment, pushing her to find Azarius. The whisper of the world curled around her.

Run. 

Run.

Run.
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CHAPTER ONE
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DECLAN 

Dipping his index finger in the spattering of ruby blood on the throne’s arm, Declan licked it off the tip of his finger. Eyes closing, the Dark King could hear the previous man’s screams, and that fear was still laced in his blood. Each prisoner that was brought to him amused him with their will to live and to fight back. 

As if they ever had a chance. 

The throne of bones he sat in was cool beneath him. Declan uncrossed and crossed his legs, glaring at the guards that were his puppets. Consuming souls was intoxicating and usually made his life extremely easy in what he hoped to accomplish.

No one could stop him. 

Adair Stratton had been conditioned as his vessel for years by the Oilean and with the Book of Old’s magic in the boy. 

After years of meddling and consuming dark energy and magic in Daer, like his father, Declan was not a man anymore. He was raw power and rage; he was destruction. But only in a vessel who could contain him. The only other power that could sustain him would be a naithe warrior from Nehmai. But that city had died long ago, along with its elitist mentality. Without it, his essence was a whisper, a shadow. 

He chewed his lower lip, and annoyance flickered at the years of planning to prove to himself and to his father’s memory that Declan had been more than what his father had said:

A disappointment of a son and a waste of ability. 

“Another,” he said in a lazy drawl. 

What weak man could eat the souls of people? Could steal their magic? Pushing the thoughts down, Declan steeled himself against the whispers of his dead father in his mind. He, Declan, would destroy Kiero until it was nothing more than a dying star, blinking out of existence. Oh, how he would enjoy watching it burn so brightly. 

The guards swiftly complied, entities of his dark magic bowing to his every will, every command. Their silver eyes were empty of emotion; they had no recognition of the world around them. These vessels were for his practical uses and nothing more. 

Drumming his fingers, he heard the screams coming down the hallway. The guards brought in the man, bloodied, sweating, frantic. 

Declan stood, the Oilean materializing beside him, bowing in one motion. 

“Our King.” Their voices were quiet purrs. 

Flicking his gaze to them, he demanded, “If you have nothing new to report, you have one second to get out of my sight.”

“Emory Fae and Brokk Foster have seemingly . . . disappeared from Kiero.”

“Then I suggest you look harder.” Declan walked across the smooth black marble toward the next prisoner. The man paled, whispering intangible sentences while shaking his head. It only made the experience that much more pleasurable. 

The rank tang of fear clogged Declan’s senses. Stroking the man’s face, Declan cooed, “Now, what’s your ability?”

No words came out of the man’s mouth, only choking hiccups. 

Declan tutted. “Why must everything be a surprise?” 

Declan’s hand connected with the man’s wrist, and the surge of raw ability filled every crevice of his new body. It expanded into him, easing his weakness, sating his hunger. He sighed in pleasure and dropped the man—now nothing more than a corpse—blood trickling from his mouth. 

Rolling his shoulders, Declan addressed the guards nonchalantly. “Dispose of the body with the rest.” Fire sprang to his fingertips, the silver flames mesmerizing. “By far, one of my favorites,” he mused, more to himself. 

Bringing his attention back to the assassins, Declan situated himself on his throne once again, inspecting his fingernails. “Now, I suggest that if you can’t find them, you get creative. Draw them out. Set the whole world on fire if you must. Just get Emory Fae and Brokk Foster back. I will be ready, but I need what the girl stole from me.”

The key. 

His heart. 

Part of the dark power that Adair had running through his veins. 

The sisters bowed their heads, saying nothing. 

“It is all worthless unless we get her back. I’m fragmented, broken. The power of the Book of Old has always been the key to my plan. But the power must be whole. This strength is only temporary. In a few hours’ time, I will be nothing more than smoke and ash again.”

“Understood, our King.”

He sized them up, silver fire dancing along his forearms. “I suggest you fix your mistakes.”

Bowing lowly once more, they disappeared in a plume of smoke. 

Cracking his neck, Declan sized up the cavernous room and its unnecessary luxury. He would make fine work of Kiero. His army would sweep over the land, upturning every hidden rock and secret that lay underneath. He began to pace, fire crackling from his hands as it licked up his skin. Staring at the embers drifting to the ground, he fantasized about how exactly he would welcome the queen and prince back to his kingdom. 

His head tilted back, and he stared up at the open ceiling. The serenade of screams floated up to him from far below; the humans he hadn’t drained yet awaited their fate. Fear was such an effective weapon, and it was spreading as his presence became more known. 

