
  
    [image: FAE'S DESTRUCTION]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Fae’s Destruction]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Fae’s Destruction © 2020 M. Lynn and Melissa A. Craven

      

        

      
        All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

        This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

        Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

      

      

      
        
        Edited by Cindy Ray Hale

        Proofread by Caitlin Haines

        Cover by Maria Spada

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Want More from Brea’s World?

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

      

      
        Chapter Sixteen

      

      
        Chapter Seventeen

      

      
        Chapter Eighteen

      

      
        Chapter Nineteen

      

      
        Chapter Twenty

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-One

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Two

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Three

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Four

      

      
        Twenty-Five

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Fae’s Prisoner

      

      
        Bonus Chapter One

      

      
        Bonus Chapter Two

      

      
        Want More from Brea’s World?

      

    

    
      
        About the Authors

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Four our sisters

        Angela

        Robin and Mackenzie

        We’d face an evil queen for you

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WANT MORE FROM BREA’S WORLD?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Don’t miss the FREE prequel,

        Fae’s Dilemma

        Grab your copy here!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          MYLES

        

      

    

    
      “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?” Myles stared up at the arched entrance to the Eldurian palace that opened into a courtyard of fountains and tiered gardens. After weeks of traveling through swamps and deserts, it was a welcome sight.

      Neeve shifted atop her horse. “I do not trust beautiful things.” On their journey, she’d gained color in her skin, pale from months kept in the Fargelsi dungeons with only brief trips above ground.

      Myles watched her carefully for any sign of joy or happiness that they were free. Being a prisoner was no picnic for him, but that was in the past now, and he was about to be reunited with his best friend in the entire world.

      A girl who was apparently a fae princess.

      “Neeve.” He shook his head. “If you let them take the beauty from your world, they win.”

      Neeve’s frail body hunched forward, and she no longer looked like the tall, strong girl he’d met when he first became a prisoner. Instead, she seemed… lost.

      She heaved a sigh and nudged her horse forward. “What was the cost of our freedom, Myles? Regan of Fargelsi does nothing she doesn’t wish to do. You and I… we are worth nothing in this fight, and yet, I can’t help feeling everything has been given up for us.”

      Myles glanced to Finn, their escort from Fargelsi. He’d barely spoken on the journey except to tell him the only reason he was leaving the Fargelsian border was for Brea.

      It seemed the outcast he’d known before had changed quite a bit if she instilled loyalty in such men. He smiled at the thought, half expecting Brea to come sprinting from the palace doors to throw her arms around him.

      He didn’t know how the two of them had arrived in this strange world. One moment, he was defending his best friend from the bullies at school, and the next, he was waking up from a coma to find a strange man with pointed ears hovering over him.

      Queen Regan told him Brea had tried to kill him, but he didn’t believe that for a second.

      Finn slid down from his horse as a servant rushed forward. “Take our horses up to the stables. Tell Master Arturo I will require a fresh mount in a few hours’ time.” He handed off the reins before turning to help Neeve down.

      The two of them walked toward the entrance where a line of guards stood against the wall.

      “Oh sure.” Myles grimaced. “I’ll be fine on my own.” Riding horses was nothing new to him, but he’d never regained his strength from the captivity. The journey only made it worse. He tried to dismount as he’d done a million times before at his farm, but his legs wobbled when he landed, and he pitched forward, falling to his hands and knees.

      A tired sigh rushed out of him. “Anyone have a stretcher?” They were the last words he remembered before his head hit the stone.
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        * * *

      

      Voices entered Myles’ peaceful slumber.

      “These two have been through a lot.”

      “Finn didn’t tell them.”

      “What do we do?”

      Myles groaned as his eyes slid open, and he took in the people surrounding him. “Where am I?”

      “The healer’s rooms.” A broad woman with the brightest red hair smiled at him. “You have been through much trauma and a long journey. Go back to sleep, young man.”

      He shook his head and tried to sit up.

      The woman put a hand on his shoulder. “Do not tax yourself.”

      Rows of identical cots lined both walls, most unoccupied. A few beds over, Neeve slept.

      “Where’s Finn?” The fae man hadn’t said much, but Myles had sensed it was out of sadness more than stubbornness.

      “He rested for a few hours before leaving again for the border.”

      Myles’ brows drew together. “Why?”

      “Because both my daughters are prisoners there.” The woman’s lips turned down.

      This time, Myles managed to sit up, his eyes wide. “You’re Alona’s mom.”

      She nodded. “I am queen-consort Tierney Cahill. We’ve all been worried about you, Myles.” Tears gathered in her eyes. “Excuse me.” She turned away, wiping her face. “Rowena, let me know when he is capable of visiting my wife.” With those final words, she rushed away, leaving three men and one woman behind.

      “Can I get you anything, sir?” The woman asked.

      “Who are you?”

      “Rowena. I was—am—lady’s maid to Alona and Brea.”

      “Brea.” He straightened. “Where is she? Has she been by to see me?” After everything that happened, he just needed to hold her, to see for himself that she was okay.

      Rowena shook her head, a tear coursing down her face. “I must… I’ll bring you something to eat.” She followed in the tracks of the queen-consort.

      Something didn’t feel right. This entire place was… wrong. Without Brea, everything was wrong.

