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Chapter 1


          

          
            Tierney

          

        

      

    

    
      Tierney O’Shea wished she was human.

      She wanted options. Freedom to make the kind of choices someone like her just didn’t get.

      Instead, she was a fae princess. An heir.

      Okay, so it wasn’t such a bad life. There were the parties. She loved those. And the copious amounts of food laid out at every meal. Tierney liked her food.

      Except tonight, she couldn’t stomach a single bite of the delicious roasted hen with her favorite crisped potatoes, spinach pies, and an assortment of cakes for dessert.

      “Why aren’t you eating, Tierney?” Her father’s voice was gruff, but there was an edge of softness to it. That really described who he was as a fae, as a king. Most fae thought he was all stern tones and icy glares, but she knew the difference. Which was why she couldn’t understand how he could be so uncaring as he played with his daughter’s life.

      “I seem to have lost my appetite, Father.” Tierney stared at the roasted fowl on her plate, as if it too had betrayed her.

      Her father released a long sigh. “You’re being unreasonable.”

      “Me?” Her voice rose an octave.

      “Here we go again,” Toby, her twin, muttered under his breath. He wasn’t turned off his food. No. Toby stuffed his face with all her favorites because he wasn’t the heir to Iskalt. He had no worries weighing him down.

      “Tierney.” Her father’s voice held a warning now. Lochlan O’Shea was not a man most fae trifled with, but his children were hardly most fae. His scowl would have sent anyone else running in the other direction. “You have duties to this kingdom, young lady.”

      “Duties,” she scoffed. “Yes, Father, I’ve been learning about my duties for twenty years.” Twenty years may have been an exaggeration. No one lectured babies on what it meant to rule a kingdom.

      “Do you care nothing for the traditions of this family?”

      “Traditions?” Her tone could get just as dangerous and cold as his. The two had matching tempers, and it tended to throw them into war with one another. She stood, tossing her serviette onto the table. “I think I’m finished for tonight.”

      Without looking back at her father, who was most likely seething, she strode from the huge dining hall. The royal family used to dine frequently with the court, but all that changed when her mother became queen. Now, only the family ate together in the great hall, reserving special occasions for dining with the rest of the court.

      The Iskalt palace had felt even colder than normal the past month with her mother away on a royal visit to Eldur. There was a time when Tierney and her father understood each other, a time when she thought he’d move on from his ridiculous ideas about her future.

      Eleven minutes. That was all that put her in this position.

      She’d been born eleven minutes before Toby, making her the heir to her father’s throne.

      Sconces lit the stone walls as she passed tapestries depicting battles of generations past. There were newer ones illustrating the evil Queen Regan of Fargelsi with a young Uncle Griff at her side. The next one showed the battle for Myrkur and the two fae children who brought down the prison realm.

      She stopped in front of that one, running her fingers over the soft threads, pausing on the face of the child she wasn’t sure was part of her anymore.

      “I miss you,” she whispered. That girl had been bold. She’d been brave. Fearless.

      But that was ten years ago, when she didn’t have enough sense to fear the world. Now, as an adult, she had complete control over her magic, but not over anything else in her life.

      “Seems like another lifetime, doesn’t it?” Toby stepped up to her side, his eyes lifting to the two figures standing before a shimmering wall of magic sewn into the tapestries.

      “Is Father angry?”

      Toby was quiet for a long moment. “I don’t …” He pushed out a breath. “I don’t think he wants to do this to you any more than you want it done. But Dad and tradition have never parted ways.”

      She turned on her heel and took off down the hall to the one place she could hide. “I don’t need you defending him.”

      Toby ran to catch up. “I’m not. It’s just … he’s trying to protect Iskalt.”

      She shoved through a door and stopped, turning to him. Around them, high cherry wood bookshelves rose all the way to the ceilings. It took a ladder to get to the very top, and she wondered how thick the layer of dust on those tomes would be. Very few fae entered the palace library these days.

      Except her.

      “Sometimes, I wish he’d protect his daughter.” That had always been the battle within her father. Kingdom or family. Most of the time, he found a way to do what was best for both. All her life, he’d done whatever he could for her, but this was new territory for both of them, and it wasn’t going well.

      Tierney slumped into a padded, brown leather chair, throwing one leg over a rounded arm. “I know, Toby. Don’t say it. I’m being a child.”

      Toby shrugged. “Well, I’m glad you can see your own faults.”

      She reached for the table beside the chair, where she’d left a stack of books, not caring which one she grabbed as she threw it at him. He ducked with a laugh.

      “It’s a good thing you’re a future queen. You never have to become an archer with an aim like that.”

      She groaned. “Thanks for the reminder.” Though, she was actually quite good with an arrow.

      “I live to serve.”

      No, that was what she did. But she smiled despite herself. Every time she argued with her father—and it was frequently these days—she could count on Toby to make her feel better.