Declan held on to the fact that until he was at full strength, he would savor watching each prisoner be brought up to him. He would experience ecstasy while feeding off their abilities.

He would soon drain this world like he did Daer. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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MARQUIS 

Marquis stood on the cliff’s edge. The night was flawless against the raging ocean as the torches flew toward the water, sizzling when they met their end. 

Patches of clear sky poked out from the clouds, bathing the Isles in an incandescent wash of moonlight. Marquis chewed his lip, taking in his people who always had his back. They were awaiting instructions. 

The waves continuously crashed against the cliff face, and Marquis couldn’t wrench his gaze away from where Emory Fae had flung herself, disappearing into the Black Sea. In a moment, she had jumped, and doubt about this plan flooded into him. Why did he always have to push people to their limits? 

Emory had assumed Marquis needed liberation, and that had pissed him off. What had given her the right to strut back into Kiero, the unflawed hero, to save them all from Adair? His pride and arrogance fueled his actions, and now he had to decide how to deal with the consequences. He clenched and unclenched his hands as if the movement would jar him out of this nightmare. The longer the silence grew, the more agitated he became.

Running a shaking hand over his mouth, he devoured the waves with his gaze, looking for movement, his heart lodged in his throat. 

“Mar?” His best friend slid up next to him; Diedre Lucion’s luminous eyes were wide. 

He ripped his jacket off, pushing it toward her. “Hold this. I just bought it last week and there is no way I’m ruining it. Don’t get it dirty, Dee.” 

Glancing back where Hriste lay, Marquis wondered if the two immortal warriors had burned it down yet. He would have to wait a little longer for that answer. First, he had to get Emory and Brokk out alive from the violent hold of the Black Sea. The wind howled around him, the hairs on his arms rising. 

He took a step toward the cliff’s edge then stopped and looked to the horizon where Kiero was nestled hundreds of miles away. How many times had he looked to that horizon, thinking about the Mad King who ruled there? And now . . . that fantasy was lost as well. 

Grief pulled deep in his gut at the thought of Adair. Most had only seen him as a monster, someone who was beyond any kind of redemption. But did being human and making mistakes form you into something evil? Marquis thought the opposite. Everyone who claimed to love Adair had let him down by allowing him to feel worthless to the point where he felt that his dark intentions were his only option. Marquis remembered the intelligent, loyal-to-a-fault young man Adair had been. Someone who had to prove to the world that he was more than what the Academy had deemed him as—a dangerous outcast. 

The darkness, one that Marquis to this day still didn’t understand, had preyed on that, had feasted on it, and made Adair into the person he swore he would never become. And here, standing on the edge of the towering cliff face, foreboding washed over Marquis so strongly, he took a steadying breath. For years, he had left it behind: Kiero, the Academy, Adair Stratton. All the unsaid things lingering on his tongue that he had wanted to tell that mysterious boy. But that was a lifetime ago, before the world was torn apart by Adair’s wrath. 

Leaning over the edge, giving in to his adrenaline, Marquis knew he would never know the full truth of what happened in the last six years. He would only find pieces of it, scouring the broken path of lies. From Emory Fae, from the cage his father had built and trapped him in, from this entire world cloaked in madness, all starting with Adair. 

Marquis was just another pawn, another player after years of building his own wall. 

The wind smelled like salt and seaweed. Marquis pushed off the edge of the cliff and fell. In that space and time, the cold wind made tears swell in his eyes. Despite the jump, his thoughts refused to let him go. He would give anything in the world just for a moment to find out the truth from Adair. To have the chance to see him one last time, to tell him the truth . . .

I loved him. 

Gravity seemed to transcend time and space as he braced for the impact of the roaring waves rushing up to meet him. He dove into the ice water, cutting through the waves with well-practiced grace. The strength of the ocean pulled him farther down, shock ringing through his body. His breath was knocked out of his chest, and for a second, he was weightless, at the mercy of the tide. His ability expanded from him, shuddering through the waves. Immediately, he could feel the shift as Marquis now commanded the wildness of the Black Sea. 

Even now, his ability intoxicated him—the raw power he could harness on a whim. His arms cut through the water, propelling him forward, the moonlight casting the underwater dimension into one of dark beauty. He knew every nook, every cranny. Every reef and shipwreck. And he knew what lay in the shadows, watching who dared to pass through. 

He swam faster, and the tide roared up behind him, but instead of sucking him into its treacherous grasp, it pushed him. Speeding up, Marquis sliced through the water seamlessly. Down, he soared into the dark with his heart in his throat. Everything became a blur, the energy within him building. 

A split second and his world had crumbled. 