      One of the men bent to look into Myles’ eyes as if examining him. He must have been a healer. He straightened and nodded. “Exhaustion. Nothing a little sleep and food won’t cure. You must regain your strength.”

      Myles didn’t know why so many people were concerned about him. He was a stranger here, not someone who mattered. He wasn’t a lost princess like Brea. He almost snorted at the idea. What would the Robinsons say to that?

      “I’m Master Arturo.” The bearded man to his left put a hand to his chest and cleared his throat. “I am glad you are alive. For Brea.” His lips quivered, and he looked to the other man. “This is Captain Donovan. We care about your friend, Myles, and she cares a great deal for you. If you need anything, ask us.”

      Donovan… He must have been Finn’s father. “Thank you.”

      The two men nodded and left. Myles breathed out a giant sigh of relief. He didn’t realize Neeve had woken until she spoke.

      “They love Brea here, don’t they?”

      Myles nodded. He was beyond happy for his friend. He’d always had his parents—who he was trying not to think about—but she’d only had him. Now, she found a world that embraced her, loved her. “I need to see her.”

      Neeve shook her head. “You need to rest. She will come.”

      “I can’t wait.” He slid from the bed, wincing as his bare feet hit the cold stone floor. Seeing Brea here would make everything real, it would dislodge the rock sitting on his heart making him crazy with worry. Because the girl he knew would have been the first person to greet him when he arrived.

      So, why hadn’t she come?

      The healer was nowhere to be found as he crept from the room into a stone hallway.

      Neeve nudged him out of the way as she stepped into the hall.

      Myles raised a brow. “I thought you wanted to wait.”

      “We’re in this together, human. Through our captivity, the journey into Eldur, and now a foreign palace where we could end up lost in one of these hallways, it’s the two of us.”

      He paused, turning to her with a smile. “That is the nicest thing a fae has ever said to me.”

      “Most fae have only abducted and imprisoned you, so I’m not surprised.”

      “Was that a joke?” Over the months he’d known Neeve, she’d never even laughed at his jokes, let alone cracked one of her own.

      “No.” She started down the hall, crossing to where it opened into a courtyard with a circular fountain.

      “They sure like their fountains here, don’t they?”

      Neeve shrugged. “Eldur is a hot kingdom, human. They enjoy water.”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      “What?”

      “Human.” He crossed his arms. “It’s mean.”

      “But it is what you are.” She cocked her head, considering his request.

      “Well, yes, but you say it with such… derision.”

      “Hu—Myles.” She peered down a hall before entering it. “Humans are lesser beings than fae. That is fact. Any derision in my words is the correct way to address inferiority.”

      Myles released a frustrated breath and turned the opposite way of Neeve. “I’ll find Brea on my own.”

      As soon as he’d separated from her, a line of guards stopped him. “Why are you wandering the palace?” one of them asked.

      Myles looked back the way he’d come, but he’d made so many turns there was no way he could backtrack to the healer’s rooms on his own. “I’m looking for the princess.”

      Another guard rushed past them, shouting, “There has been news from Iskalt.”

      “Sorry, he looked like he knows where he’s going, so I’ll follow him.” Myles ducked away from the guards and followed the other one as fast as his weak legs could take him.

      The guard rushed through two ornate double doors that stood open with a guard on each side.

      Myles entered and stood at the back.

      “Your Majesty.” The guard kneeled before a woman who sat on an ornate golden throne, her hands folded in her lap. “We have word from Iskalt.”

      The queen gestured to him. “Rise, sir. Tell us what has happened.”

      He got to his feet. “There was a battle, your Majesty. Many people died, and the day was almost lost when Lochlan O’Shea suffered an injury.”

      It was like the entire room held their collective breath. Myles didn’t know the importance of these words, but he could feel the monumental moment.

      “Go on.” The queen leaned forward, her stoic mask slipping to reveal the fear underneath. “Is Lochlan dead?”

      The guard shook his head. “No, your Majesty. He is now king of Iskalt.”

      No one spoke for a long moment as silence hung heavy over the room.

      “King,” the queen whispered, her voice growing louder. “Lochlan has taken the Iskalt throne?” Hope replaced the fear in her eyes.

      The guard nodded. “Yes, your Majesty. Callum O’Shea is now his prisoner, and the people of Iskalt rejoice.”

      She sat back against her throne, her entire body relaxing. “We can get them back.”

      Myles got the impression those words were only meant for her.

      She straightened. “This is a great day. Our ally has regained the throne that was rightfully his. With the might of Eldur and Iskalt together, we can defeat Fargelsi and recover our princesses.”

      Princesses. Myles blood went cold. She meant more than one. His jaw tensed as he walked forward, each step taking him to a truth that would crush him.

      Neeve appeared at his side, having found the throne room on her own.

      Her eyes told him she too understood. Her hand slipped into his. Myles knew fantasy customs from his books. He needed to kneel or at least bow, but at that moment, nothing mattered except the truth.

      At the healer’s, why were there tears in the eyes of the people who’d cared about Brea?

      Why hadn’t she already come to him?

      How did they secure his release?

      His long stride took him to the first step leading up to the throne. Someone leaned over to whisper to the queen, and her eyes widened, probably realizing who he was.

      He met her gaze. He’d been Brea’s family before any of these people appeared, before her mother decided she was worth coming for.

      Queen Regan made sure he knew all about how Faolan of Eldur abandoned Brea as a baby in the human realm, and Myles hated her for it.

