
  
    [image: Crown of Broken Promises]
  


  
    
      Crown of Broken Promises

      AN EMPIRE OF CURSES AND DREAMS PREQUEL

      
        THE NIGHT AND RAIN SERIES

      

    

    
      
        SUSAN PERSON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Person Publishing, LLC.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Susan Person

      ISBN 978-1-953412-27-0

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. No part of this book may be used for AI purposes without express written permission from the author.

      Cover design by Laura at Spellbinding Design.

    

  


  
    
      For all those who would choose the unicorn horn

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader - Please be advised that this book series contains content that may be upsetting for some readers. Should you wish to learn more information for your best reading experience, please scan the QR code below for additional details and content notes.

      
        
          [image: Content information QR Code]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            1. The Path

          

          
            2. No Wall

          

          
            3. The Piano

          

          
            4. Her Name

          

          
            5. Chocolate & Deals

          

          
            6. Mother

          

          
            7. The Museum

          

          
            8. The Curator

          

          
            9. The Painting

          

          
            10. Red

          

          
            11. Sandwiches

          

          
            12. The Gown

          

          
            13. First Dance

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            14. Stay

          

          
            15. Show Me

          

          
            16. Connection

          

          
            17. Pancakes

          

          
            18. The Mark

          

          
            19. All Done

          

          
            20. The Power

          

          
            21. Whisperer

          

          
            22. Hunger

          

          
            23. Control

          

          
            24. Ray of Sun

          

          
            25. Three Pieces

          

          
            26. Curse the Tears

          

          
            27. Broken Promise

          

          
            28. Sacrifices

          

          
            29. The Flowers

          

          
            30. The Tear

          

          
            31. Family

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Craving more passion and magic?

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Want to learn more about Susan Person?

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part One

          

          TRAITOR

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Letter in the War Museum

      

      

      From an undated private letter written by General Daphina to King Veran held in the War Museum. The curators assume this was sent in the weeks leading up to General Daphina’s great sacrifice. The gift she references is still a mystery to this day and many assume it is hidden in the palace. Or perhaps only those with certain magic can locate it as many of our powers are ancestral.

      

      
        
        My dearest King,

        We have managed to push the enemy back, but they seem to know our every move. I must concede that I believe a traitor is among us, and a powerful one. Plans that were only known by a few until the day of our advancement were anticipated all too precisely. I fear our royal correspondence may have been compromised or intercepted. I’m sending my most trusted soldier, who can vanyshen to you, to share the details. Please grant him an audience. I pray to our Goddess Nyx and the goddesses and gods with her to protect you.

        I hope you are keeping the gift I gave you close as a reminder of my commitment to you. It will strengthen your wind magic to an impenetrable field. We will triumph.

        

        Forever and faithfully yours,

        General Daphina
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            The Path

          

          GEMMA
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      Mother’s stories haunted me as I laid the wreath of moonflowers at the edge of the forest with the white stone wall of the palace at my back. The subtle sweetness of the blooms meandered on the light breeze. Arianna had prepared the floral arrangement because even though the damn flowers were only supposed to bloom at night, they bloomed on command for her. My sister and Mother both loved them, and Ari’s massive garden Mother had cultivated with her was proof of it. Mother left us ten years ago, and my unhealed heart ached for the loss. Grief ravaged me on a regular basis and were it not for my sworn protector, Cyrus, thoughts of how weak Mother had been at the end and my helplessness would have consumed me. How sallow her coloring was. How gray her dark hair had turned. How she had told me goodbye and asked me to send my sister in. Then, the next time I saw her, Mother was gone. Goddesses and gods, I hoped she found peace now.

      Her magic waned as her body weakened, and in delirium she’d woven together stories of the war she’d told only to me. The tales she shared I’d never heard until then, and I still didn’t know if they were true—if they even could be. Every day, the chronicles nagged at me in the recesses of my mind as if they wanted me to remember events that weren’t mine. Mother told me of a thriving city with lots of people and described a thing called technology. Powered by something other than our magic, it allowed for strange devices used to communicate and coaches that didn’t need horses. I thought it was madness, but she seemed lucid at the time.

      She told me to remember her in the forest, so each year on her death day, I came out to the edge of the forbidden woods and let my grief unleash itself. Wind swirled around me wafting in the soft scents of the foliage as if my affinity sought to wrap me up in a protective cocoon. My sister, Arianna, was only ten when Mother passed. I thought Ari might start coming out with me this year, but when I asked her, she broke down in sobs, locking herself in her room. Val, her best friend, was the only person she’d let in. She wasn’t ready to face the pain, and I understood. We all handled grief in our own way.

