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Chapter One

FELIX

If I could end my life right at this instant, I would. There are
no weapons I haven’t tried. There is no poison I haven’t
consumed. Without fail, I wake up in my bed the next day, my
body unharmed.

This curse won’t let me leave its clutches. There is no
escape, not for me, and not for my people. There is only
endless torment.

I subconsciously clench my jaw as I approach the tall
mirror in the corner of the room, its delicate golden ornaments
hiding the terror that hides within.

I look into the mirror, but it isn’t my reflection I see.
Instead, I stare into the milky white eyes of the seer that
inhabits it.

“Show me the girl.”

Pythia smiles, her expression eerie. She fades from view,
her image replaced by that of a young woman sitting in the
corner of a dark room, a book in her hands, her expression
betraying her wistfulness. Her long dark hair falls to her waist,
and even in the dim lighting, her light brown eyes shimmer
with hope.



Every time I’ve seen her, her eyes have held that same
expression. Hope. It’s something that is rarely seen in Eldiria.

She has no idea that none of her dreams will come to pass.
The sorrow she’ll know has no bounds. Her fate is entwined
with mine, after all.

“You’re certain it’s her?”

The image blurs, until the ancient seer that inhabits the
mirror stands before me. “Only she is capable of breaking the
curse. She is destined to become your empress.”

I look into her unseeing eyes, the milky whites unreadable.
Seers are known to be deceptive, but Pythia is different. The
years in torment have worn her down as much as they have
me. She’s as tied to this curse as I am.

“She’s so young,” I mutter. “She looks weak.”

Pythia smiles. “She’s twenty-three, Your Excellency.
Hardly a child.”

I fail to understand how Arabella of Althea could possibly
set us free, but if there’s even a hint of a chance, I owe it to my
people to try.

I could have her captured and brought to me before dawn.
Had she been anyone else, that is without a doubt what I
would have done.

“She must come of her own free will,” Pythia reminds me,
as though she’s reading my mind. Fates, she might just be.

I nod in acquiescence and take a step back, resisting the
urge to question the seer further. This is the first time she’s
given me any hope that this curse could be broken. It’s
unfortunate that it’ll be at the cost of Arabella of Althea’s
future.

She’s young, and from the few glimpses Pythia has
allowed me, I’ve learned that she’s in love with the son of a
Duke. He’s the kind of person that she might have ended up
with, if not for me.



Arabella of Althea. My future wife. I’ve been waiting for
her all my life. She’s a glimmer of hope in an otherwise bleak
world. She’ll save us all.

As I walk out of the room, I can’t help but wonder if my
mother’s spirit is looking down on me today. I have no doubt
that she’s enjoying my misery. Her curse played out exactly as
she wanted it to. Just like her, I’m bathed in inescapable
darkness. I’ve spent my entire life trying to outrun her curse,
but there’s nowhere left to go.

“So you’ll go through with it, then?”

I look up to find Elaine standing in front of my chambers,
her expression as unreadable as Pythia’s had been.

“I have no choice.”

She looks away, but for a moment, I saw a hint of anguish
in her eyes. “There is always a choice. You will not endear her
to you if you see this through. Love cannot bloom under threat
of force.”

I never understood how Elaine holds onto hope despite
everything this curse has taken from her, from us. Why does
she still believe in love so fiercely? There is nothing I won’t
try, but love is not the answer to the curse that plagues us.

I force a smile for her and cup her cheek, my touch gentle.
Elaine is the only one who doesn’t shirk away from the
vileness that I’ve become. My black, dark, poisonous veins
don’t faze her.

She should hate me for all I’ve taken from her, but she’s
never once blamed me for the effects of the curse. She’s never
given up hope.

“If only that were true. If I had a choice, I’d have taken my
life and freed those that were cursed alongside me.” I wouldn’t
be getting married.

I was too young to comprehend my mother’s words, but
I’ve heard them repeated back to me all my life. She cursed
me to live in the shadows the way she always did, bathed in



inescapable darkness that would encompass our entire
kingdom. I was to bear witness to the destruction and live with
the misery that lies in knowing I would never experience true
love as the beast she turned me into. She cursed me to live the
life she did.

Because of her, I’ll have to douse Arabella of Althea’s
flame and pull her into the darkness with me. Another sacrifice
in our endless battle against this curse.

One more victim.

I hope she’s the last one.



Chapter Two

ARABELLA

“Father will kill us,” Serena says, and I lift my index finger to
my lips, urging my sister to keep quiet as we slip through the
doors, her hand in mine.

She is not wrong. If father catches us trying to sneak
around today, we’re done for… but he won’t. I’ve been doing
this all my life. Today is no different.

I pull Serena around the corner, dragging her into a long-
forgotten hallway that leads to a set of stairs that’s in dire need
of repair. “No one comes here,” I reassure her. “And this will
give us the perfect vantage point.”

Serena follows me up to the stairs, her cheeks rosy with
excitement. The wood creaks under our weight and I pause,
indicating where to step so our footsteps remain silent.