      When he spoke, he kept his voice low. “Where is she?”

      A guard stepped forward. “Bow to your queen.”

      “She’s not my queen.” He scowled. “I am human, and we bow to no one.” His jaw clenched. “Brea is the most important person in my life. Tell me where she is.”

      A single tear tracked down her cheek, and for the first time, Myles noticed how haggard she looked, like she hadn’t slept in weeks. “My girls… She’s taken both of them.”

      “Who?” But Myles already knew the answer.

      “Regan offered a trade. I couldn’t stop her.”

      “No.” Myles stumbled back, his hand slipping out of Neeve’s. She reached for him again, but he didn’t want comfort.

      He wanted Brea.

      And she’d given herself to save him.

      All the time spent sitting under their tree on her farm or walking the halls at school flashed through his mind.

      Someone was speaking, but he barely registered their words as they spoke of traveling to Iskalt for a treaty signing. Only Myles and the queen seemed to be stuck in this sequence of events where Brea left them. Their gazes connected.

      “How could you let her do it?” he asked, cutting off the man who was speaking.

      The queen shook her head. “Brea has a mind of her own. Now, it is up to us to save her this time.”

      And he would. Because Brea Robinson was his person, his best friend, and she was worth fighting for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          LOCHLAN: TWO MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      A treaty was a promise, a vow, binding in magic. Those who broke the ancient agreements would see themselves lose something they held dear.

      Power.

      Lochlan had seen it before. His parents were good rulers, faithful rulers, but they’d also been tied to Fargelsi in a treaty. When Brandon O’Rourke ruled the eternally beautiful kingdom, it worked. Fargelsi, Iskalt, and Eldur lived in harmony with queens and kings who didn’t only respect each other, they were friends. There was love in the fae realm back then, back before everything fell apart.

      Lochlan stood on a stone balcony with one hand on the sculpted half wall surrounding it. From his vantage point, he could look out across the fields of Iskalt, untamed and wild, frozen.

      He glanced behind him at the tall double wooden doors that led back into the bedroom once occupied by his parents.

      If they hadn’t broken faith with Fargelsi, would they be there still?

      His hand shook, and he curled his fingers into a fist to keep the freezing temperatures from making him weak.

      After Regan came to power on the death of her brother, Lochlan’s parents and Faolan broke the treaty by taking the only Fargelsian heir and hiding her in the human realm.

      And his parents died on the journey, cut down by Fargelsian soldiers who shouldn’t have been able to find them.

      But the magic of a fae treaty was absolute.

      There was a cost to being unfaithful to the words.

      “Your Majesty.” A young page boy opened the balcony door.

      Lochlan turned, eyeing the kid who’d called him Majesty. It had been over two months since he took the crown from his uncle’s head, yet the title was foreign to him. It belonged to his father, not the boy left behind, the one who hadn’t even been raised within these borders.

      Ice raced through his veins, but he didn’t pull his cloak in tighter. After living in the kingdom of fire and heat, he wasn’t used to the snow and ice. But he was born of Iskalt, so the ice belonged to him. He let himself feel it, revel in it.

      He was home.

      “Speak, boy.”

      The page flinched at his harsh tone, but Lochlan didn’t have the patience to worry about every palace worker’s reaction to him. “S-sire, the Eldurian delegation has arrived.”

      Faolan. He hated how he longed to see the Eldurian queen, how he felt she’d put more right in Iskalt than he could hope to. He’d seen the woman lose two daughters and hold her head high. Nothing could defeat her, and Iskalt needed a calming presence like that.

      “I’m sure they want to rest after the long journey.” He entered his rooms, and the page followed. “Tell Iain to make sure they have everything they require. Rooms have been prepared for them.” He reached the door and opened it, gesturing the page through. “It is late. I will meet with the delegation over breakfast in the morning.”

      It was a sign of respect. Iskalt was a kingdom of night. Only when the moon appeared did they have magic. Eldur’s magic thrived in the day. Starting the meetings when they had the upper hand showed honor.

      The page disappeared around the corner, and Loch stepped into the hall, shutting the door behind him. There was someone he had to see.

      The Iskalt dungeons lay below the palace, their halls damp as water seeped into their walls. Veins of ice crept down the rough stone, a far cry from the wood-paneled walls just two floors above.

      Lochlan glanced each way to make sure no one followed him. He’d broken his guards’ habit of watching him wherever he went. His footsteps echoed off the low ceilings.

      Only two guards sat at the entrance to the deeper cells, both bundled up in furs. Lochlan nodded to them as he passed.

      They mumbled shaky “your Majestys.”

      Lochlan didn’t remember much of his time in Iskalt as a kid, but he could see himself running through these halls, daring friends to enter the small cells. During his father’s reign, they’d gone unused. Once Callum came to power, he’d filled them with those loyal to the old king.

      The first thing Lochlan had done as king was free the many men and women who’d been down here for years. He’d also kept many of Callum’s loyal men locked away before transporting them to the prison realm.

      Now, the long line of dark cells held only one prisoner.

      “Nephew.” Callum’s hoarse voice rose out of the dark. “It’s kind of you to visit.”

      Lochlan lifted a hand, calling on his magic to create a ball of blue light in his palm. It illuminated Callum’s sneering face, pale from two months underground.