The ice settled in his chest; his lungs burned, begging for relief. What would I say, could I say to find even ground with Emory after this? Screaming, Marquis dropped as bubbles escaped his mouth. All around him, the ocean churned, a massive underwater cyclone that he created. He was sucked into the eye of the massive underwater twister, frothing bubbles spinning around him faster than he could register. Concentrating, he willed the water to push him down, straight to the ocean floor. 

Landing heavily, Marquis pushed his ability out in ripples. He pictured the dome in his mind, then watched in awe as the ocean arched above him, creating a protective barrier as blissful oxygen greeted him. He shook his head, salty water raining from his hair. Half drowned, he stood and marveled at the scene around him. The water bowed to his command, creating a protective shield. All around him was night, flashes of silver as schools of fish skittered by, their scales creating glimpses of silver light before being swallowed whole by the darkness. 

Sucking in blissful oxygen, Marquis took the first step, his makeshift dome following. He craned his neck, looking up to the Isles. 

“I hope your lover boy is worth it, Emory,” he muttered. 

At the water’s silence, he shook his head and walked toward the small cave, the entrance only visible if one was looking and smart enough to stay away. The human skulls weren’t hidden. Slabs of coral supported them, the peerless white beckoning to him. He swore under his breath, and a pit grew in his stomach. Marquis didn’t falter, knowing what awaited him behind those walls, but for the first time in a long time, fear shot through every fiber of his core. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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EMORY 

––––––––
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“BROKK!” Emory’s screams tore from her, panic overwhelming her. 

All she could see was the deepening shadows as she swam, trying to find Brokk lost among the Black Sea. Her heart plummeted; she would not lose him now. Pumping her arms faster, she cut down against the tide, fresh oxygen flowing thanks to her makeshift face mask. One thought flared through her mind: He could not swim. 

But then she saw the flash of silver, and she spotted Brokk, held by knifepoint, the assailant hidden in the shadows. 

She was going to lose him.

Swimming faster, she cut down before her world turned into nothing but pain. Looking down, she saw the amethyst slam against her chest, her shirt having pulled loose. The gem fused into her flesh, starting to melt, her burned skin bubbling . . .

Gasping, Emory awoke with a start; panic and confusion washed over into her reality. Blinking rapidly, she stared at the rock face above her. A cold sweat coated her body, and her face scrunched. Where am I? With a groan, she closed her eyes, trying to remember what happened after she had seen Brokk. 

Her mother’s necklace had fused to her flesh . . . She remembered fire roping from her chest down to her arms—which was impossible. Her pulse thrummed, her muscles screaming; her nerve endings flared to life. Something dug into her back, her skin turning numb from the pressure. There had been a split second of freedom, of defiance. Her breath came out in a slow wheeze, fluid in her lungs choking her, drowning her. Then there had been pain splintering down through her bones until she saw nothing but red. 

Eyes fluttering open once more, Emory squinted up at the ceiling. Stalactites clung to the dark-gray stone, glowing ominously. Water slid quietly down the walls around her, keeping the cave damp. Had Marquis imprisoned them again? Anger flared in her chest, and she wriggled against the restraints, then she heard them.

“She’s awake!” 

“Should we prod her?”

“Why are her eyes like that?”

“Do you truly think it’s her?”

The voices overlapped, becoming too much, too fast. She sat up, and the world tilted. Emory rasped, “Where am I? Where is he? Where’s Brokk?” 

Dead silence followed as the entire room spun from the pain radiating through her body. Emory’s wrists were tied behind her back, and she fought harder against the restraints. “Where is he?” 

From the shadows of the cave, four figures slowly came into focus, wearing shimmering green V-neck shirts. The material looked like fish scales in the half light. Leather pants and boots finished their identical outfits. Their long, lustrous gray hair was unbound, tumbling past their shoulders. From their lithe and curved bodies, Emory guessed they were women, but their features were obscured by beautifully carved masks . . .

Her heart dropped into her stomach when she realized these strangers were wearing snarling wolf masks that looked to be carved from bone. What the hell? The exaggerated bone fangs jutted out above their lips, and the pointed ears rose above their foreheads. But the matching violet eyes glowing from behind each mask made ice rush through Emory’s veins. 

Breathing hard, Emory sat up, her core burning from the strain. Trying to logically assess her situation, Emory bit her lip. Blood welled, the sea salt stinging the wound. 

The group pressed closer, and she realized they were watching the ruby droplet splash onto the cavern floor. 

“If you have hurt him—”

“Calm down, Princess. Or should I say, Queen?” Three of them laughed, their bodies shaking. Heat blossomed in her cheeks as the speaker squatted in front of her, her gaze probing. “So, the rumors were true.” 