“What do you think the Shadow Emperor is doing here?
Why would he come here of all places, and without notice
too,” she whispers.

I turn back to glance at my younger sister, unsure of what
to say to her. She’s naive and innocent, and there’s nothing I
can say that won’t cause her to descend into a panic. The truth
is that there’s no positive reason for him to come here.



The Shadow Emperor is the single most powerful man in
the world. He’s a sorcerer in a world that has largely outlawed
magic. Just within the last decade, he has conquered most of
the countries surrounding us, turning them into magical safe
havens. It’s not hard to guess what might bring him here, but
it’s hard to explain something like that to my sheltered sister,
who knows nothing of politics, despite being a princess of our
country.

I have often envied her naivety, but today is one of those
rare days that I don’t. “I dare not guess,” I tell her, being as
truthful as I can be.

She leans into me as we stare out the small window in the
tower. I can see the Eldirian flags waving in the distance, a
delegation drawing closer to our palace with every second that
passes.

Even from afar, it’s easy to recognize the Shadow
Emperor’s uniform. He looks exactly like the history books
portray him, wearing clothes darker than black ink,
embroidered with gold that moves along his clothes, magically
drawing the Eldirian insignia over and over again. I once heard
that every bit of gold on his uniform is real gold, spun so thin
that it could be used to embroider his clothes. A matching
cloak flaps in the wind, his hood keeping his face hidden.
There isn’t a single image of his face in any of our books. No
one knows what the Shadow Emperor looks like, but I’m
determined to find out today.

“His horse looks… demonic.” There’s fear in Serena’s
voice, and I wrap my arm around her shoulder in reassurance.

I nod. “The horse’s name is Sirocco. No one knows how
old the Shadow Emperor is, and the same goes for his horse.
They’ve always been mentioned together, and both first
appeared in our history books over a hundred years ago.
Sirocco has always been described as unnaturally black, with
black eyes that lack any white. I thought it was an
exaggeration, but it isn’t.”



I’ve never seen a horse like Sirocco. Rumor has it that he
came straight from Hell, alongside the Shadow Emperor.

“They’re here,” Serena whispers, her voice shaky. She
grabs my hand, and I entwine our fingers, holding onto her
tightly. If anything goes wrong, I’m taking my sister and
getting her far away from here.

We watch as my father and members of his court step
forward to welcome the delegation from Eldiria. Even from all
the way up here, I can tell that everyone is tense. But then
again, how could they not be when receiving a man as
unnatural as the Shadow Emperor? For years, I’ve been
hearing that he’s a monster, a creature that escaped from hell. I
can’t help but wonder if it’s true.

“Come,” I whisper, as they disappear from sight. “They’ve
entered the palace far sooner than I expected. I was hoping to
see more from here.”

Serena nods. “We can try going through the kitchens. Their
corridors lead to most rooms, including the throne room.
That’s probably where Father will take them, isn’t it?”

I smile at my sister in delighted surprise and nod.
“Brilliant,” I murmur as I pull her along to the main kitchen
area, our steps rushed.

The staff gasp as we walk in, their outrage mostly reserved
for my sister. They’re used to seeing me here, but never her.
I’m invisible in this palace despite being a princess, but Serena
is not. Where I am the one they fear and call cursed, she is the
golden child. Quite literally, with her long blonde hair. She’s
light where I am darkness, she is grace whereas I leave
destruction in my wake, and she’s a blessing, while I am
without a doubt a curse on my kingdom. If I didn’t love her so
dearly, I would despise her for it.

I push the service door ajar, just wide enough to see, but
not wide enough to draw attention. Much to my surprise,
Father isn’t seated on his throne. I have never seen him receive



guests the way he does today, seated at a long table alongside
everyone else.

I suspect that it’s because he knows he is powerless against
the Shadow Emperor. He is not even attempting to assert his
authority like he usually does. His entire demeanor tells me
he’s on edge. His usual pride and arrogance are notably absent
today.

“Who is that woman?” Serena whispers.

I glance at the people at the table, my eyes settling on the
Shadow Emperor. His hood still hides his face entirely, and
even his hands are covered by black leather gloves. No part of
him is visible, and it only heightens my curiosity. Is he truly as
hideous as the books say he is? Is he truly a monster from
Hell?

I struggle to tear my gaze away from him. It’s almost as
though the air is buzzing around him. Is that because of his
magic? I bite down on my lip and force myself to look away,
my eyes landing on the woman seated next to him.

“That is Elaine,” I whisper. “She is his most trusted
advisor. She commands his army, and she’s the only woman in
the world to have such a high-ranking position.” It’s hard to
keep the awe out of my voice. In a world where women have
no rights, Elaine has defied all odds.

“She’s beautiful,” Serena sighs, and I huff. Elaine is so
much more than her beauty. If what the books state is true,
she’s a brilliant strategist, and she’s strong. Her exact powers
are unknown, but I’ve read that she once took on fifty men that
raided her army camp and killed them all. She never leaves
witnesses.