      “I’m not here for you.” Lochlan met the gaze of one of the few family members he had left. Only two people in this world shared his blood, and both were on the opposite side of the coming war.

      Lochlan was very much alone.

      “Do enlighten me.” Callum bent over as a cough wracked through him. He put a hand on the wall to steady himself.

      Lochlan glanced at the pile of ratty blankets in the corner. “Do you need another blanket?” He didn’t want to kill his uncle. Every time he considered it, he remembered how much his father had loved Callum once.

      “You can’t assuage your guilt with blankets, nephew.”

      Lochlan’s jaw clenched. “I have no guilt.” He leaned toward the bars. “I am not your nephew. In this kingdom, I am the king. You’d do well to remember that.” He stepped back, letting the light dim. “I came down here to tell you tomorrow is a great day for Iskalt. Faolan of Eldur is in this palace.”

      Callum growled. “That witch.”

      “I will bring Iskalt back from the destruction you led it to. We are going to destroy Queen Regan, and you’ll be here to watch it happen.” His smiled. “You’ve lost, uncle.” He turned to walk away.

      “I should have had you killed when you were nothing but an orphaned pup,” Callum growled.

      Lochlan paused. “Yes. That would have been smart.”

      “When will I be heading to the prison realm?”

      “You won’t.” Lochlan turned without another look at the man who’d stolen his throne and hurt his people, making a promise to himself that he’d never look upon the man again. “I will not let your crimes fade in our memories, uncle.”

      Callum O’Shea was now a part of Iskalt’s past.

      As he emerged from the dungeons, he wondered what the kingdom’s future would be? What about his future?

      A few short months ago, he’d thought he knew.

      Brea.

      Her eyes haunted his sleep, fathomless blue eyes that flashed yellow with her magic. What was happening to her now? She’d been a prisoner in Fargelsi for too long, and there’d been no word of her.

      He wasn’t watching where he was going when he slammed into someone, sending them sprawling to the velvet carpet of the hall.

      “Ouch,” the man groaned, rubbing his head. “Do you have to be so big and bull-like?” He still hadn’t looked up. “It’s like getting trampled by Hagrid.”

      Lochlan’s eyes widened. “What do you know of Hagrid?”

      “Only that he’s a half-giant with a heart of gold.” The man picked himself up off the floor and froze. “Wait… what do you know of Hagrid?”

      “Human,” Lochlan growled, his finger’s closing around the man’s arm. “Come with me.”

      “Ow, dude, all you had to do was ask!” The man whined the entire time Lochlan dragged him down the hall past curious servants.

      Lochlan shoved him through a doorway and stared at everyone in the room until they scurried away.

      The man pushed away from him and blew messy hair out of his eyes. “Whoa.” He turned in a circle, taking in the domed ceilings of the library. High shelves lined the walls with ornate golden carvings. It was a beautiful room, but Lochlan missed the cozier library in Eldur where he’d spent so much time with Alona and Finn.

      The man ran a finger over spines. “These are all fae books, aren’t they?” He turned to face Lochlan. “The Eldurian library has a better collection. You can’t say you’re a book collector without the full Harry Potter series.”

      Lochlan cleared his throat. “What are you after, human?”

      “After?” The man shrugged. “I got lost on the way back to my room.”

      “There are no humans in the Iskalt court.” Lochlan advanced on him. “I would know.”

      “How?” The man crossed his arms over his chest, lifting his chin in defiance. There was something familiar that had Lochlan stepping back.

      “What?”

      “Do you know every single fae in your court? Who are you? The king?” He cracked a smile like it was a ridiculous notion.

      Lochlan’s brows drew together. “What is a human doing in Iskalt?” He only knew of one human in all the fae world—Alona.

      The man’s jaw dropped open. “Oh wow, you are, aren’t you?” He laughed. “Hard eyes, all blue-flashy and crap. Ridiculously long Legolas hair. They spoke of you at the Eldur court.” He dropped into an elaborate bow, throwing his arms out to the side in mockery. “Shall I kiss your feet, your Majesty?”

      “Stand up, fool, and tell me who you are.”

      “Man.” He straightened. “Rowena said you were a grump, but that doesn’t begin to cover it.”

      Rowena? Human.

      The library started spinning, and Lochlan reached out for something, anything to hold on to as the world came crashing to a halt. “Myles?” he croaked out. The boy Brea loved more than herself, the one she’d surrendered to Regan for.

      “At your service.” He stuck out his hand.

      Lochlan only stared at it. “You expect me to shake that?”

      Myles dropped it with a shrug. “Guess not, grumpy king.”

      “Brea preferred douchey Loch.” The words slipped out before he could stop them. He pressed his lips together.

      Myles smile dropped. “She also preferred sacrificing herself for people without giving them a choice in the matter.” There was no bitterness in his voice, only sadness.

      Lochlan sighed, hearing his own desperation reflected in this stranger’s voice. But Myles didn’t feel like a stranger. In an odd way, he was connected to Brea, like a part of her. “Brea is stubborn.”

      “You can say that again.” Myles’ shoulders dropped, and he sat down on a wooden settee. “This is very uncomfortable, by the way.”

      “I know.” After growing up in the opulent palace of Eldur, he’d grown used to a level of comfort not seen in Iskalt. Everything here felt stiff, cold.

      It wasn’t yet his home.

      But it had to be.