      Branches cracked nearby in the thicket. The woodland wasn’t called the Forbidden Forest as a child’s tale. Souls imprisoned by dark magic were trapped during the war. I stumbled backward over a stone, expecting Cyrus to be there. He wasn’t. I reached down that strong bond that only a fae and a unicorn who’d been bonded could experience. Cyrus. Something is in the forest.

      Why are you there?

      I’d slipped away and blocked the bond to be alone. He didn’t like me coming near the forest. I usually couldn’t keep him out of my head for long, so I was surprised he hadn’t found me already. Nothing was after me though. I was fine. Never mind.

      I’m already on my way.

      I heard his hooves beat the ground and relaxed, knowing he was close. The sound of four steps pounding the dirt changed to footfalls as he drew closer.

      “I told you this was a bad idea,” he said, his tone a biting hiss. He’d been more and more cross with me lately. Not that he was more than cordial with anyone, but I’d thought as my bonded he’d be more friendly with me.

      “As I tell you every year, it was my mother’s dying request to be remembered. I don’t understand it, but I will honor her.”

      Branches broke a little farther away. My muscles tightened, preparing to fight. “I thought there was no fauna living in the forest. Only flora.”

      “There shouldn’t be,” he whispered.

      An agonizing groan reached my ears. The fight left me. Someone, possibly a subject of my kingdom, was hurt, and leaving them injured in the dreadful forest wasn’t an option I entertained. I took a couple of steps, my gaze at the ground beyond the edge of the forest line for the first time. The damp earth scent blended with the decay of leaves, but there was something else. It smelled more like life here—not overpowering death as I expected.

      “Don’t, Gemma. Stop.” Cyrus’s deep voice rose with each word, but I ignored him, treading forward. Then, he was in my head. Don’t go any farther. It will not end well.

      “Fuck,” a male voice shouted. I froze, closer to the man than I realized based on how much louder he sounded.

      “Gemma.” Cyrus drew my name out in a huff like he had when I was a child. “This is reckless. We can send scouts.”

      “He might need help,” I said. My guardian wouldn’t normally leave an injured person.

      “It’s the dead trapped in this forsaken place,” Cyrus said. “They trick those who enter and stray from the single path in and out.”

      “Path?” I turned to face him. No one had ever mentioned a safe path before. Not once in my life had I heard of it. Cyrus was in his unicorn form, directly opposite in coloring to his twin brother, who’d claimed my sister as his charge. I should be flattered he needed to be in his natural state to keep up with me, but his fae persona carved out a prohibited place of honor in my imagination.

      “I shouldn’t have told you, but I will tell you if you leave this place with me now.”

      “Better yet, show me the path.” I scouted the area but didn’t see any sign of where someone might have traversed the terrain. Everything looked overgrown like it hadn’t been entered in years.

      “No,” he said, his voice firm. “That is a terrible idea.”

      “Fine.” I started forward, scouring the ground for anything that looked like a path that had been traveled. “I’ll just explore the forest on my own.”

      “You are insufferable.” He stomped up next to me. “You’re going the wrong way.”

      “Then show me.” I held my hands out at my sides. He could say no, and I’d probably follow him home. I suspected he wouldn’t, though, because he stood still.

      Cyrus blew out a huff that steamed in the cool air of the forest. “You stay beside me at all times.”

      “Whatever you say, big guy.” I teased him to deal with my nerves. As excited as I was to explore a new area, the injured man took precedence. Despite how terrified the woods made me, my father had told me my entire life to not let fear stop me, and I’d lived by that—more so since Mother passed. Except when it came to the Forgotten Forest…Father had prohibited entry into the woodland long before my birth—at a time when, according to our historians, the land was still barren from the Great War. Mother rarely spoke on the subject as if there was a version of the truth she wouldn’t or couldn’t divulge.

      “Must you always call me old? I’m still young and vibrant for a unicorn.”

      I patted his shoulder. “I know you are.”

      Cyrus looked from my hand to my gaze, an annoyed expression on his face. He herded me over to a path, overgrown from lack of use. I was shocked it was really there and even more so that someone would venture into the area. A few paver stones jutted up in random positions, long forgotten like the forest. I stared out into the dense wood and wondered if apparitions truly wandered the expanse or if those had been stories told to keep us clear. Cyrus and I had been in the area for at least an hour and hadn’t seen anything. I started to wonder whether the man’s voice I heard was indeed someone who was injured or a trapped phantom.

      Cyrus stopped. “We should turn back.”

      “Why?” I paused next to him. He couldn’t be tired. His stamina outpaced mine in training every time. I saw nothing in front of us but forest. It’d been some time since we heard the man’s voice. The only sounds were the breeze rustling the leaves and our breathing. “I want to see it to the end. How much farther is it?”