Emory’s breath grew ragged; she searched the bare cavern walls for any sign of where she was being held or if Brokk was alive. 

“You know, here we were, just minding our own business, like any other day. My sisters and I, devastatingly hungry, having been exiled and trapped in this boring cage, when you and your friend showed up. We were lucky.” The woman slowly unsheathed a knife from the belt she wore on her hip. 

Panic rose in Emory as the stranger ran her finger along the blade’s edge. Without warning, the woman flipped the grip on the knife’s hilt, cutting into her own palm. Her violet gaze filled with anger, never leaving Emory’s, not even as her own blood started to splatter on the cave’s floor in a steady drip. Emory watched in horror as the woman raised her wound to her lips and drank her own blood in heady gulps. 

After a minute, she stopped, and Emory watched as the wound healed itself over. 

“We were once like you. Desperate to prove ourselves to the Isles. Young, beautiful, powerful women.” Shifting closer, she ran the blade along Emory’s cheek, the rancid smell of decay rolling from her mouth. “But the world was unkind and cruel. Now, all of that is but a distant memory. We no longer care about the ploys of kings and queens. The only thing left for us is hunger.”

Sweat trickled down the back of Emory’s neck. “Then why do you care about me?”

“My dear thing, I don’t. I care about what runs through your veins. What encases your heart, your blood, and your muscles. We both know that dark magic is not yours to keep. We all know that you stole it from the Mad King.”

Any words died on Emory’s tongue when she pressed her lips into a thin line. There had been pain. Emory blinked hard. Pain as the gem had deteriorated, burning her skin, and that darkness had ravaged her. Had become her, no longer trapped within the amethyst. 

Emory tried to hide her horror at the realization. She tilted her head, hoping to sound braver than she felt. “Oh, I think you are wrong about that.”

The woman closed the space between them, pressing the blade’s edge—still wet with her own blood—against Emory’s throat. Emory tried not to move; the pressure felt like it was already cutting into her skin. 

“Those demons who hunt you will cross the sea for you.” The woman’s breath smelled like blood; she spoke into Emory’s face. “They will never stop looking until they have the dark magic back and you are dead. Truly, I am doing you a favor. I will kill you before we eat you. It will be a mercy compared to what the Oilean would do.” 

The others behind her started to sway, a deep humming reverberating in the cave. Craning away, all Emory could feel was the heat clawing through her, a newfound force demanding her attention. Who are these cannibals? How can they know so much about me and the Oilean? Emory shoved the thought down, and her ability rose, the power building beneath her skin. 

Keeping her face slack, the woman pressed on. “Now, don’t make a scene. We wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise for your companion.” 

Throwing her weight forward, Emory cracked her forehead against her captor’s. The knife between them cut into Emory’s flesh, down to her collarbone. She swayed against the wound and flaring pain, and blood trickled down her forehead as she staggered up. Heat flared around her wrists and the binds disintegrated. Did I do that? 

Feeling lightheaded, Emory touched her throat, expecting to be bleeding out, but instead, she felt her skin knitting back together with inhuman speed. My ability has changed because of the gem holding Adair’s power. Pushing down the shocking thought, Emory watched her opponent drop, clutching her mask. The other masked strangers brandished their daggers, closing in around her. Emory felt her skin flush, that humming building within her, begging to be released, and she wanted to obey its demand. 

But only one thing mattered: Brokk. 

Her captors froze when she rolled her neck, bones cracking. Closing her eyes, Emory relished in the movement. “You know, I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this. But you give me no other choice.” 

Emory heard the hiss of the blade cutting through the air. She bowed her body backward, and the knife slashed where her throat had just been. Straightening up, she lunged, allowing the power, her anger, and grief to rise to the surface, raging through her core. And it was there that she found herself limitless. 

The cave was a blur as her knuckles slammed into the jawbone of one of her captors, blood spattering as bone cracked. As the woman stumbled back, the mask clattered to the ground. The hollowed woman stood before her, pale skin stark, eyes boring into Emory’s. Emory’s skin ignited as if fire was incinerating her blood, her heart. 

“Where is he?” 

The rest of the company charged at her as a response. Emory met them, picturing Anithe clearly in her mind as the sword was born from the embers and ashes, materializing from thin air.

Adair’s voice whispered through her mind, “With my ability, I could raise an army from the dead.”

Shaking, Emory took in the inky metal, deep hues of red and orange flickering against the dim cave light. If her ability had no limits, then breathing Anithe into life didn’t seem out of the question. Gripping Anithe’s hilt, Emory bent her knees, planting her left foot behind her right, brandishing the flaming steel in front of her. 