      He studied the young man who was so far from home, the one Lochlan’s own brother had abducted and forced through a portal. Yet the fear in his eyes wasn’t for himself. Lochlan knew because he recognized it. They both loved the same girl—in different ways—and didn’t know if they’d ever get her back.

      When Regan abducted Alona, Lochlan’s heart broke.

      When Brea returned to Fargelsi and Regan, his heart stopped beating completely, turning to ice inside his chest.

      Maybe that was how he was able to lead his men into a seemingly unwinnable battle… and win.

      Myles hunched forward, burying his face in his hands. “It’s been two months since I arrived in Eldur, a freed prisoner who still felt very much locked away. I won’t be truly free until she is.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I don’t even know you.”

      “Because some part of you knows I’m the only person who can understand.” Not the only person. This was what Finn had been going through since the day they found out Alona was gone. Lochlan had been sympathetic then, but he hadn’t quite understood the gut-wrenching pain. Not like he did now.

      “I want her back, your Majesty.” Myles lifted his face, tears hanging in his lashes. “I need⁠—”

      “Listen, this isn’t the end for her. Brea is strong.” Lochlan pushed away from the shelf and crossed to stand in front of Myles. “She’s tougher than anyone I’ve ever known. We’ll get her back.”

      He nodded. “We will.”

      Lochlan ran a hand through his hair. “And look, when we’re alone, call me Loch. It’s what she would have wanted.” He’d spent months keeping people in the palace at arm’s length, wanting them to respect him as king, but not as a friend.

      But now… with this human… connecting with him was like having Brea by his side.

      Myles’ smile was weak. “Yeah, okay. And I promise only to call you Legolas in my head.”

      Lochlan quirked a brow.

      “You know who that is, right? I saw the library full of human books in Eldur, and Rowena told me they were yours.”

      “Do I know who Legolas is?” Lochlan scoffed. “I am the king. Don’t ask disrespectful questions.”

      Myles laughed, but there was little joy in it. He got to his feet. “I think we’re going to be friends, Loch.”

      “I don’t make friends.” Lochlan had only ever had three friends in his life, but Finn and Alona were more like family. And Brea was… special. She’d refused to leave him alone until he craved her company.

      Myles smirked. “Always time to start.”
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        * * *

      

      The ink dried as the magic drew it into the parchment before both Lochlan and Faolan. They stood side by side behind a table on the dais in the cavernous Iskalt throne room.

      A crowd of onlookers, both from Iskalt and Eldur, watched as their leaders tied their kingdoms together.

      There were two kinds of binding magic a fae could enter in to. The first was the most sacred. A marriage. When two fae performed the marriage ceremony, they were tied for eternity, unable to love another.

      The second was a treaty. It could be signed between kingdoms or simply neighbors.

      Once Faolan scrawled her signature at the bottom of the page, she slid it to Lochlan. He dipped his quill in the ink pot before etching his name into the document.

      After he was finished, he looked out at the crowd, finding many faces, some familiar, others foreign. Tierney stood with Myles and a tall girl he recognized at once.

      Neeve.

      There was no time for him to dwell on the Fargelsian’s presence or how she too was released. Iain walked forward to stand at Lochlan’s side. He was one of the few men who’d served Callum that Lochlan didn’t send to the prison realm. As the head of the palace household, he was needed to keep things in running order.

      He’d also served Lochlan’s parents faithfully.

      “Sire,” he whispered. “Dusk has fallen.”

      After a day of meeting with his old family who were now foreign dignitaries, he’d waited until this very moment. A treaty between the kingdoms could only be magicked at dawn or dusk when both Iskalt and Eldur held magic in their veins.

      “Thank you, Iain.” Lochlan nodded to Faolan, and they turned to the crowd, standing side by side.

      Faolan spoke first. “I, Queen Faolan Mordha Duin Cahill enter into a promise with Iskalt willingly. Eldur will honor this treaty and obey its demands. Eldur will come to Iskalt’s aid should the need arise. We will work together to defeat evil in this world and to protect our shared people.” She pressed her open hand to the center of the parchment, and golden power flowed down her arm, setting her hand alight. The power faded from her skin, soaking into the document. When she removed her hand, the print faded.

      An awed silence hung over the room as Lochlan stepped up to repeat Faolan’s words, making only necessary changes. By the time his ice blue magic faded from the page, no one would question Iskalt or Eldur’s commitment to peace.

      But there would be no peace while Regan ruled Fargelsi. Of that, he was sure.

      Tierney walked forward and put an arm around her wife before taking Lochlan’s hand. “Today was a good day.” She smiled and pressed a kiss to Faolan’s cheek.

      Lochlan nodded, gazing at the mass of fae who had started wandering from the room to find positions outside among the crowd waiting for their king’s speech. It wasn’t just a good day, it was needed as the first step toward a better future for all of them.

      So, why couldn’t Lochlan feel any of it? Since the day he’d left Eldur to regain his throne, he’d been a walking man of stone, unaffected by anyone or anything.

      “I have a speech to make.” He hurried toward the door, but Tierney sped up and looped her arm through his.

      “Smile, Lochlan. You just did right by your people.”

      “I know.” He sighed.

      “I think about her too, you know. Both of them. We all do.” Tierney offered him a kind smile, one that had always made him feel loved, wanted.