      “We’re close, but we will not be alone there.”

      “Our enemy?” I lowered my voice to a whisper. Adrenaline spiked in my veins, making me jittery, but I readied myself.

      “Possibly,” he said. “Likely.” He didn’t seem that concerned and certainly not afraid.

      If he wasn’t that worried, then I didn’t see a need to be either. Two hundred years had passed with very little interaction. Father had mentioned a few skirmishes but nothing to threaten our borders in a significant way. What if they wanted to mend the kingdoms? “Perhaps this is an opportunity to renew relations with them. Maybe even incorporate them into our kingdom if they are as desolate from the war as we believe.”

      Surely, two centuries after losing the war to our kingdom broke their ties to the dark fae ways I’d learned about with the historians. Time changed us all, and this kingdom wouldn’t be an exception. Would it? And if they had evolved to be better people, our kingdoms would both benefit from trade—theirs more than ours since their defeat left them on the verge of collapse. It seemed fitting that, as the next generation, my destiny brought me the chance to heal the connection between our two lands.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea to engage, Gemma.” He blocked the path with his body. “They are not like us. There are many differences.”

      “Yes, yes. Father talks about how darkness rules them and the terrible magic they practice. But Nyx is one of our goddesses, and she is darkness itself. She’s not bad, so that doesn’t mean they are inherently bad.”

      “What you say is true, of course.” He jerked his head toward the path.

      I peered around him to see an elf dressed in clothing of shapes and patterns I’d never seen in our kingdom. He had a shirt with no collar on it, like a man’s undershirt but thicker, and a brown jacket over it with four pockets. He wore similar color pants with a large pocket on each thigh. My gaze traveled from his curly, blondish-brown hair and snagged on his soulful amber eyes. His mouth gaped open as he looked at Cyrus and then me. The handsome man’s full lips curved into a smile.

      My own mouth returned the casual gesture without my bidding. I couldn’t believe this meeting was real. A soft aura glowed around the stranger, different from any others I’d seen. My ability to see auras had manifested just before Mother’s death, and Cyrus was the only one who knew I saw them. He’d trained me on how to shield myself when in large groups. We’d practiced so much that it was second nature for me to put it up when around lots of people. Large assemblies overwhelmed me with emanations because I wanted to understand them. It left me weakened. Smaller groups seldom strained me, and at least with those or in one-on-one circumstances, drawing back was easier.

      Ari’s aura radiated a dark purple mixed with moonlight and traces of red. Although I only glimpsed it one time, Mother’s had been white, bright like the sun. She was the only one I saw with one color. Father’s was hidden or suppressed. I never could see his. But this man’s was warm and inviting like a morning embraced by the most beautiful sunrise.

      “Hello,” he said, his accent slightly different from ours. I knew for certain at that moment he was from the kingdom on the other side, but nothing about him frightened me. None of my internal alarms warned against him.

      “Good morning,” I replied, inclining my head.

      “What business do you have here?” Cyrus asked, his tone brisk.

      I cut my gaze to him. He’d been short with me and others but never so rude.

      “I’m out looking for some medicinal plants.” The man patted a bag on his side. “My name is Laurel.”

      He came forward with his hand extended. I took it in mine, and he bowed. His aura circled my hand like a gentle caress and brushed inside my chest. Intriguing. I’d never experienced anything like it.

      “Gemma,” I said. “It’s a pleasure.”

      “What a beautiful name.” His tone was warm and inviting.

      I inclined my head toward him in thanks. “Were you calling for help earlier? I…we heard someone in need and came to assist.”

      “No, but the forest is full of spirits who cannot escape. What you heard was probably one of them. They like to play games with the living who acknowledge them. Harmless in most cases.”

      Most cases… I touched my throat. Were there other cases when people disappeared and didn’t come back?

      Laurel held out an arm, turning in the opposite direction of my kingdom. “May I escort you back?”

      My nerves kicked in, and I clasped my hands in front of me to hide the shaking. We couldn’t go further with this man, but I desperately wanted to. I wanted to know more about him and what herbs he risked a run-in with the ghosts haunting the forest. “We can find our way. You have herbs to collect.”

      “I’d just finished when you happened upon me.” He smiled and left his arm out.

      I glanced back at Cyrus. He gave a shake of his head. No, Gemma. This is not only a bad idea but risks death.

      If I refused him now, he’d see us go in a different direction and figure out Cyrus and I belonged in the other kingdom. That would certainly lead to death, ours or his. He’ll suspect us if we don’t. We can walk a little way and then figure out an excuse.