      He slid into the chair next to her, sitting properly like a royal should. But these tiny rebellions—slouching in a chair, eating too much food, dancing a bit too enthusiastically at balls—they were all she had to fight this stuffy world.

      She hadn’t realized the door to the library was still partially open until she heard someone yelling in the hallway. “Where are my little heathens?”

      Tierney shared a look with her brother, one that went from exasperation to excitement. They weren’t little anymore, but that voice … they’d missed it.

      They both jumped up from their chairs and dashed into the hall, jostling with each other to get to their mother first.

      Brea Robinson was the most popular fae in all of Iskalt. The kingdom adored her and made them like their father even more for having married her.

      “Mom.” Tierney slammed into her mother, using the human term. Much of their lives were influenced by their mother’s connection with the human realm. As Brea often said, you could take the fae out of the human realm, but you couldn’t take the human realm out of the fae.

      Brea was raised on a human farm, something that seemed exotic and exciting to Tierney.

      Toby always said it sounded terrifying to grow up there, but there was something so exotic about the idea of living among humans and the strange form of magic they called technology. They still visited the farm often, and those were Tierney’s favorite days, but they rarely ventured into the cities.

      Toby joined the group hug, and their mother’s long, dark hair spread over them as if it could shield them from the harsh realities of the world.

      A throat cleared, and Tierney lifted her head to find two men watching them. The first was her father. He had a folder grasped in one hand and conflict in his eyes.

      But the second… Toby broke away. “Logan.”

      Their mother laughed. “I stole him from Eldur for a visit.”

      Logan was the oldest Eldurian prince, and also Toby’s…

      “Can’t you guys go to Toby’s room or something?” Tierney shielded her eyes from their disgustingly adorable reunion, their kiss going on way too long.

      It had been at least a few weeks since anyone had kissed her, and that was weeks too long. Still, there wasn’t much behind those stolen kisses. Not like with Toby and Logan, who just belonged together.

      “Absolutely not,” Father said.

      Their mother shot him a look, and he went quiet, as usual. She turned to her son. “Go catch up.”

      The two boys practically sprinted down the hall.

      “Keep your door open!” she called after them.

      Tierney looked more closely at her mother. She was travel weary but happy. Dust from the road dulled her black riding trousers, as if she’d come directly from the stables.

      Father put an arm around her, giving her an adoring look.

      Tierney turned away, hating all the affection she was constantly surrounded by. Toby got to be in love, even her parents … yet she had to choose her future husband or wife from a pre-approved list.

      With a snort, she walked back into the library and shut the door.

      Her parents didn’t knock before they came in.

      “I see nothing has improved in the time I’ve been gone.” Her mother leaned against a shelf and crossed her arms over her chest.

      Tierney and her father avoided each other’s gazes.

      Her mother sighed. “You two are so similar in your stubbornness; it’s driving me absolutely bonkers.”

      Tierney glanced sideways and caught her father’s lips twitching. Even after more than twenty years in the fae realm, her mother hadn’t lost her human way of speaking.

      “It’s his fault.” Tierney threw herself into a chair.

      “I’m only trying to make this easier.” Her father perched on the arm of the other chair.

      “Easier? How is any of this easy? You want to choose my partner for me. It’s not fair.”

      “It’s how things have always been done for the heirs of Iskalt.”

      “Not for you.” She shot him a glare, daring him to contradict her. “You loved Mom when you married her.”

      “You forget, Tia, when I met your mother, I was a prince without a kingdom. No one would have called me the future king when my throne had been stolen. I was lucky to fall in love with a fae princess. After I fought for my throne, I couldn’t have kept it without your mother at my side. But even after all of that, if Brea had never come into my life, I too would have had to choose a partner from among fae royalty or the noble families of Iskalt. It just so happens that your royal peers are either related to you or are as close as your own siblings. Iskalt nobility is our only option.”

      “Nobility.” She rolled her eyes. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means they come from ancient lines—”

      She cut him off. “And these noble families … did they come to their rightful king’s aid when he wanted to take back the kingdom? Or were they too busy scraping and bowing to save their—”

      “Watch it.”

      She ignored him and continued. “No, it was the fae who marched with you. And yet, I’m not allowed to choose one of them.” If she could, she’d marry one of her friends from the village. At least then, she would know she could stand them.

      Or maybe Gulliver if he was of Iskalt. Too bad the court didn’t recognize him as such as the adopted son of Prince Griffin O’Shea. That would have made her choice much easier.

      Her father stood, pushing a hand through his hair, and gestured to his wife. “She’s your daughter.”

      Tierney’s mother smiled. “And, my dear douchey Loch, she also has a point.”

      “I know what douchey means now,” Tierney mumbled, trying not to pout. Pouting was definitely not for a twenty-year-old woman. “Uncle Myles told me.”

      Her father cursed Uncle Myles under his breath, and her mother laughed.

      “Well, Tia, your father knows how I feel about this whole selling my daughter to the highest bidder thing, but let’s see what he’s brought us, shall we?” She held her hand out for the folder. “Maybe we’ll find a gem among the swine.”