The women were circling her, grinning, daggers brandished as if toying with her. Again, Adair’s voice slithered into her mind, whispering as if he were standing beside her, murmuring into her ear, “You’ve taken on more formidable enemies than these. Me, for instance. Remember, don’t stand still. Try to use this cave to your advantage.”

Raking her gaze quickly around her environment, she noticed that the bare walls offered nothing she could immediately use. Emory dodged the first attack. One woman threw her dagger, aiming for Emory’s heart, as the other lunged toward Emory, driving her back. 

Flames roared from Anithe, making the woman who was charging toward Emory falter for a split second. Emory ducked fast, and the dagger flew past her cheek by a hairsbreadth. She fell into an unwavering, steady focus. She rolled, her calves burning, and her right leg connected with one woman’s groin as she stood, the feint kick hard as Emory drove Anithe into the woman’s chest cavity. Blood sprayed the cavern’s closest wall. 

Heaving Anithe back, Emory spun, panting; she parried the ramming attack that met her. The stranger yelled, trying to drive her dagger into Emory’s throat. Shoving the woman hard, Emory rammed her right elbow into the woman’s gut as the dagger clattered onto the floor between them. Moving fast, Emory brought Anithe down, cleaving through the woman, the wound splitting from her shoulder to hip. Blood sprayed into Emory’s face, but she was numb. 

Running forward, the remaining two threw their daggers simultaneously. Emory swung Anithe fast and low, deflecting the two blades. Sparks flew as she stumbled slightly over her footing, ten steps ahead of her mind. 

Adair sighed in her mind. “Concentrate, Em. Allow yourself to breathe. Move with the weapon.” 

Exhaling hard, she quickly assessed the cavern: the smooth walls, the table where she was bound, high ceilings . . . But there, to the left, a small shimmering of movement. Yelling, she slammed the blade down, catching the woman’s shoulder. Emory’s eyes widened as her attacker dropped, the woman’s right arm almost fully severed from the socket, blood pooling at an alarming rate. 

Wrenching Anithe from the bone, Emory circled the remaining woman. Parrying, Emory ducked as another knife flew, cutting through the negative space. Sweat trickled down her back, and pain seared up her triceps. The woman had run behind her, and Emory felt the hot blood pouring down her skin, felt the steel bite into her flesh from behind. Swinging, Emory blocked the next attack. Everything was a blur, their yells becoming white noise. Emory was relentless, Anithe an extension of her arm. 

Adair’s whisper curled around her mind, saying, “Now. Do it now.”

Tucking her elbows in, Emory crouched low, gritting her teeth as the sword met hers, sparks flying. 

The woman she fought said, “You are ours, Emory Fae. Give up.”

Kicking, Emory slammed her foot into the woman’s shin, hearing bone crack from the impact. Propelling forward, she slammed Anithe into the stone, and it cut into the floor like butter. Impossible. 

The ground shuddered, and a hairline fracture shivered up the blade’s edge. Not stopping, Emory ran, and Anithe exploded behind her, exactly as she had willed it. Debris bounced off the wall, screams climbing behind her. 

To her left, another cave wall exploded, throwing her sideways. Black spots erupted in her vision, and her stomach lurched. Choking on dust, she staggered, trying to get up. Where is Brokk? Running, she stopped as a voice rang out behind her. 

“Emory!” Through the dust and debris, Marquis Maher closed the space between them, chest heaving. Emory stilled, her pulse thundering in her ears. She watched his face turn ashen as he stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of her. Emory screamed as a woman appeared behind Marquis and threw a knife. The blade nicked the edge of his ear, and he broke out of his trance. 

Marquis was a blur as he ripped his blades from their sheaths. He ducked as the last standing woman charged him, her bloodlust plain. 

Adair’s voice snapped, “Now, escape.” 

Emory fought against ever fiber in her body as she turned around. Heat flared through her veins, a wild unharnessed thing. The energy closed in around her heart, her footfalls echoing as she calmly walked back toward the first cavern. 

Then, a crack of electricity exploded from her. 

The force knocked Marquis to the ground. The power was like a spider web, and Emory created it, commanded it, and was learning its depth like the back of her hand. The threads lined up to each one of her captors, their beating hearts echoing to her. How could they possibly still be alive?