      “Very well.” I slipped my arm in his.
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      Laurel had been the epitome of politeness in conversation and poise. He took my hand and helped me over a fallen tree. The bark was slippery from the dampness of the forest, but I think he just wanted to hold my hand. I didn’t miss the look on his face when the contact caused a little charge between us. My heart had sped up, and I tamped it down. I could have used my wind magic to move the log, but then, I would have missed his curious expression. As we neared the edge of the forest, I saw no wall on the other side like ours. This kingdom was supposed to have a much larger barrier made of unicorn horns, but there was nothing there. I cut my eyes side to side, thoroughly confused by what didn’t stand on this side of the forest.

      Cyrus, did you know there was no wall here?

      Yes. His thought came through our bond so curtly I winced.

      “Miss Gemma, I would very much like to see to it that you eat after our trek through the forest. Would you join me for a late breakfast?”

      Noises I’d never heard before crowded in around us. Squeaks and whirls and roars like mild thunder were in the distance, but there were other sounds…voices…so many voices. I wanted to cover my ears against the cacophony, but I wanted to take them all in too. Glimpses of buildings larger than anything I’d seen before emerged where the cobblestones circling the perimeter turned into a smooth, dark substance.

      My heart wanted more—more sights of this city, more unusual dinging and clanging, and more faces to match to voices. My head tempered my eagerness, reminding me it was a bad idea. All of the newness belonged to the enemy, and I stood by the opposition. If I stayed longer, he’d figure out I wasn’t a fellow citizen, and that could mean war between our kingdoms. “I’m afraid we must be going, but I enjoyed our talk.”

      His face softened into an almost apologetic look. He pulled a device out of his pocket and punched on the buttons. “I apologize for this. I would have preferred this not to be the way.”

      Guardsmen in blue and black uniforms filed out of a gate. Fucking goddesses and gods. I scrambled to run toward the woods, but some of them appeared out of nowhere in front of me and Cyrus. My bonded moved close to me. I glanced to the right and left, but the soldiers encircled us.

      I reached for the wind. If I acted fast, I could knock them back without hurting them and give Cyrus and me a chance to run.

      Don’t, Cyrus said in my head. We’ll figure another way out. Don’t show them your power. They could figure out you are the crown princess.

      His advice made sense. Giving away my status could give them leverage over Father. I’d have to find another way to get away. I let the wind go, and it whisked away into nothing. How do we know they don’t already know who I am?

      We don’t, but we are outnumbered and have no concept of what power they have.

      Laurel held his arm out as he had in the forest. I narrowed my eyes at him and refused to take his offered elbow.

      “Lead the way,” I said. He’d seemed so nice, but that would have been too good to be true. A nice person wouldn’t have taken me and my bonded captive. Nice he was not. I’d enjoy breaking a few of his bones when I was free.

      He inclined his head and guided us through the large metal gate into a courtyard. Sunlight glinted off white stones and marble stepping stones. The walkway led through an archway where another guard stood. He bowed his head toward Laurel. I’d suspected he was noble, and the building was a palace, larger than my castle and covered in white stone. My enemy’s home.

      Flower beds filled with shrubs and blossoms lined the wall. A black and white Iris I’d never seen before caught my eye. Next to it was a similar one with black and white stripes but a yellow center. Their beauty alternated between the beds.

      Zebra irises. Cyrus sent down our bond, sounding calm but annoyed.

      Zebra? That’s a strange name.

      It’s a black and white striped animal similar to a horse, but smaller. They live in the human lands. He sounded amused, and his demeanor made me wonder if he’d lost his sanity.

      That sounds…unusual. While our animals had many colors here, I’d never seen one, especially a tiny horse, with black and white stripes like the flowers.

      A soft laugh came down our bond. He wasn’t tense about our predicament. Maybe I’d finally driven him over the edge with my antics.

      Why are you not afraid? No answer came, but heat spread over my chest. I flicked my gaze toward Laurel to find him watching me and Cyrus.

      An understated doorway came into view, clearly meant to be a discreet entrance. The dark wooden frame was carved with ruins in an ancient language, but other than that, it was unassuming. More guards, dressed in light blue uniforms with silver thread, bowed. One sentry opened the door, standing at attention as we passed.

      Strange lights that didn’t have a flame, like our lamps, lit the way. Despite the size of the palace, it had a warm feel as if it was alive—a living, breathing community.

      Laurel’s fingers grasped my elbow in a tender touch. I looked where his skin met mine. My gaze slid up over his shoulders until it landed on his eyes. There was a soft, almost apologetic, set to his fine face. I hesitated. He was my enemy, but his touch was like the caress of a gentle wind. I slid my arm free, and he didn’t stop me.