      He didn’t give it to her. “You’ve only just returned, Brea. You should rest. Go find the rest of the children. They’ve been begging me to tell them when you return.”

      Tierney rolled her eyes. She had way too many siblings now, but somehow, her mother made time for all of them while also helping to rule the kingdom and assist Aunt Alona with magic whenever Eldur was in need of it.

      Brea shook her head. “Tia is the one who needs me now. Rest can wait, and none of the others are about to be paraded around like a cow at the county fair.”

      His brow furrowed like it always did when he didn’t understand one of her human sayings. He’d long since stopped asking her to explain all of them.

      She took the folder from him. “Now, go, husband. Your services are no longer needed.”

      That made Tierney laugh. She loved her mother, loved being around her.

      He stood in stunned silence for a moment before turning and leaving the two women to their own devices.

      “Men.” Tierney’s mother shook her head. “Can’t live with them, can’t lock them in a prison world that no longer exists.”

      Tierney laughed so hard the corners of her eyes watered. “Sorry about that.”

      “Yes, it is becoming quite a problem that my children tore down the prison boundary and saved us all.” She sent her a wink and dropped into the chair beside her. “Now, shall we see what kind of fae your father thinks would make a good match for you? He’s never had the best taste in, well … anything, so I’m a bit scared.”

      Tierney leaned over the arm of her chair to get a look at the first page in the file. The name jumped out at her. “Calton Riley? Really?”

      “What’s wrong with Calton?” her mother asked. “The Riley family isn’t so bad. They’ve used their trade connections to import Eldur beans just so I can have something resembling coffee in the morning.”

      “Mom, I’m not marrying someone so you can keep having your strange, bitter drink. Can’t you just go buy coffee in the human realm?”

      “Well, yes, but that’s not the point.”

      “Then, do you have a point?”

      Her mother reached out and pinched her.

      “Ow, what was that for?”

      “You deserved it.”

      “You’re deranged, woman.”

      Her mother put a hand over her heart, her eyes glassing over.

      “What?”

      “You sounded almost human. I’m so proud.”

      Tierney rolled her eyes. “You get proud over the oddest things. Anyway, Calton has perpetually bad breath.”

      “And how would you know that, young lady?”

      Tierney’s face went hot. “Lucky guess.” In truth, Calton had been one of the few noble fae she’d ever given the time of day. Her mistake.

      Her mother flipped to the next page. “Aisling Murphy? Isn’t she the girl who followed you around for a fortnight a few years ago?”

      “Don’t remind me.” Tierney had become friends with Aisling when she was seeing the girl’s older sister, but it was Aisling who’d developed feelings for Tierney, not the older Murphy. She hadn’t taken it well when Tierney turned her down.

      On the next page was a name she knew well. “No, absolutely not.” Veren Rhatigan. “Mom, I can’t do this.” If these were her options … She stared at the thick pile of papers left to go through. Many of the noble children of Iskalt who were around her age.

      But Veren … he was the first fae to hurt her. She’d been sixteen and thought she was in love with him. It turned out he just wanted to be seen with the princess.

      “Honey.” Her mother closed the folder. “I didn’t know he’d put Veren in there.”

      “No, I can’t do any of it. Marrying someone I barely know, let alone like. Just the thought of it … this isn’t okay.” Her breath wheezed in her chest, and power buzzed along her skin. It had been a long time since she felt her magic weaving in and out of control, but in that moment, she couldn’t reel it back in.

      A blast of power exploded from her, striking a shelf and toppling it over backward. It hit the one behind it and they went down like dominoes.

      Her mother could have stopped them with her own magic, but she just stood there, watching Tierney spin out of control.

      “Mom,” she cried.

      Warm fingers slid into hers, guiding her back from the edge. “Breathe, Tia. Everything is going to be okay. Just breathe.”

      “I don’t want to breathe!”

      “I don’t like it either, and I’ll work on your father some more. I promise you I’ll try, but Iskalt stands on tradition. This is expected.”

      Tears spilled from Tierney’s eyes as she reached out, trying to grasp her magic and pull it back. “I don’t care about tradition. This is my life. It should belong to me.”

      Her mother squeezed her hand. “I will make it my mission for you to have your great love. I don’t know how, but I promise you’ll get your love story.”

      Tierney’s power recoiled so suddenly that she slammed back into the chair, all energy drained from her. A love story.

      Her mother thought she didn’t want to marry without being in love, but that wasn’t it at all. Tierney didn’t believe in love, not for her, not for the heir.

      After Veren, she’d never be able to trust that anyone loved her for more than the crown she’d wear someday.
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            Tierney

          

        

      

    

    
      “Your father has been working tirelessly for months to make your birthday ball the event of the century.” Tierney’s mother placed a glittering tiara on her head.