My gaze is drawn back to the Shadow Emperor — Theon
Felix Osiris is his name, but no one ever refers to him that
way. I wonder if they do in person.

I can’t see his face, but I can feel the energy surrounding
him. I’ve never felt such power before. As far as I can tell, he



hasn’t spoken a word, yet it’s clear that he is the most
powerful man in the room.

I jump when he turns his head in my direction, and for a
moment I could swear I feel his gaze on me. It only lasts a
moment, and then his attention is drawn away. I exhale in
relief, but the feeling doesn’t last long.

“Arabella!” Serena grabs my arm, her grip tight, and I turn
to look at her in confusion, only to find that part of the wooden
door is on fire.

I gasp and try to use my dress to put the flames out, but my
emotions only make it worse. I did this. I know from
experience that the flame won’t die unless I calm down, but
the terror I feel is hard to control.

I hear a hiss from behind me, and one of the maids runs up
to us, trying to douse the flames with a bucket of water.
“Cursed,” I hear her mumble under her breath.

I should be used to it by now, but the whispers never cease
to hurt. Serena pulls on my hand, pulling me away. “Don’t
listen to her,” she tells me. “I’ll ensure that you’ll never see
her again. Come. Let’s go back to our rooms before Father
finds out.”

“She’s right,” I whisper as we round the corner. “I’m
cursed. I set that door on fire, Ser. I’ll be the downfall of us
all.”

Serena shakes her head, but I think deep down she knows
it’s true. She knows it as well as I do.



Chapter Three

ARABELLA

Each of my steps reverberate in the empty hallway, and though
I keep my chin high, I’m shaking as I walk toward the throne
room. It’s never a good sign when my father calls me to the
throne room. It can only mean that he found out what I did this
afternoon. He must have heard about the fire.

I’m terrified as I pause in front of the wide wooden doors.
The fact that there are no guards in front of it to let me in
makes me even more anxious. Magic is strictly forbidden in
our kingdom. It is considered wicked, cursed. Yet somehow, I
possess it. If Father finds out I once again lost control, the
consequences will be dire. Especially because Serena was with
me this time. She could’ve gotten hurt.

I inhale deeply and push the doors open, surprised to find
my father sitting in the seat he was in this afternoon, instead of
on his throne. He lifts his head to look at me, and I stop in my
tracks. I’ve never seen him look at me that way before. I’ve
always been the daughter he despises, the one he wishes was
never born. He has told me so on more than one occasion. I’m
shameful to him. I was born with a defect, one he can’t fix.
One he blames my late mother for. I’m nothing like Serena or
her mother. I’m their polar opposite, and he’s always hated me



for it. I’m a constant reminder of my mother, the sorceress
who allegedly enchanted him.

“Arabella,” he says, his voice soft. My heart starts to race
as I look at my father. He looks pained and tired. Weak. My
father has never once looked regretful or anguished. Not when
he executed my mother for possessing magic. Not when I
nearly killed myself in a fire years ago. So why now?

“Sit,” he tells me, pointing to the seat opposite him. I do as
he asks, barely able to keep from shaking. I’m instinctively
terrified. Every fiber of my being is telling me to be scared,
and my intuition has never let me down before. I’m known to
rebel against my father at every turn, but underneath the
bravery I portray hides deep-rooted fear. Today, once more,
I’m haunted by the memory of each form of punishment I have
suffered through due to my magic. What will it be today? Will
he succeed in breaking my spirit at last?

Father inhales deeply, as though he’s bracing himself. I’ve
never once seen him look conflicted, but he does now. “The
Shadow Emperor asked for your hand in marriage.” I stare at
him, the words not quite registering. “He requested a swift
ceremony. It will take place tomorrow.”

Marriage?

It can’t be. Father knows. He knows Nathaniel is only a
few days away from asking for my hand. Serena has been
teasing me about it incessantly.

“You will do your duty as Crown Princess of Althea. This
is the last we’ll speak of this matter. Your hand in marriage in
return for leniency for our kingdom.”

I look up, my eyes filling with tears. “Father,” I whisper,
my voice breaking. “It can’t be me he asked for. It can’t be me
he wants.”

Throughout the years, this kingdom has taken everything
from me. My mother. My happiness. My spirit. Nathaniel is
the only light in a world that’s rapidly descending into
darkness. I’ve never fought for anything. I performed my



duties, never asking for anything in return. I endured the
rumors, the whispers, the pain.

“It must be true,” my father says, sneering. “You must be
cursed. Why else would the Shadow Emperor’s attention fall
to our small kingdom?”

My eyes fall closed as I inhale deeply. Cursed. I wish it
was that simple. Curses can be broken. My affliction I was
born with, and I’ll likely die with it. I’m well aware that the
kingdom is better off without me. I am misfortune personified
— yet I can’t help but try to reach for happiness. I’ve never
been this close.