      But now, it only set him further adrift in a sea of icebergs.

      “I wish I didn’t.”

      “Don’t say that. One day, when they return, it will help them to know they weren’t forgotten even on our best days. And make no mistake, boyo, this is one of the best. It has been a long time since Eldur had an ally. Much will change now, and it is because of you.”

      “I didn’t do anything other than get injured in a battle. You give me credit that is due to my men.”

      Tierney pulled him to a stop outside a set of double doors. “Warriors need someone to lead them, Loch. Something they believe in, and they believe in you. Don’t forget that. Your people… they believe in you. That is more powerful than any fear Callum instilled in them.”

      He pulled her into a hug, needing to feel like the kid she’d raised once more. Faolan was the queen who took him in, but when Tierney entered their lives, everything changed. She was just as important to Eldur as their queen because of how she changed the people around her with kindness. As one of the most powerful magicians in the Eldur court, she could have had anything.

      And all she’d wanted was a family.

      “I love you, boyo.” She pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Now, go make the Iskalt citizens fall for the Lochlan charm.” Her lips curved up at her own joke. They both knew he had no charm, but he had passion, and maybe that was more important.

      A guard opened the doors that led out onto one of the palace’s many balconies. This particular one wrapped around the front of the palace, sitting high above the arched doors.

      He walked across the red-tiled floor to reach the carved golden rail. Guards in steel armor and blue threaded overcoats stood at intervals. On each end, an archer prepared their arrows for any sign of attack.

      And below… that was what caught Lochlan’s eye. A crowd stretched through the square and out into the fields beyond the palace—numbering in the thousands. Iskalt citizens had come from their villages to hear their king say their troubles were ending.

      Lochlan touched his throat, amplifying his voice. “Greetings, Iskalt!”

      The crowd cheered, their flags flapping in the night winds. Most of them held lights in their hands, and it made the field dance with what looked like a thousand tiny multi-colored stars.

      It was beautiful.

      For the first time since taking the crown, Lochlan felt like he was where he was meant to be.

      He remembered Tierney’s words and channeled her optimism. “Today is a good day for Iskalt. We have entered into a binding agreement with Eldur.”

      They roared their approval.

      “I will not promise the troubles are over. Our kingdom has long been a harsh one where crops struggle to produce enough to feed our villages, and raids are common. No more! Shipments of food from Eldur’s bountiful fields will begin to arrive. Hunger will not defeat us!”

      The applause was deafening.

      He went on. “Our army has grown since my uncle’s imprisonment as more loyal Iskaltians come forward to protect the kingdom. We will now protect the trade routes and make routine stops at the villages. Criminals will not defeat us!”

      More cheering.

      “And finally, it is time to bring peace to the fae world. We will soon devise plans to help all the kingdoms. Fargelsi will not defeat us!”

      Lochlan smiled as he watched his people cheer for the future he so desperately wanted.

      Once the sounds died down, he swept his gaze across the clearing and dropped his voice. “We have all lost people. Many of you mourn loved ones.” His eyes found Myles at the other side of the balcony. “I too have suffered, but their losses will not be in vain. Our sorrow will not defeat us. We are Iskalt.” He pounded his chest. “We are Iskalt.”

      Their cheering rose toward the night sky as if telling the moon who they were.

      And who Lochlan had just become.

      A king.

      No matter what happened to Brea and Alona, that was something he couldn’t escape, so he had to step into it and let it become him.

      Once inside, Faolan greeted him with tears in her eyes. “I never thought I’d see the day when Niall and Enid O’Shea’s son took the crown. They’d be proud of you, Lochlan.”

      Tierney wrapped her arms around him. “Brea would be proud too.”

      He almost laughed at that. Brea would probably have found his speech ridiculous, and she’d have let him know. But he’d give anything to hear her criticism, to watch her eyes spark as he angered her time and again.

      While he ruled a kingdom, she sat as a prisoner of another.

      Whatever torture Regan was subjecting her to, he only hoped Brea could come back from it, that she wouldn’t lose the fire in her soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          BREA

        

      

    

    
      “Do you like the dahlias or the orchids?” Regan examined the beautiful flowers selected from her own gardens.

      “Does it matter?” Brea refused to play along with the wedding preparations. She tried not to think about the wedding at all. Now that Myles and Neeve were safe and beyond Regan’s reach, that was all she cared about.

      Regan stood with her hands on her hips, her long hair falling in a mass of white-blond curls to her waist. “Of course, it matters, darling. The wrong flower could throw the whole event off, and your wedding, my dear, will be the event of the century if your Auntie Reagan has anything to say about it.”

      Brea would never understand her aunt. She was a madwoman with a queen’s thirst for power and glory, and the mind of a deranged party planner. She was determined to make Brea agree with all her decisions for the wedding, while Brea was determined to disagree on principle and petty revenge.

      “What about those pretty purple flowers that grow in the forest?”

      “The violet anemone is frightfully poisonous, my Lady.” The head gardener said, utterly scandalized.

      “Yeah, let’s go with those.” Brea leaned back in her chair and put her boot-clad feet up on the table. If Regan was going to make her go through with marrying the wrong O’Shea, then Brea was going to wear whatever she wanted outside of Regan’s parties. The messier the better.

      “Feet on the floor, darling.” Regan shoved her feet off the table, using a dainty hankie to keep her hands from touching Brea’s boots. “And I’ll not have poisonous flowers grace your wedding. It’s bad luck.”