      Warmth heated my back, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Cyrus in his human form. Thankfully, he chose to wear a shirt this time. He could hold the form longer and more naturally than others, his unique gift. My core heated, and it shouldn’t. Goddesses and gods, Gemma. You’re in the house of your enemy with your guardian, idiot. Control your effing self.

      Laurel led us into a large dining hall, bigger than anything in my kingdom. Pots and pans banged together beyond a door that had to lead to the kitchen. He gestured to a smaller table at the front and pulled the chair back for me. One of his men disappeared behind the door as I sat down.

      He took the seat next to me, looking far too pleased with himself. “I know this must seem very awkward.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean.” I shifted on my seat, no doubt giving away my nervousness. Cyrus took the seat next to me in his human form.

      “To be in a strange kingdom with unfamiliar things must make you feel very vulnerable.”

      Fucking goddesses and gods. He knows, Cyrus.

      Stay calm, Gemma.

      I fucked up, Cyrus. His heat penetrated my skin from the close distance, but I didn’t dare look at him. He’d trained me better than that.

      We will get out of here. I’m already searching.

      A dark-haired woman and a young man brought out several dishes of food. I didn’t recognize anything except the roasted meat and root vegetables and berries. The food looked edible, and the aroma invited me to taste it. I’d need strength for the escape, but I wasn’t starved for a meal.

      Laurel popped a berry in his mouth, and the woman smiled at him.

      “It takes more than being in the presence of a handsome man to make me feel uncomfortable,” I said, reaching for a raspberry.

      Laurel coughed, and the woman covered her mouth, turning toward the kitchen. She ushered the young man through the door with her.

      A dark-headed man patted Laurel hard on the back. He’d appeared as if he’d stepped out of the shadows. His inky blue eyes danced with amusement. “Are you choked?”

      Laurel shook his head. The two men favored each other. Cousins maybe.

      “Brother, I heard we had guests.” Brothers then. They didn’t look that closely related. The man, who had a chiseled face like a statue, extended his hand to me. I took it, and he gave it a firm shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. My brother doesn’t usually bring such beautiful women home. I’m Rainier.”

      “Gemma,” I replied, breaking the contact quickly. I stifled a snicker. Rainier, the same name as my friend in Agonburg. Only this Rainier was more handsome, but what I noticed most was how his aura appeared to be the twin to Ari’s. That wasn’t possible though. No two fae auras were the same.

      Laurel’s face turned a bright shade of red. “Why are you here, Rain? Don’t you have a tornado to spin?”

      What an odd thing to say. Rainier’s face went cold at that comment—a hint at his magic abilities maybe. If Laurel was the warm wind on a bright sunny day, Rainier was the opposite—a cold rain on the darkest night. His expression went neutral.

      “I’ll leave you and your guest to it then, Brother.” The vitriol Rainier put in those words was pure acid.

      I don’t like him. I shot my comment to Cyrus. Ari and I would never act that way to each other, and the hateful treatment reminded me of the stories I’d been told of this corrupt kingdom. Rainier exited as quickly as he’d entered, and I studied Laurel. He didn’t look hurt but more concerned as he watched his brother leave. Laurel worried about his brother just as I did for Ari. Could it be one brother was good and one not?

      There’s more at play here than you’ve noticed. Cyrus said. I think he has a lot on his shoulders, Gemma. That was Prince Rainier. The ruler of this kingdom.

      I cut my gaze at Cyrus, and everything seemed to slow down. Are you sure?

      We are in the palace of the seat of this kingdom, and he is the one who wears the crown.

      “You’re a prince?” I blurted out to Laurel before I could think.

      He winced. “Something like that. Sorry. I’m used to people just knowing.”

      Of course he was because he didn’t interact with people from my kingdom nor I his.

      “And you know who I am?” I asked, my voice hardly a whisper.

      “Yes.” He didn’t hide it, and I wasn’t sure his brother would have been as direct. Perhaps they weren’t as evil in this empire as I was led to believe. Rainier’s attitude ricocheted so fast that he alarmed me. Even after he left, his anger remained palpable in the room. Laurel electrified the space in a different way. I didn’t trust him any more than Rainier, but Laurel’s softness stirred interest in me. For that reason, I didn’t use my wind magic on him.

      “What do you plan to do with me?” I tucked my hands into my lap to hide them from shaking.

      “If you will permit me, I’d like to educate you on the ways of this kingdom.”

      It wasn’t a question, but he’d still phrased it in a way as to seek my consent. It was an act that showed some integrity even if he’d basically kidnapped me.

      Laurel’s face looked expectantly at me as
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FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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