“Please.” My voice breaks, and I know that moment of
weakness has cost me any chance I had of getting out of this
engagement. My father has always punished weaknesses, and
this is the ultimate punishment.

My words elude me, yet I can’t help but wonder if he’s
glad to be rid of me. I’m a thorn in his side, a relic of the
sorceress that deceived him. The only thing that’s keeping me
alive is the fact that his blood runs through my veins.

The questions are at the tip of my tongue, but I resist.
Speaking of my mother never ends well. It’s as though her
mere name haunts my father and stepmother.

Yes, I have no doubt they’ll be glad to be rid of me. For a
moment, I wonder if Serena was ever considered for this
match, but then I smile to myself. Not even the power that
comes from an allegiance like this is worth sacrificing a
beloved daughter to a monster. They would never ask this of
her.

I smile humorlessly as I rise and bow to my father,
knowing that changing his mind is impossible.

I’m resigned as I walk back to my room, my steps loud on
the stone floor. I should’ve known better than to expect
kindness and understanding from the man that has always
wished I didn’t exist. I should’ve known that there would
come a time when he would sacrifice me.



“Arabella.” I pause when I hear Nathaniel’s voice, my
heart constricting painfully. I can’t face him. Not now. “Is it
true?”

My eyes fall closed when he places his hand on my
shoulder and turns me toward him. I swallow hard and look up
into his golden brown eyes. The hurt I see in them breaks
what’s left of my heart.

“Yes,” I whisper.

He tenses and takes a step back, his hand falling away. His
expression mirrors my every feeling. The shock, the disbelief,
the heartbreak. My throat burns with unshed tears, but I do my
best to hold on. I can’t break down now.

“When?”

I open my mouth, but the words won’t come out. It’s
almost like I can’t get myself to acknowledge it, like part of
me hopes that not speaking of it will make the issue disappear.
If only it were so simple.

“Tomorrow,” a soft voice behind me sounds. I turn around
to find Serena standing in the corner. I instantly take a step
away from Nathaniel, knowing that we’re too close for
propriety.

“Serena,” I murmur.

“I just heard the news.” She pushes away from the wall
and takes a step toward us, her eyes filled with the same
expression that’s in Nathaniel’s eyes. It oddly brings me a
small amount of relief to know that there are people that will
miss me, people that will mourn me.

“You don’t have to do this,” she says. I smile at my naïve
little sister. She’s never had to do anything she didn’t want to
do, so there’s no way she could possibly understand.

“It’s okay, Serena,” I tell her, knowing in my heart that it’s
true. If I don’t do this, it’s her he’ll take. I could never watch
her marry a beast. Not when I can take her place. Not even I
would consider doing this to her. Not her. I’d do anything for



my little sister. I just wish someone would do the same for me.
Just once.

“She’s right,” Nathaniel says. “You don’t have to do this.”

He looks at me, a calculative glint in his eyes. Growing up,
that look has always meant trouble, and I can’t help but smile.
“You can’t save me,” I tell him, knowing that it’s true. “Not
this time.”

He and I have gotten into an incessant amount of trouble
throughout the years, and marriage was meant to be our
greatest adventure of all. Instead, our story will come to an end
before it even has a chance to truly begin.

Nathaniel straightens his shoulders and starts to speak, but
I shake my head and take a step away. I can’t do this today.

I can’t humor anyone else. I can’t provide the consolation
he’s looking for. Not when I need it so badly myself. I can’t
stay and talk to Nathaniel, because I can’t afford for him to
give me hope. I can’t.



Chapter Four

ARABELLA

I flip through the pages of the oldest history books in the
palace, each portraying Theon Felix Osiris as a cruel monster.
No one knows how old the Shadow Emperor is, and for a
while there was some speculation that he wasn’t a person at
all, but a myth whose mantle was passed down from one
generation to another.

After all, no one lives forever. Fates, no one lives as long
as the Shadow Emperor seems to have. It should be
impossible, yet it isn’t.

I browse through the accounts of his conquests, each tale
more gruesome than the last. He’s conquered half the world,
yet it never seems to be enough. I can’t figure out what he
wants with Althea. Based on what I’m seeing, he mostly
conquers lands with fertile grounds and crops. We don’t have
any of that. Althea is known for its trade, and compared to the
countries already under his command, there isn’t much we can
offer him.

I don’t understand what he wants with us. With me.
According to historical records, the Shadow Emperor has
never been married. There are no accounts of mistresses or
concubines. The only female he has ever been connected to is
Elaine, who is as shrouded in mystery as he is.



Why would he take a wife now? And why a princess of
Althea? We have nothing of value to offer him. I’m trembling
as I close the book in front of me, fear chilling my skin. Will I
survive? If I marry a monster, will I make it past our wedding
night? Even if I fight him, I doubt I could harm him.

My father won’t avenge me, and I won’t be able to protect
myself. Even the magic I so despise won’t save me. I don’t
stand a chance against him.

“Arabella?”