      Brea snorted her disgust. “Fine then go with the black dahlias.”

      “The black dahlia is a cursed flower, my Lady.” The gardener was possibly more irritated with Brea than Regan was.

      “The orchids are quite beautiful, don’t you think?” Regan shoved the flower cuttings in her hands.

      “Meh, I still like the dahlias. Maybe the big orange ones.”

      “Orange is a hideous color for weddings.” Regan tapped her foot, but Brea had nothing else better to do than make sure her aunt didn’t get her way on everything. Brea didn’t care what the wedding looked like in the end. She would show up and keep her end of the bargain, but if this was the only wedding she’d ever have, then so be it. It wouldn’t be one she planned.

      “Then how about the peachy-pink ones?” Brea sighed. She’d go through all the colors until Regan agreed on one, but Brea would boil and eat her own shoes before she’d agree on orchids for this farce of a wedding.

      “Those are lovely too, I suppose.” Regan’s shoulders slumped before she handed the cuttings to the gardener and ordered a bazillion peach and white dahlias for her niece’s ‘big day’.

      “Can I go now?” Brea folded her arms across her chest.

      “Absolutely not. We still have to pick the invitations and plan the menu, and the kitchen will bring up the cakes for us to taste this afternoon.”

      “Cakes?”

      “Yes, you have to pick a cake, dear. Don’t tell me you don’t want to spend the afternoon tasting cakes? I promise I wouldn’t allow Gelsi berries anywhere near my own food.”

      Brea’s stomach growled at the prospect. Regan had kept her promise, allowing Brea to make her own meals, but she wasn’t allowed to leave the queen’s quarters and that meant Brea couldn’t visit the kitchens whenever she was hungry. She was limited to the few unprepared items Alona brought to her each morning and afternoon. She existed on things like raw fruits, vegetables and nuts, cheese and dried meats—whole foods that wouldn’t mix well with Gelsi berries. The food wasn’t filling, and there was rarely much left for her evening meals after Alona had returned to her cell in the dungeon. Which meant Brea was hungry most of the time. She’d lost weight during her time here, and the prospect of gorging herself on wedding cakes was sheer torture. She’d have to take the tiniest bites possible or pretend to eat when Regan wasn’t looking.

      “Fine, let’s do the invitations and get it over with.” If she played her cards right, she could waste enough time disagreeing with her aunt that there would be no time for cake tasting today. “Not that I know a single person in Fargelsi I want to invite.”

      “You are going to be our princess, darling. The whole kingdom will come for your big day. You’ll meet everyone, and in no time, you’ll have new friends.”

      “Yeah, friends who’re prisoners and forced to like me,” Brea muttered.

      “What’s that, dear?” Regan hummed as she sorted through paper samples. Freaking paper. How could there be so many kinds? As far as she was concerned, they could write it on toilet paper because that was all this wedding was worth.

      “Where is that accursed maid with the calligraphy samples?” Regan cast a menacing look at the nearest maid.

      “I-I’ll go check on her, your Majesty.” One of the triplets curtsied and fled the room like her hair was on fire.

      “Good help is so hard to find.” Regan shook her head, focusing on a dozen white pieces of paper that looked the same to Brea. “Come look at these, Brea.”

      “Huh?” Her attention was a million miles away. Somewhere in Iskalt with a certain man with midnight blue eyes.

      “We don’t speak with noises, Brea O’Rourke. A lady speaks with distinction and enunciation.”

      “Don’t call me that.” Brea’s throat burned, and she couldn’t swallow.

      “Why not? It’s your name, dear.”

      “You may call me Brea Robinson or Brea Cahill.”

      “Nonsense. It will be O’Rourke when you marry Griffin.”

      “His name is O’Shea.” It hurt to speak the name or to think that someday soon it would belong to her in the worst sort of way.

      “He took my name ages ago, sweetheart. I don’t think you realize how strong the mother-son bond is between us. He came to me hardly more than a babe. He remembers little of his life before I saved him from that cold, miserable place.”

      “You mean after you killed his parents?”

      “I did no such thing, Brea. Now it is time to pick your invitations, and I won’t hear another protest. This is a happy day.” She slammed her fist on the table, rattling the china samples they’d narrowed down to four patterns earlier.

      “Apologies, your Majesty.” Alona sank into a perfect curtsy at the door. “I won’t be late again.”

      “Enter.” Regan stood stiffly at the center of the room.

      Brea locked eyes with Alona and noted her subtle nod. She’d spent several weeks trying to get a message out of Fargelsi whenever Brea was occupied with the queen. Brea desperately wanted to let her mothers know she was okay, but judging by Alona’s expression, it wasn’t looking good.

      Regan could never know she and Alona were friends. She could never know they shared a deep abiding love for the same people and that love had bonded them in the weeks since Alona became her maid.

      “Here are the samples, your Majesty.” Alona handed her a thick roll of parchment.

      “Spread it out on the table.”

      Alona rushed to do her bidding, her hands trembling as she rolled out the scroll filled with calligraphy samples. They all said the same thing in different styles.

      Breanna and Griffin O’Rourke. A thousand times across the scroll. It made her head pound and her heart race, seeing it in black and white.

      “May I be excused?” Brea could barely get the words out.