Emory pinned them, her newfound ability roaring in pleasure as she sank her claws deeper into their minds, taking over their bodies. Memories flashed before her, of pain, of blood. Of every victim they had lured and captured in their nightmarish cave and had preyed on, without mercy, to gain the abilities and strengths that flesh yielded. Eventually, this turned them into monsters; they called themselves diams. Emory relished how they struggled beneath her invisible grasp. Their fear was tangible, and she pressed harder, the thrumming in her blood drowning out everything else.

In that moment, she wanted them to know what it was like to be hunted, to be afraid. 

“Em?” Brokk’s voice sounded behind her. 

It was one feeble word. How Brokk said her name, held it, and protected it. Emory loosened a breath, and her ability shattered around her, bringing her smashing back into reality. She spun to face him, and his golden eyes found hers. The fire running through her veins was quenched. 

Brokk staggered forward, blood running down his temple. He reached for her. “Em. Help me.” Unsteady, he collapsed to the ground, his eyes rolling into his head, and all she could see and smell was blood. 

“Brokk!” 

Her feet couldn’t carry her fast enough, the cannibals screaming behind her. Her heart was lodged in her throat; fear gripped her tightly. 

Dropping to her knees, she clutched Brokk’s face, frantic. “No, no, no!” 

His skin was feverish and clammy, his blood wet as it dripped through her fingers. His breath quick and shallow. Her fingers scrambled as she tried to pinpoint the wound in his chest. Someone clawed at her back, ripping her jacket, ripping her away from him. 

“Emory, move!” Marquis rammed his shoulder into her. 

Stumbling back, she looked to see Marquis throwing his knife. It sliced through the air, finding its mark. The woman’s yowl cut through the cave. Her body dropped, the knife lodged in her heart. Black blood seeped everywhere.

The rest of the diams looked to them. Defying all logic, soaked in their own blood, they made their way toward Emory one staggering step at a time. 

Grabbing Brokk, Marquis threw him over his shoulder, bellowing at Emory to move, to follow, but his yells were drowned out by her shock. She licked her cracked lips.

The women charged, their fingernails sprouting into long, pale claws. 

One. Emory braced herself, clenching her fists, feeling the tide of energy trying to pull her under. 

Two. Blackened veins pulsed under her skin, and for a split second, she marveled at this terrible, beautiful, endless power. Instead of scaring her or disgusting her, the thrill of possibilities electrified her. 

Three. She ran, her body fueled by her adrenaline, her ability acting first. Shooting down that web, her claws sank into the hearts of the remaining three, and Emory didn’t falter. 

“Make your decision, Princess,” Adair purred.

Yelling, she slammed down with her ability, breaking all threads, and the bodies dropped before her. 

“By the . . . Black Sea.” Marquis’s voice bounced around the small space; his footsteps were heavy and coming from behind her. 

Chest heaving, she couldn’t look away from the broken masks and scattered bodies. The blood. 

“Emory?” Marquis’s hand was there, on hers, and she wrenched her gaze away from the bodies. Slowly and gently, he placed Brokk back on the ground. “Princess?”

Moving away from him, she seethed, “Get away from me! Get away from him!” The air stirred, Anithe materializing once again in her grasp. 

The king of the Shattered Isles, his features dark, looked at the sword. “I am not your enemy.” 

Emory arched her brow. “Oh no? You locked us up only to shove Brokk over a cliff, where conveniently ancient cannibals waited for us.”

Marquis huffed. “I didn’t think you would jump. It was meant to be a test, all of it. What do you think ruling is? Allowing whoever sails across the sea onto our shores, welcome them with open arms and no questions? Again, you haven’t the first clue what you have gotten into. Yes, I did shove Brokk off the cliff, and yes, you did jump. I also locked you up for a time so I could think about what exactly I was going to do. It allowed me to talk to my people, to address what you have brought to our shores. Am I a criminal for giving the Isles freedom to speak, to digest? To choose?”

He continued, “You have come back from the dead! You are bringing war upon us and asking my people to die for you. Asking me to trust you. You and I don’t know the first thing about each other.”

“So what? Am I your prisoner? While we argue, dark forces are working against us. We don’t have time for this childish behavior!” 

He shook his head. “Don’t begin to tell me about the danger we are in. I can see it.” 

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Either you and your party leave now, or you start listening to me. I just saved your life. The diams were cursed exiles, their power bleeding into madness as they fed on their prisoners. No one, in thousands of years, has walked away from them and been able to tell the tale.”

Marquis looked down at Brokk’s unconscious body and back up to her, his green eyebrows arching to match his condescending tone. “You are brave, Emory Fae. You are powerful. But you can’t win this war alone. You will find allies here if you allow yourself the time to learn about what it means to rule.”

“So, you’re saying yes? You will help us?” Emory countered.