I turn to find Nathaniel standing by the library doors, a
look in his eyes that I can’t quite decipher. “What’s wrong?” I
ask, my voice trembling.

He walks up to me and drops a bag beside my feet. “Let’s
go,” he says, his voice soft. “I can’t let you do this. I can’t
watch you marry someone else — least of all him.”

I freeze and stare up at him in shock. It hadn’t even
occurred to me that I could run away. For once, I could choose
myself. “And go where?” I ask, a hint of hope blooming deep
within my chest. “My father would find us wherever we go,
and when he eventually does, he’ll have us hung for treason.”

Nathaniel runs a hand through his hair, exuding the same
restlessness I feel. “You’re dead either way, Arabella. The
Shadow Emperor… do you think he’ll let you live? And if he
does, for how long? What kind of existence will that be, being
with a man like him?”

A shudder runs down my spine. “I can’t run,” I whisper.
“He’ll just take my sister. It’s one thing to live a life in exile,
but it’s something else altogether to live with my sister’s blood
on my hands.”

Nathaniel shakes his head. “Arabella, he didn’t ask for just
any of your father’s daughters. He asked for you specifically.”

“Me?” That can’t be. I’ve never met him — I would
remember if I had. The few illustrations I’ve seen of him are
horrifying.



“Yes. You.”

Nathaniel stares at me as his words sink in. “You don’t
think he’ll take my sister if I run?”

He shakes his head. “I’m certain. My father was present
when the message was delivered. You are to marry him. You,
and no one else.”

I raise my hand to my pounding heart, trying my best to
hold on to the sliver of hope Nathaniel is handing me. He takes
a step closer and places his hand on my shoulder, his eyes on
mine.

“I don’t need to tell you how I feel about you, Arabella. I
can’t think of a future that you’re not in. If that means that the
only way I get to have you is in exile, then so be it.”

My heart races as I take in the sincerity in his eyes. I inhale
shakily, allowing my thoughts to roam for a moment.
Nathaniel and I living together in a small house in an obscure
village, somewhere no one knows who we are. It’d just be the
two of us, without any royal obligations, no rumors about me
being cursed. We could even live somewhere where magic
isn’t banned.

“You’re certain?” I ask. “I have nothing to lose if I go. My
life is already condemned. But you? You’re in line to take over
as my father’s strategic advisor. You’d be one of the highest
ranking officers in the country. If we run, you’ll lose
everything.”

He shakes his head and cups my cheek. “I won’t. I’ll gain
everything I’ve ever wanted. Don’t doubt my intentions,
Arabella.”

He seems so certain that my own hesitation seems foolish.
Nathaniel is one of the smartest people I know. If he’s
proposing this as a solution, then that means it’s the only
viable option.

“Okay,” I whisper, trying my hardest not to overthink this.
“Let’s go.” This is likely our only chance at a future together.



It isn’t what I expected, but I’ll take any chance of being with
Nathaniel.

He smiles at me and bends down to pick up the bag at my
feet. “I’ve already had some of your essentials packed. You
cannot go to your room and be seen leaving with luggage. You
cannot say goodbye to your family either. We must have left
the borders by the time they realize that we’re gone. We must
go now.”

I nod and take the hand he offers me. For the first time
since my father told me the news, I’m filled with hope instead
of despair.

Nathaniel leads me through hallways I didn’t even know
existed, expertly leading me down to the tunnels within
minutes. “These routes are only known by very few people in
the kingdom,” he whispers as we enter the humid stone area.
It’s cold, and it’s dark, and all of a sudden I wonder what I’m
doing. Is it even possible to run from the Shadow Emperor?

“He’ll kill us if we’re caught.”

Nathaniel reaches for something by the wall, and before
long, we’re bathed in light from the lamp in his hand. “We
won’t get caught,” he promises. He seems so certain that I
want to believe in him, but there’s a niggling feeling deep
down that I can’t ignore. My intuition has never failed me. We
won’t make it.

I choose to remain quiet, to ignore the voices telling me to
stop and turn back, because I know there’s nothing for me
there. The unknown lies ahead of me, but all that lies behind
me is certain death.

Nathaniel holds my hand as we walk together, and I take
comfort in his touch. He’s always kept a polite distance, but
tonight is different. Just as I’ve convinced myself that
Nathaniel and I will be fine, a soft voice sounds ahead of me.

“Arabella of Althea,” a woman says. I freeze and stare at
the shadows on the walls. They aren’t ours, and they’re



moving. “You must turn back. Your father has been notified of
your actions.”

I whirl around, trying to find the source of the voice and
finding nothing but emptiness. My eyes find Nathaniel’s and
he looks as horrified as I feel. Before either of us has a chance
to respond, we’re surrounded by the sound of footsteps rapidly
catching up to us, echoes ringing through the tunnel.

My heart sinks when I see the soldiers running up to us,
our kingdom’s flag stitched to their uniform. Nathaniel’s father
is at the head of the group, but his eyes aren’t on me. They’re
on his son.