      “We both know that could be catastrophic. Dad’s not exactly well known for his party planning.” Tierney watched her mother in the mirror. Her mother fussed with her dress and its many layers of fabric that would make it nearly impossible to move in, much less dance. But it was so beautiful Tierney couldn’t stop staring at it.

      “The dress is a gift from Aunt Neeve and Uncle Myles.” She brushed at the many flounces of fabric until they lay just right. “It’s the latest Gelsi style.”

      “It’s gorgeous.” Tierney was almost afraid to move in it. The wide ballgown skirt billowed around her, cascading in yards of midnight blue fabric that sparkled in the light, giving the illusion of the night sky. Tiny live flowers grew up from the hem, with buds of ivory and silver that would bloom as she entered the ballroom. The vines were the palest green with streaks of gold, and golden leaves cupped the flowers.

      The strapless bodice was the same midnight blue fabric trimmed in silver with an intricate neckline of flowers and vines that constantly changed from ivory to silver to a rosy pink and back again.

      “Well, go on. Give us a turn.” Rowena stepped away from the other maids that had come to help. Rowena was like family. She’d arrived with Aunt Alona and Uncle Finn and was quick to offer her assistance with the birthday girl. Not that this night wasn’t for Toby too. A fact Tierney kept reminding everyone of, but they all seemed intent on making this birthday celebration all about her.

      “I’m afraid I’ll crush it if I move.” Tierney made a hesitant circle to the oohs and aahs of everyone in the room. It wasn’t as if she’d never worn a ballgown before. As a princess of Iskalt, she’d worn plenty. But this dress was different. This was a gown fit for a queen. A future queen.

      She hated being the heir. She would be an old lady by the time she was ever crowned Queen of Iskalt. Her father wasn’t that old. He would rule for years to come while Tierney lived her life waiting in the wings for the inevitable. The monarch perpetually on hold.

      “Let’s give the birthday girl a moment alone, shall we?” Her mom flashed her a wink as she shooed the maids out of the room. “You look so grown up, Tia.” She forced a smile for her daughter. “But you’ll always be my baby. My first baby.”

      “For eleven blissful minutes, I was an only child.” Tierney turned toward her mother, her skirts rustling as she moved. Without a little magical assistance, the dress would weigh her down before she ever made it to the ballroom.

      “You ready, darling?” Her mother fussed with her own understated ballgown. Neither woman was overly happy about the fancy clothes—no matter how beautiful they were. It was a chore to wear them.

      “Sure.” She gathered up her courage for the long evening ahead. Tonight, she had a role to play as Princess of Iskalt. A role she’d had years to perfect. “Here’s hoping I don’t tumble down the stairs with my skirts over my head.”

      “Not again.” Her mother laughed.

      “It was one time, and I was four.” Tierney followed her mother out of the room, feeling about as un-princess-like as she ever had before. Part of her wanted to tell all of Iskalt where they could take their crown and shove it. But the other part remembered all the lessons from her father about what it meant to be the heir of Iskalt. She represented the future of their kingdom, and the fae loved her for it. Adored her. She owed it to them to respect her station.

      “Toby will meet you at the top of the stairs in five minutes.” Her mom squeezed her hand before she made her way down to the main floor toward her father. “Happy birthday, sweetheart!” she called over her shoulder.

      Tierney took a deep breath, exhaling it slowly as she walked down the empty hallway to the grand staircase that led to the ballroom. The entire castle was decked out for the twins’ birthday celebration. Shimmering flowers bloomed in pots, and icicles hung from doorways, glittering with light and magicked to remain frozen even as the hallways pulsed with warmth from the braziers burning in every available corner.

      “Happy birthday, Tia.” Toby joined her as he entered the hall from his suite. “You look beautiful.”

      “Happy birthday, Tobes.” She reached to hug her twin. “And you look handsome in your suit. Want to trade outfits?” She looped her arm through his.

      “Not even a little. There’s no doubt about it, your wardrobe is way more intense than mine.” He brushed a hand over his midnight blue silk vest adorned with silver and ivory blossoms in a similar style to her gown.

      “You think we’ll ever get old enough for them to stop putting us in twin clothes?” He escorted her down the wide hallway.

      “Probably not.” Tierney halted in front of the stately double doors that were the last remaining barrier between her and their father’s court.

      “Do me a favor, Tia?”

      “Of course.” She turned to her brother.

      “Try to have fun tonight. We don’t turn twenty every day.”

      She pursed her lips at him. “I can’t make any promises.”

      “Dad’s gone to a lot of trouble to make this a special night for you.”

      “I know, but it’s not just my night. It’s ours. I don’t like eclipsing your birthday just because I’m the heir.”

      “You know that doesn’t bother me. Never has.”

      “Well, it should. You’re just as important as me.”

      “To you and our family, yes. Not to Iskalt. I am just the spare, with a serious lack of magic.”

      “Fine. I will try to enjoy the party.” Tierney smoothed a nervous hand over her dress.

      “You ready?”