      “No, you may not.” Regan studied the intricate lettering with a practiced eye, crossing out the ones she didn’t like. “Maid, you are dismissed.”

      “Yes, your Majesty.” Alona gave Brea another nod, their signal for Brea to meet her in the vacant guest suite below Brea’s rooms. It was the only room they could find where they were certain Regan couldn’t listen in. They had to be careful sneaking into that part of the palace since it was seldom used.

      “Choose one.” Regan passed four white sheets of paper across the table.

      “Not to sound facetious, but does it matter? I can’t see a difference.”

      “This one is thicker. This one has silver edges. This one gold. And the last one is textured. You can feel the difference if you’ll just pay attention.” The biting edge of Regan’s tone told Brea she’d pushed her too far.

      “I like the silver edges, but does it have to be white-white? Could it be like, eggshell? That’s a color, right?”

      Regan nodded, making note of her choice. “I grow weary of your procrastination, Brea.”

      “You know, you could just pick everything, and it will be beautiful. I really don’t care.” Brea decided to play nice so she could go meet Alona. “You have much better taste than I do. I⁠—”

      “Your Majesty,” Lady Einin, the castellan entered the room. “An important message from Iskalt has just arrived for you.”

      “Iskalt?” Brea gripped the arms of her chair, hoping for news of Lochlan.

      Regan marched across the room to the silver platter the castellan held. Regan broke the wax seal, and her eyes darted across the page.

      Brea could see it in her aunt’s face. It wasn’t good news, but bad news for Regan typically meant good news for Brea.

      Regan flung the foreign missive across the room with a piercing shriek that scared the bejesus out of Brea. Every single servant in the room ran out like the place was about to blow.

      “The gall of that… that boy!” Regan snatched up a china plate—one Brea actually liked—and sent it crashing into the fireplace.

      Brea scooted her chair back just in time as the rest of the china sailed across the room to join the first. Regan’s magic filled her gaze as she lifted her hands, and the table toppled over and slammed against the wall. Her face grew scarlet with rage, and her eyes blazed with green fire.

      Brea watched in awe as her aunt threw an epic magical temper tantrum, trashing the room, screaming her head off like a spoiled child who didn’t get her way.

      Brea wondered if she could escape without notice like all the servants had, or if she should try hiding under a table Regan hadn’t destroyed yet.

      The queen’s shrieking stopped as suddenly as it began. Clearing her throat and straightening her dress, she turned to Brea, her eyes calm now. “Brea, darling, your wedding will be such a happy day.” She sniffed as if overcome with emotion.

      That was it. Her aunt was a certifiable whack-job. And utterly terrifying.

      “Come, dear. Choose one of these lovely calligraphy styles for your invitations, and then you may go. Auntie has some things to attend to this afternoon so our cake-testing party will have to wait for tomorrow.” She rested her hand on Brea’s shoulder, and Brea couldn’t help her violent flinch.

      “Um, I like that one. It’s pretty.” Brea pointed to one of three samples Regan circled, not caring which one it was as long as it got her out of this room.

      “Yes, that’s my favorite too.” Regan giggled like they were best girlfriends. “Run along, dearie. I’ll see you at dinner.”

      “Bye.” Brea shot out of her chair and down the hall as fast as her legs would carry her. She wanted to grab the message on her way out, but she didn’t dare. She just hoped Alona had good news.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re here. I didn’t think you’d get out of there anytime soon.” Alona paced across the half-charred bedroom that had never been repaired. The castellan had magically sealed the room off, but Alona found a way around the magic, picking the lock with a hairpin. They’d tested the room for over a week before they decided it was safe, and no one was listening in.

      “She received a message from Iskalt,” Brea blurted. “Loch was headed for Iskalt when I left Eldur.” Panic made her chest tight, and she couldn’t breathe.

      “Focus, Brea. What was her reaction to the news?”

      “An epic fit that scared the life out of me. That woman is insane, Lona.”

      “That sounds like good news for Loch. I’ll do some digging and see what I can find out.”

      “Were you able to get the message sent?” Brea asked her the same question every day, and it was always the same answer. Not yet.

      “I’m afraid it’s not possible to get a message out anymore.” Alona dropped into a dusty chair by the window. “No one but the queen’s trusted guards can get anything through the barrier. I found out today she’s strengthened the border. Before, no one born in Fargelsi could get in or out. Now, no one of any kingdom can cross without the queen’s permission. I’m afraid we might be stuck for a while, Brea.”

      “We’ll keep trying. I need to master my Gelsi magic while I’m here, anyway. Maybe one day I can grow strong enough to break us both out of this mess.”

      “I just don’t know why you don’t refuse to marry him.” Alona gave her a pleading look, like she was trying to tell her something important.

      “I have to keep my end of the bargain or she will make your life miserable and she’ll go after Myles and Neeve again.”

      “But they are safe in Eldur. Mother will never let her touch them. You cannot marry Griffin. You don’t know what it m⁠—”

      “I can’t be responsible for starting a war, Lona.” Brea sank down to the floor, feeling weak from too little food, too much stress, and not enough sleep.

      Alona leaned forward to meet her gaze. “She is responsible for all of this. If a war comes our way, it won’t be because you backed out of a wedding or broke a promise you made under duress. It will be because she is hell bent on having one. We can’t stop her in here, so you might as well break off this engagement.”
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