Panic seizes me, and my fire magic erupts around me,
building a wall between the soldiers and us. But before
Nathaniel and I can run, the flames are doused by an opposing
force of magic. It almost feels as though it washes over mine,
drowning me out. I fight against it, but I’m not strong enough,
and before I can find a way for us to escape, the men step
forward.

“Nathaniel Orathis, you are under arrest on account of
treason.”



Chapter Five

ARABELLA

Pure terror courses through my veins as I’m led to the stone
tower my father has always used to imprison me in whenever I
slipped up and exposed a hint of the magic I shouldn’t possess.
This room holds nothing but horrible memories, yet I have a
feeling that nothing I’ve been through compares to what is to
come.

It takes several men to hold me down and drag me up the
tower, my fire powers erupting all around me, yet I can’t direct
it toward them no matter how hard I try. Over the years, my
father has amassed an arsenal of protective gear, keeping his
soldiers safe from my ire.

The soldiers escorting me pause and unlock the heavy
doors, working together to open them. None of them look me
in the eye as they hold the door open for me. Part of me wants
to beg them to save me in lieu of setting them on fire, but I
know I’m beyond salvation.

I’m not surprised to find my father standing in the room, a
whip in his hands. Cold sweat licks at my skin and bile rises
up my throat. Magical objects are banned in our country, yet
my father’s army has a handful of torture devices I’m certain
are magical. The thick leather whip in my father’s hands is



enchanted to heal the surface of your skin instantly, leaving
you with pain but no scars.

“You thought you could run from the Shadow Emperor?”
He looks at me, his eyes blazing with a mixture of disgust and
rage. “Who did you think would pay the price for your
treachery?”

I gulp when my eyes land on the handcuffs he picks up
from the floor. For a moment I try to resist, wishing that for
once, my powers would come to me when I need them, but
they don’t. My father binds my hands together using the
enchanted cuffs, and the magic within me soars, almost as
though it knows it’s just been taken captive. It licks at my skin,
but it’s unable to escape.

He tilts his head toward the stool in front of him, and I
approach it on trembling legs, nearly stumbling as I reach it.
I’ve been here countless times, yet it never gets easier. I used
to fight him, but in time, I learned that my punishments only
get worse if I do.

I sit down, bracing myself for the inevitable pain, but it
doesn’t come. Usually my father can’t wait to get started with
disciplining me, hoping to beat the magic out of me, but today
he just stands and stares at me, his gaze burning.

“Answer me.” It takes me a moment to even remember his
question. Fear controls my every thought, and I feel sick to my
stomach.

“I wasn’t thinking, Father. I was terrified of marrying a
monster and dying at his hands… I just wanted to live.”

My father laughs, the sound in contrast with the swishing
of the whip. It comes down on my back with such force that I
struggle to stay in my seat. Fire burns underneath my skin,
making my blood boil. These handcuffs aren’t capable of
getting rid of my powers, but they make me incapable of
letting them loose. Instead, the fire I wield wreaks havoc
inside me, burning me from the inside.



“It’s our entire kingdom you put at stake. You were to be
traded in return for leniency for our kingdom.”

The whip comes down again, and this time I don’t manage
to stay silent. I cry out in pain, and that only makes my father
more angry. He hates weakness.

“I’m sorry,” I beg. “Please, father.”

I say the words without thinking. Years of this should have
taught me that my father knows no mercy, yet each time I try.

“Did the Orathis boy touch you?” he spits, raising his whip
all over again.

“No! I swear it, Father. He had nothing to do with this. It
was all me,” I tell him, praying he’ll have mercy on Nathaniel.

He hits me again, and this time I nearly choke from the air
that rushes through my lungs. The air I wield is looking for a
way out, a way to remove the whip, but it’s impossible.

“You will marry the Shadow Emperor tomorrow, and
you’ll do it with a smile on your face. Hesitate for even a
second, and I’ll have the boy hung.”

I nod as tears fall down my cheek. The whip stings, but
physical pain is bearable. It’s the heartache that has me
shedding tears. I feel foolish for thinking that I could get away.
For thinking that my father might understand, or that he might
console me.

“You’re just like your mother,” he says, his voice radiating
with anger. “You’re selfish. You’d condemn an entire kingdom
for your own selfish desires.”

Part of me is tempted to argue with him. No territory that
has been conquered by the Shadow Emperor has suffered,
provided that they didn’t resist. It’s not the kingdom he’s
trying to protect. It’s his position as King. He knows failure to
comply with the Shadow Emperor’s demands means being
replaced.

“Did I ever mean anything to you, father? I know you
never loved me, but did you ever care at all?”



I turn my head and stare up at him through teary eyes. He
pauses, as though caught by surprise. I’ve never questioned
him, and I have always endured the punishments he gave me
for merely being who I was born as. But now? Now I have
nothing left to lose. He can’t hurt me any more than he already
has.

“You are my daughter,” he answers, evading the question.
That in itself should tell me enough.

“If it was Serena that he’d asked for, would you have
agreed?”