      She nodded, taking another deep breath as her brother tapped on the door to let the footmen know they were ready to make their grand entrance.

      Tierney pasted on her princess smile and stepped through the double doors with Toby at her side.

      “May I have this dance, your Royal Highness?” Yet another young nobleman bowed at the waist before Tierney. She thought she’d danced with everyone her age at least twice already, but they kept approaching her.

      Toby leaned in and murmured in her ear. “Lord Kellen Sullivan, heir to the Duke of Kildare.”

      “Lord Kellen, how nice to see you again.” Tierney accepted his hand. “What brings you all the way from Kildare?”

      “Your Highness, of course.” Kellen stood to his full height, towering over her. “I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to attend your ball this evening.”

      “I’m flattered.” She turned onto the dance floor, her skirts billowing around her as she sank into the graceful curtsy this particular dance demanded. As the quartet’s melody increased, she rose and stepped toward her dance partner.

      “You dance beautifully, your Highness.”

      “Oh, please call me Tia.” That was her first test after meeting someone new. If he refused to call her Tia, she would excuse herself, and that would be the last she’d see of Lord Kellen this evening. Tierney had rules she expected her friends to follow. And those rules existed to help them feel comfortable treating her like a normal person.

      “I do hate it when my friends insist on calling me ‘your Lordship’ every time I turn around.” Kellen kept them moving with the music. He was a great dancer, but Tierney could already tell he was a bit too pompous for her tastes. “I prefer my closest friends call me Kildare.” He whirled her into a graceful turn.

      “Isn’t that a little premature?” As the reigning Duke of Kildare, Kellen’s father, was known simply as Kildare. Kellen was nothing more than a lord trying to make himself appear more important than he was.

      “Father’s an old man.” Kellen shrugged. “Though, there is still time for me to pursue other, more impressive titles before the dukedom passes to me.” Kellen gave her a knowing smile.

      The only title that would surpass the one he would inherit would be prince … or prince consort.

      Tierney was relieved when the dance ended. Dropping his Lordship’s hand, she made a quick escape.

      “Your Royal Highness.” A familiar breathless voice caught her off guard.

      “Lady Siobhan? Is that you?” Tierney pulled the slim girl up from her deep curtsy to give her a warm hug. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      “Father insisted we make the journey down from the northern mountains. We didn’t want to miss your ball.”

      “I’m thrilled you came.” Tierney led her old friend onto the dance floor. “You look lovely.” She admired her rose gold silk gown, but she knew Siobhan wasn’t comfortable in her finery. Just like Tierney, she was much more suited to the leathers she wore on horseback, with a sword in her hand. As the future Marchioness of Belmore Keep along the border of the Northern Vatlands, Siobhan was more warrior than lady. Her father, the Marquess of Belmore, was probably one of the most important men in the room tonight. It was his responsibility to guard the border between Iskalt and the Northern Vatlands, which also bordered Myrkur—once known as the prison realm.

      “I’m afraid Father has grand ideas.” Siobhan rested her hand at Tierney’s waist for the dance. She was a marvelous dancer, probably from her years of training as a swordswoman. Tierney had always found Siobhan beautiful. She was slim but strong, with wide shoulders and lovely chestnut brown hair that normally fell to her waist in a mess of loose braids. Tonight, her hair was elaborately styled in a pile of curls on top of her head, pulled back from the russet skin of her cheeks.

      “How so?” Tierney pulled her attention away from the feel of Siobhan’s smooth shoulder under her hand.

      “He has hopes we will ‘rekindle’ our friendship.” Siobhan ducked her head, embarrassed.

      “There is nothing to rekindle. We are still friends as we have always been.” Though, there was no doubt Siobhan had grown up in the years since Tierney had last seen her. Just a few years older than the princess, Lady Siobhan’s presence was the highlight of the ball in Tierney’s mind. Yet, she found herself wondering where on her father’s list the future marchioness fell.

      “I believe he is hoping I will catch your eye amidst all the eligible young nobles here this evening.”

      “Eligible?” Tierney frowned.

      “When father received the king’s invitation, he was so thrilled that I would be included—”

      Tierney tilted her head in question. “As my friend?”

      “As a noblewoman … eligible for your hand.”

      “My hand?” Tierney stopped dancing. Grabbing Siobhan’s arm, she led the lady through the crowded ballroom, avoiding cries of happy birthday and offers to dance with this son or that daughter.

      “Are you well, your Highness?” Siobhan’s brown eyes filled with concern. Her full lips parted in question.

      “Tell me about this invitation your father received.” Tierney’s heart raced, and her palms began to sweat.

      “It was just an invitation to your party, sent to the families of all the young eligible fae nobles of Iskalt. I was actually surprised to see it. Not that the king invited me and father, but that you agreed to it.”

      “Agreed to what?” Tierney’s voice rose.

      “Tonight isn’t just about celebrating your birthday. It’s meant to introduce you to potential suitors. I thought you knew.”