“I’m saying you need friends. A court. A shield to front the onslaught that is coming for us all. I’m saying that you need to grow into your potential. Your parents started a revolution in the Academy only to have it go up in flames because of the secrets they kept. I’m not saying my dad did much better ruling the Isles; he only got his throne by killing your grandfather. I’m proposing that you and I both do better than the examples left for us.” He paused and took a breath. “So, I suppose in a way, I am agreeing.” 

Exhaling hard, she deflated, looking down to Brokk. You’re wasting time. Brokk needs help now. Marquis’s words resonated through her. When she was a teenager, the promise of court had been in her mind with Adair beside her. Her throat became thick at the reminder. She sheathed Anithe across her back, the scabbard materializing as she did so, her ability anticipating her thoughts. 

“And you would want to teach me, after everything I have done? After I killed Adair? You would trust me?”

Marquis closed the space between them, grabbing her chin with his fingers. “It’s all about trust, Princess. I trust that you gave him every chance. That you weren’t as hasty as the others, that you knew there was more to his story than becoming the Mad King. There has always been more. I’m willing to put my feelings of animosity toward you aside for this alliance. For survival. Are you willing to do the same?”

At her silence, he gently shoved her back and picked up Brokk, raising that emerald eyebrow at her. 

Heat rushed up to her cheeks, flushing her face as she digested his words. Guilt tugged at her stomach. Had she truly given Adair every chance he deserved? 

No. 

Trying to forget about Adair, she said, “I want to do the same, but we will all talk. Riona, Kiana, and Brokk. It’s not just my decision.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything else.” Marquis smirked.

Emory held up a finger. “And no more cells.”

With a shrug, he walked away from her, and with one last look at the massacre she was leaving behind, she followed Marquis out of the cave. 

He slipped through a small archway, and she could feel the shift in his ability. It was like a shield all around them, keeping the oxygen in and defying the rules of the ocean. There was a small stone walkway down, and she followed, in awe as she glimpsed the world around her. The tinges of the night were bleeding away, golden light starting to filter in ribbons through the water. Landing on the ocean floor, she walked, the schools of fish swimming far above them, the reefs clambering up like castles. Exhaustion nipped at her body, but she pushed on, following Marquis, lost in thought. 

He was their only way back to Kiero. Back to the Black Dawn Rebellion. To face the Oilean and the Dark King. 

The thought of facing Declan made her stomach churn, anxiety clawing through her. But every single step brought her closer to helping Brokk. To seeing the warriors again. To have a fighting chance in this war, she needed Marquis as much as he needed her. 

Sighing, she cooed, “Oh, noble king?”

“What?” Marquis sighed. 

“How do you propose we get out of the ocean?” He faced her and his dangerous expression made her falter. She paused. “Marquis?”

Suddenly his ability was like an electric current running through the ocean, bringing it to life. He said, “Hold on.”

The ocean churned, and she was swallowed whole. 

The shield of air vanished as she was ripped upward, the water responding to its king’s demands. Emory twisted; her body flipped upside down. Her palms smacked her face, her arms spinning wildly. Her legs flailed, trying to find solid ground, but any connectedness had vanished under Marquis’s command. 

Emory screamed. She was wrenched around, faster and faster. She broke through the surface, her screams a gurgled mass trapped in her throat. The roaring waves pushed her up, rising with the sun. Everything moved too fast as she saw the swell crashing toward the cliff face. Gravity disappeared, and then she dropped, soaking wet. Closing her eyes, she expected to be met with open air, falling endlessly. 

She landed hard, and blood and dirt filled her mouth. Shit. Groaning, Emory rolled over, blinking against the new morning light. Murmurs erupted around her, the noise sounding like the sighs of the wind. There was a crack like thunder, and she watched another colossal wave rise. Marquis, still holding Brokk, descended in front of her with much more grace. Landing beside her, he smirked before the wave crashed back to the ocean, froth spraying them all. 

“Mar!” The woman was a blur as she collided with the king, hugging him fiercely. Breaking free, Marquis gently lowered Brokk to the ground, talking in hushed tones to the group forming around them. The woman handed him an elegant black collared jacket. Marquis lit up at the sight of it, donning it over his sodden clothes. 

Emory coughed, and the woman snapped her attention to her lying on the ground. “And what about this one?”

Marquis looked to her, voice lowering. “Diedre, we talked about this.” 

Diedre looked at Emory, skepticism bright in her eyes. “I can’t trust that she won’t murder us in our sleep.” Her gazed raked over Emory as she tilted her head. “Well, time will tell. Though a note for you, Emory, is that I would destroy you in a fight. No funny business.”