His eyes widen in anger, and when he raises his whip
again, I’ve got my answer.

“Don’t even dream of asking your sister to take your
place!”

I shake my head to deny the allegation, but I should know
better by now. There’s no reasoning with my father. When it
comes to me, he only hears what he wants to hear. Nothing I
do or say will ever be right.

Except this. This marriage. Walking down the aisle
tomorrow might very well be the only thing I’ll ever do right
in his eyes.

The whip comes down on my back again, and this time I
let my powers loose. I let it burn me from the inside, until I
finally pass out, welcoming the darkness.



Chapter Six

ARABELLA

Light seeps through the bars by the window and I stare at the
wall as the shadows fade, my cheek pressed against the cold
stone floor. I haven’t moved from where my father left me last
night. I know better than to try to escape this room.

I won’t be left here for long this time. Today is my
wedding day, after all. I inhale shakily and curl into a ball,
relieved to find that at least my hands were uncuffed before
Father left me here.

If this is how I’m being treated, then how must Nathaniel
be doing? Did they lock him up? Will he face punishment for
what we did?

I was selfish when I said yes, and I should’ve known
better. I should’ve known I could never get away, and that I’d
drag Nathaniel down with me.

Before long, I hear the sound of footsteps coming up the
stairs. They’re light. Handmaidens, most likely.

I don’t sit up when the door opens. I used to. I used to
pretend I was fine, that my father hadn’t hurt me — after all,
there was never any evidence. Today I don’t have it in me.
Besides, it doesn’t matter. Today is likely the last time I see
anyone in this palace.



“Your Highness,” one of the girls says. She bends down
and helps me up, her face marred with concern. Mary, I
believe her name is. I will myself to fake a smile for her, but I
fail. “Oh, Your Highness,” she whispers, squeezing my hand.

She helps me down the stairs, to the bedroom that will no
longer be mine after today. I pause in the doorway and stare at
the bags in my room in shock. All of my belongings have been
packed — there’s nothing left in this room that indicates it
once used to be mine.

Mary grabs my hand and leads me to my vanity silently,
her expression filled with the same sorrow I’m feeling. “We’re
going to make you look so beautiful, Your Highness,” she
says, clearly at a loss for words.

I nod at her and will myself to keep it together. When I fell
asleep on the cold stone floor last night, I knew my life was
over. I just need to learn to accept that now.

“Nathaniel,” I murmur, and Mary freezes.

“I don’t know, Your Highness,” she whispers. “I’ve heard
rumors about him being in the dungeons, but I can’t be sure.”

I nod and let my eyes fall closed. If he’s in the dungeons,
then at least he’s alive. That’s all I can ask for.

“Your sister has been told not to leave her room until the
ceremony. There are guards in front of her room,” Mary tells
me as she leads me to a steaming bath.

I’m numb as I let Mary perform her duties. My father is
keeping the only two people I love captive. If I attempt to
escape, if I so much as veer off course, it’s Nathaniel and
Serena that’ll pay for it.

I never thought my father would involve Serena. The fact
that he has means that this union means more to him than his
beloved daughter does. I’ll need to be careful today if I want to
keep them out of harm’s way.

I’m absentminded as Mary starts to apply my makeup, my
heart aching in a way it never has before. I don’t think this



type of pain will ever heal. It makes the pain in my back pale
in comparison.

“Take a look,” Mary says as she leads me to a mirror. I
stare at my reflection, barely recognizing myself. There is not
a single blemish on my face. She has somehow managed to
make my skin glow the way I imagined it would have if I were
marrying Nathaniel today instead. There are no bags
underneath my eyes, though weariness seeps through my
bones.

The intricate lace my wedding gown is made of must have
been costly, especially on such short notice — but then again,
that is a small price to pay in return for safety from the
Shadow Emperor’s savage army.

Intense loneliness blooms from my chest, pushing tears
into my eyes that I attempt to keep from falling. I’ve never
hated my reflection more than I do at this moment. I look like
a happy bride, nervous with pre-wedding jitters, when in
reality, I’m terrified.

“You look beautiful.”

I swallow down the anger crawling up my spine and force
a smile onto my face at the sound of my father’s voice. Years
and years of biting my tongue are all that’s keeping me
together today. There is so much I want to say to him, so much
I want to ask… but all I can do is nod and smile.

I hate you for doing this to me, is what I want to say.
“Thank you, father,” is what escapes my lips.

He smiles, genuine glee in his eyes. This is what I
imagined he’d look like on the wedding day of my dreams. I
imagined him smiling at me with pride on his face, and my
heart would overflow with love instead of resentment, as it
does now.

He offers me his arm, his smile slipping when I hesitate.
“Don’t make this any harder on yourself than it needs to be,”
he warns me. A shiver of fear runs down my spine and I
straighten, the fabric of my dress brushing against my injured



back tauntingly, a blatant reminder of the consequences I’ll
face if I deviate from the path my father carved out for me.
Nathaniel is only safe for as long as I cooperate.