      “No. I did not.” Tierney was going to murder her meddling father as soon as she could get her hands on him.

      “I’m so sorry, Tia.” Siobhan squeezed her hand. “I didn’t realize.”

      “Please excuse me.” Tierney stepped away from her friend, her eyes burning with angry tears. “Enjoy the party.” She darted around the crowd, making her way toward the service entrance. She had to get out of this ballroom immediately before she screamed.

      She slipped through the doors into the wide servant corridor and ducked behind a row of columns to lean against the cool stone wall.

      “Going somewhere, Princess?” Something flat and rather fuzzy tapped against her forehead. She’d recognize that tail anywhere.

      “Gullie?” She stepped from the shadows to find her favorite person in all the realms eating a pastry with a smear of icing on his nose.

      “Happy birthday.” Gulliver wrapped her in a warm, familiar embrace.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.” She wanted to cry, but she had lots of practice keeping her emotions in check.

      “What’s wrong?” Gulliver pushed her back at arm’s length and studied her. “That is not a happy face.”

      “I’m feeling quite murderous, actually. Tell me, are you on the list?” Tierney stepped away and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “List? What list?” He frowned. “I’m here for the food and to hopefully steal you away from all the fancy fae at some point so we can actually celebrate your birthday like normal fae.”

      Tierney lunged toward him and wrapped her arms around him. “At least one of my friends knows what I really need. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “You know I’m always here when you need me, Tia.” Gulliver gave her an awkward pat on her shoulder. “Your dad’s about to make a speech, so let’s trot you back out there and let the court get their Tia time. Then, we’ll sneak away with a few friends and have a real party.”

      “Promise?” She sniffed.

      “Promise.” He turned her toward the ballroom.

      “It was a lot easier when we were ten, Gullie.” She took his hand in hers. “Why can’t we just stay ten forever?”

      “Easier? You do remember we were saving the realm from a sadistic king when you were ten, right? Anyway, easy is boring. At least now, we get to make our own decisions.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Tierney looped her arm through his as they made their way around the crowd toward the king and queen.

      “Dad’s about to make his speech.” Toby sidled up beside her, Logan right next to him. Tierney slipped her free arm around Toby’s, still gripping Gulliver’s with her other.

      “Ah, there she is.” Lochlan turned his smile on his daughter, tapping his champagne glass to get the court’s attention. “Ladies and gentlemen, twenty years ago today, our lovely Queen Brea delivered our very first princess and prince. Sometimes, I feared these two would never make it to adulthood.” He paused for the laughter that swept through the room.

      “Never has this castle seen such a pair. Thick as thieves from the moment they were born, and a handful we were ill prepared for.” Lochlan smiled at his eldest children. “But your mother and I couldn’t be prouder.

      “To Prince Toby, the Ogre Killer, our second born. You bring us joy every day, son. And with your gentle spirit, you remind us to always have hope. We wish nothing but happiness and love in your near future. Happy birthday.” The king lifted his glass, and the court echoed his birthday wishes.

      Lochlan turned to Tierney next. “To Princess Tierney, our firstborn and heir to the throne of Iskalt.” Lochlan blinked and took a deep breath. “You make me so proud, Tia.” His voice went gruff and hard like it did when he was trying to hide his emotions. “You have your mother’s strength, and a fair bit of her stubbornness too.”

      Tierney didn’t miss the way her mother elbowed him for that. She couldn’t help her smile. As mad as she was with her father right now, she still loved him more than he could ever know.

      “You are the future of Iskalt, my darling girl. And as long as you fight for Iskalt, we all know our home will be safe in your capable hands. None of us would be standing here now without you and your brother. I can only hope your future consort stands in this room with you tonight. Your union with a fae of our kingdom will ensure your reign after I am gone. And that man or woman is a lucky fae indeed, for my daughter’s hand is a precious one I will not offer to just anyone. We wish you nothing but joy and happiness, my children. Happy birthday, Tia and Toby.” The king lifted his glass again, and his court cheered him on.

      But to Tierney, his speech, though heartfelt, was nothing more than a presentation of her eligibility. A reminder to all those fae from his stupid list that to win the great Princess Tierney’s hand in marriage was a prize like none other.
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      “You okay?” Gulliver whispered in Tierney’s ear. “Tia.” When she didn’t respond, he elbowed her.

      Toby cast pitiful glances her way.

      “You’re so lucky,” another voice said on a sigh.

      Tierney turned to find her little sister, Kayleigh. At fourteen years old, she still had fantastical ideas about what it would be like to be the heir, to be the one forced to follow their father around.

      “Kay,” Toby warned.

      She ignored him, as always. No one could ever stop Kayleigh once she’d started. “I mean, to have your pick of all these fae.” She fanned her face. “They’re all so handsome and beautiful.” She didn’t seem to recognize the anxiety pouring off her sister in waves as she stepped up beside her. “So, tell me, who is your favorite? Some of the younger siblings, who have no chance, are making bets with lemon drops from Gelsi, and you know I always have a craving for those.”