Standing and wheezing slightly, Emory met the woman’s intensity head-on. “Noted. But Brokk is our priority right now. Nothing else.”

“Diedre, please take Brokk to see Elle immediately with the others. Now, Emory, with me,” Marquis ordered.

A bitter taste filled Emory’s mouth. She watched as Brokk was ushered away. Heart lodged in her throat, she drank in Brokk’s pallor, his limp body covered in blood. Faltering, Emory tried not to think about the possibility of losing him. Her teeth chattered; the crisp morning promised that winter was looming over them. 

Looking to the rolling hills, she whispered, “And where, exactly, is the city?” 

Marquis nodded to the empty, rugged horizon. “Not far. Come on, Princess. There is a lot to discuss.” 

The wind howled and the sun crested, touching the Shattered Isles. The lush green valleys dipped and rolled, the vastness of this land leaving Emory breathless. Hunching her shoulders against the wind, Emory followed. 

For several moments, the only sounds were the crashing of the Black Sea, the gulls in the distance, and the crunching of their footfalls against the loose rubble flowing into the field before them. They walked into the bowing grassland, leaving the mammoth cliff faces behind. In the wind, sea salt crusted her lips. Emory took in the scenery for a moment as she stared at the rolling plains, nothing in sight for miles. 

The contrast between here and Kiero was stark. Here, there were no ancient forests or dancing shadows within them. On the Isles, nothing could hide for miles, and the unfamiliarity filled her with nervousness. She was brought back to when she had run away from the Academy in the first week of being brought back to Kiero. Her fear and adrenaline had spiked at the wildness of the world around her, at the impossibility that she was there, a part of it. That same feeling started to creep into her heart now. Walking beside Marquis, Emory realized that over the months she had been in Kiero, without realizing it, it had become her home once again in all its flaws and unforgiving history. 

Home. 

“What happened to the necklace you had? The one that had Adair’s dark magic trapped within it?” 

The waves crashing against the shoreline filled the silence between them, and Emory said nothing. 

“Our relationship is not off to a good start if you can’t answer a simple question honestly,” Marquis pressed.

Emory replied, “It’s not simple to explain.” 

“Then enlighten me.” 

“No. Who’s Elle?” Emory asked, changing the subject. 

“Elle is the healer in Hriste, the capital of the Shattered Isles.” He paused. “I have my theory, you know. About how the necklace is conveniently missing.” 

It was all too much: the game, the imminent war. Alliances and friendships were being bled dry as they spoke. Soon Kiero would consist of nothing more than monsters ripping and tearing everything apart. Then nothing would remain but the corpses left behind.

“Remember what we talked about,” Marquis gently pressed.

The ground dipped as Emory walked, her heartbeat becoming louder as if she were being stripped away from her body. The world was this constant beat, pulling her forward. 

Running a hand through her soaking hair, she shook her head. “I don’t understand half of what is happening to me. Of what happened when I killed Adair . . .”

Marquis whispered her name.

The words escaped her. “Winning this world means fighting against impossible odds. How do I know that you won’t hand me over to the Oilean? How do I know that you won’t betray everything I am fighting for?”

“And what exactly are you fighting for?” 

Exasperated, she shot back, “Freedom. A better world than the one my parents left behind. Peace. So that none of us are prisoners of war.”

“I want that future, too, Emory. But remember you are on my kingdom’s terms now. You don’t get to return from the dead and expect my people to abandon the Isles to follow a new queen. You must earn that trust and respect. I know we are off to a rough start, but I want to work together to win this. When you first told me about Adair . . . I was unprepared. Hurt.” 

Whipping around, she pressed her finger into his chest. “And you didn’t stop to think for a minute that I am hurting as well?”

“Oh, I am banking that you are,” he rebutted. 

Her voice was coarse as she slammed her hands into his chest. “I loved Adair once. Even if you are too small-minded to understand the depths of it, I did. He was a part of my family. He was one of my best friends. And the Oilean—they turned him into a weapon. Into something beyond recognition. Into my enemy.” She sucked in a breath. “And now I’m the monster, a ruthless killer, and there is no turning back from what I have done. The darkness that was in Adair is a part of me. Where is that dark magic now, you ask? It’s running through my veins, Marquis.”

“Even so, you’re the reason he is dead. You drove the dagger into his heart. Your darkness and the consequence of that choice is yours to bear.” 

Marquis was so close. Emory took in his spattering of freckles, his unyielding emerald eyes. Turning his back to her, he made his way through the swaying fields.

The grass shone, churning
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