      Her eyes scanned the room, landing on a man walking toward them. She leaned in. “It’s Veren Rhatigan, isn’t it? He’s perfect. I always liked him when he was trying to court you before, but you were so oblivious. I can’t believe you denied him.”

      Finally, Tierney turned to her sister. “You don’t know anything. You’re just a child.” She hated being mean to any of her siblings, but if she didn’t yell at someone, she was going to bring this entire castle down with the force of her magic. “Just stop. Stop!”

      Kayleigh stared at her in shock, hurt filling her eyes.

      Tierney didn’t get the chance to apologize because Veren had reached them.

      A hand slid into hers, and she looked down to find Gulliver holding on to her. He’d always known what she needed. Their decade-long friendship had bonded them for life. This would be so much easier if she could just marry him. But he wasn’t an Iskaltian nobleman or a foreign prince. And she wasn’t in love with him.

      Veren wore a gorgeous suit of deep red with silver embroidery, the colors of the Rhatigan family crest. His inky black hair was parted on one side and slicked down. She found herself missing his usual messy curls, the ones she’d loved playing with as they lay in the snow beyond the palace.

      Long lashes brushed against the delicate beauty of his cheeks as he bowed at the waist. “Princess.”

      She extended her hand, letting him press a soft kiss to it. Her heart still quickened at the sight of him, even after all these years, and it made her hate him more.

      He straightened, his casual smirk appearing on his face. “I came over here to ask for the pleasure of a dance with you.”

      Tierney could feel all eyes on her. Everywhere she glanced, fae watched her, examining her every move. They expected her to dance with Veren, to fall madly in love with him like half the noble girls in the kingdom.

      Her parents stood with Uncle Griff and Aunt Riona, who’d made the trip from Myrkur. A smile played on her father’s lips as he noticed her standing with Veren.

      Duke Rhatigan was one of his most powerful supporters. A union with their line would be good for Iskalt. But the thought of it, of sitting by while Veren flirted and more with all the girls in the villages, while he yearned for more and more power … He’d always sought her position.

      It made her want to puke.

      “I-I need to pee.” It was a very un-princess-like thing to say, but at the moment, she didn’t particularly care how a princess should act.

      Turning on her heel, she left Veren standing there and hurried from the great hall into the bustling corridor. Servants rushed to and from the hall with trays of food and goblets of wine.

      Tierney grabbed a goblet from one of the servants and ducked her head, practically sprinting across the palace to her library. Once she slammed the door shut behind her, she gulped the wine, wanting it to dull the ache in her head, her heart.

      This was going to happen. Whether she was in agreement or not, she had to choose a spouse. Another sip. She had no choices. Tradition was a cruel mistress. She drained the rest of the wine as the door opened.

      Whirling around, she was ready to tell whoever it was to leave her in peace. But when her eyes connected with Gulliver’s, a sob left her throat.

      He rushed forward and crushed her into a hug. “I followed you here; hope that’s okay.”

      Her entire body shook. “This is wrong, Gullie. So wrong.” She looked up at him, sure her face looked like a wreck with tears streaming down her cheeks. “Can’t I just run away to Myrkur with you?”

      He laughed. “Your parents love Griff, but they’d start a war to get you back if Myrkur was hiding their princess. I’m not sure King Hector would approve.”

      “You can just keep me under your bed or something. No one has to know.”

      “Like I did with the stray dog I found in the human realm that time?”

      She rolled her eyes. Gulliver had always had a soft spot for creatures in distress. They were fifteen the first time Uncle Griff took them to the human realm voluntarily. Gulliver found a puppy near the farmhouse and hid it in his coat on the trip back.

      Griff only found out when the dog peed in his favorite boots.

      “I can be a stray dog.”

      Gulliver wiped tears from Tierney’s face. “You’re going to be queen one day. My best friend, the queen.” He grinned. “You can’t give that up because I want to be able to tell everyone who will listen that I’m friends with the Queen of Iskalt.”

      She pinched him. “You’re so odd.”

      His tail wrapped around her and flicked. “Come on, Tia. We’ll figure this out.”

      There was a tentative knock at the door before it opened, revealing Siobhan. She smiled sadly. “I wanted to make sure you hadn’t jumped from the ramparts.”

      Siobhan was shoved to the side as Veren strode in. “And I still want my dance.”

      Tierney narrowed her eyes. “I don’t want to dance with you. Me leaving you in the middle of the ballroom should have been a sign.”

      Veren’s brow rose at her icy tone. “Ah, still holding our youthful dalliance against me, I see.”

      Gulliver stepped in front of her. “You’re not wanted here.” Out in the grand hall, they’d all had to be civil, but here in private, they could let Veren know what they really thought of him.

      Siobhan pretended to be examining the bookshelf.

      “It’s no matter.” Veren met Tierney’s gaze with a shrewdness she’d always known he had. “My father has been in talks with yours for your hand over the last year.”

      All the breath rushed from her lungs. “He wouldn’t.” Her father promised she’d at least get to choose. Were the Rhatigans his backup if she refused? Tierney stumbled back, her butt hitting a bookshelf that had somehow been righted and fixed since the last time she stood there. A leather-bound book teetered and fell, hitting her shoulder on the way down. Its collision with the stone floor echoed throughout the room.

      Tierney stared at the book, laying with pages bent and its broken spine pointed up toward the ceiling. She felt just as ruined, just as bent and cracked as that spine.

      She would never forgive her father for this.

      Power buzzed in her fingertips, rising with her anger. Iskaltian night magic twisted and contorted with Gelsi magic. If she said the words to unleash the Gelsi power, it would be amplified.

      And yet, it was neither of those that rose to the surface. Nor was it the Eldurian magic that lay dormant inside her without the sun in the sky.

      No, this power that sparked now was one she’d inherited from her father, well, technically the man she called uncle Griffin. And it gave her an idea.

      “I have to get out of here,” she whispered.

      Gulliver looked back at her. “We can go outside. Maybe head down to the village and see if any of your friends are in the tavern.”

      “The tavern?” Veren sneered. “With common folk?”

      Tierney shook her head. The village wasn’t far enough. Wine clouded her thoughts, pushing a singular focus to the front of her mind. Everything else faded to a fuzzy hue.

      She could do this, right?

      Looking down at her hands, she knew the truth. She’d learned long ago she could accomplish anything she desired with her magic. Anything except escaping her fate.

      “I need …” She sucked in a breath, meeting Gulliver’s gaze and willing him to understand what she wasn’t saying. “An escape. Just for a few days.”

      “Come visit Myrkur and …” His eyes widened, understanding showing on his face. “Tia, you can’t.”

      “But what if I can?”

      “You’ve never done it before on your own.”

      It was the truth. She’d always had her father or Uncle Griff with her. They’d refused to teach any of their kids how to use the O’Shea magic until they were older for fear they’d go to the human realm on a whim.

      Like now.

      Veren and Siobhan shared a look. “What are we missing?”

      Tierney narrowed her eyes. “Nothing you need to concern yourself with. Go back to the party, Rhatigan.”

      “Tierney?” a voice called from down the corridor outside the library. It was her father.

      “Now or never, Tia,” she muttered to herself as her magic flooded to the tips of her fingers.

      Gulliver yelled to stop her, but she barely heard him as a flash of light filled the room. She didn’t have time to bask in the fact that she’d done it before jumping into the portal and picturing the familiar farm her mother owned in the human realm.

      The library disappeared. Voices faded into the distance. And then, it was just her, lying on soft grass with the sun shining overhead. The eerie sensation of Iskalt magic fading one moment to be replaced by Eldurian magic the next wasn’t something she’d ever get used to. When it was night in the fae realm, it was day here. The switch was so abrupt it sapped her energy.

      Her entire body ached as she lifted her head. But she wasn’t alone.

      “Oh, no.” Around her, the others stirred.

      “Talk about a bad landing,” Gulliver groaned.

      Veren sat up in a rush, his eyes darting toward the old, rickety farmhouse. “Where are we?” He scrambled back. “What happened?”

      Tierney sighed. She sometimes forgot trips to the human realm weren’t normal for most fae.

      Siobhan looked less frightened than Veren. There was a sense of awe on her face. “Is this the human world?”

      Tierney pushed to her feet, her legs weak beneath her. “Yes.”

      She strode toward the old house, past the barn that looked like it should have probably been torn down.

      The front steps creaked and cracked as she climbed them. The place never changed. It had been months since she’d been here last, but it was as familiar as her own rooms.

      Reaching underneath the strange carpeting humans kept outside their front doors, she grasped the rusty key and pulled open the swinging door. The screen was long gone, leaving it just a useless piece of metal that got in the way. Her mother liked to keep the house looking run down to keep the humans away.

      Unlocking the main door, she shoved it open, preparing for the musty smell that always assaulted her senses here.

      She didn’t have the energy to look around or explain to the others what was going on. She headed straight up the stairs and walked into her parents’ bedroom and crawled onto the big bed, collapsing on the pile of weird soft animals that humans had a penchant for.

      She didn’t hear the others come in and barely felt Gulliver climb into bed beside her and pull her into his arms or Siobhan sitting on the other side, clasping her hand.

      Instead, she felt a bone-deep weariness. A hopelessness she couldn’t shake.

      Back in Iskalt, the young nobles were probably still waiting for their prize to return to the ball—her birthday ball. It was a day to be celebrated, and all she wanted was to disappear.

      Her entire life, Tierney had told herself she had to be strong. For her parents, for her siblings, for Iskalt. She was the princess who’d saved all four kingdoms when she was ten years old. Heroes didn’t cry. They didn’t sink into their best friend’s arms and give in to the pain fracturing their hearts.
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