I drop my eyes and take his arm, the two of us silent as he
walks me down the hallway that leads to the ballroom. This
might well be the very last time I walk these halls. This might
be the last time I see my father, and I despise that part of me
hopes it is.

Would he care? If the Shadow Emperor kills me tonight or
in the days to follow, will my father live with regret, or will he
move on and see me as but one of his many chess pieces? A
soft huff escapes my lips as I smile to myself mockingly. He’s
likely glad to be rid of me, one way or another. At least this
way, my demise benefits him. At last, I’ve made myself useful
to him. If I could guarantee Nathaniel and Serena’s safety, I’d
try to burn this entire castle down.

Father pauses in front of the doors to the ballroom. He
turns to me, as though he’s about to say something, but then
the doors swing open and the moment fades. His expression
hardens, and he straightens as he leads me through the doors.

I tense when my eyes land on my betrothed. The rumors
are true, it seems. He’s as tall as they say he is, towering above
everyone else. His signature dark cloak keeps him hidden from
view, even today. Might he truly be as horrendous as the vilest
of creatures? A beast on two legs?

And if he is, would it matter? It’s not like I’ll get to walk
away from this union. If it had just been my father’s life for
mine, I would’ve left. My father doesn’t deserve the sacrifice
I’m about to make. But the people in this room? My sister?
Nathaniel? Our citizens? They don’t deserve to face the
consequences of my selfishness.

Father pauses in front of the Shadow Emperor, and much
to my surprise, Father bows low.

I stare at him in shock. I’ve never seen my father bow
down to anyone. He shakes me out of my stupor and pulls on



my hand, forcibly dragging me down with him, and I bow
alongside him, the fabric of my dress rubbing against my
injured back painfully. The surface of my skin has healed, but
the wounds are still fresh just below view.

“Rise, Arabella.” A shiver runs down my spine at the
sound of his voice. It’s deep and smooth — not at all
monstrous, as I expected. “You will never bow to me again.”

A gloved hand appears in my field of vision, and I take it
hesitantly. Part of me expected his touch to hurt, but his hand
is warm even through his glove. He pulls me toward him, and
I take a step closer hesitantly. It isn’t until I’m standing next to
him that I realize he took my hand instead of waiting for my
father to place my hand in his. I don’t dare look back at my
father. Never before have I been this filled with fear. Fear of
my father acting on the embarrassment he must feel, fear of
the Shadow Emperor retaliating, fear of the life that lays ahead
of me. He keeps his hand wrapped around mine, and that too,
scares me. His touch terrifies me.

I can barely focus on the ceremony, but part of me is glad
that it isn’t the altar we’re standing in front of. It never even
occurred to me that getting married outside of the house of the
Gods that abandoned me so long ago was an option. But then
again, where else does one marry a demon?

I straighten when I hear my name and look up at the
officiant, repeating after him word for word, acutely aware of
the moment I sign away my life. “I do,” I murmur, as though
part of me is trying to keep the words in.

His voice doesn’t break like mine did, nor does he hesitate.
When he says “I do” it’s with conviction. He sounds so
certain, and I can’t help but wonder why. Why me?

I tense when we’re proclaimed husband and wife, knowing
what comes right after that moment. The first kiss. The
moment that most brides long for, the moment I’ve dreamed of
so many times. Except it wasn’t the man standing in front of
me I thought I’d kiss. I swallow hard as my thoughts turn to
Nathaniel. I’m glad he isn’t here to see this.



I breathe a sigh of relief when the Shadow Emperor raises
my hand to his lips, pressing a feather-soft kiss to the back of
my hand. I look up at him, my curiosity outweighing my fear.

I married the Shadow Emperor, and I still don’t know what
he looks like. It isn’t just the cloak. It truly is as though he’s
cast in shadows. I stare up at him, yet I can’t seem to really see
him.

He grabs my hand and I look away in shame, aware that
I’d been staring. “All in due time,” he says, his voice soft.

He turns and pulls me with him, the two of us walking
down the aisle hand in hand, the way any other married couple
would. I try my hardest to smile, but I fail. This union that is a
beacon of hope to so many, is a death sentence to me.



Chapter Seven

FELIX

The first thing I noticed about her was the sorrow in her eyes.
It hasn’t escaped my notice that the boy she’s in love with is
notably absent. No doubt he’s facing the consequences of his
actions last night. If not for Elaine, they might have slipped
through my fingers, gone forever.

I tighten my grip on her hand, trying my hardest to
suppress the hope her presence awakens within me. It’s almost
like I took it from her to sustain myself.

Arabella of Althea. If the prophecy holds true, she’ll be the
one to break the curse. Two hundred years, and I’d almost
forgotten what hope feels like. Until her. I always knew it
would be a woman who would break the curse, but for years,
Pythia was unable to see who it would be. Now that I’ve found
her at last, renewed purpose surges within me.

I glance down at my newly wedded wife, uncertainty
drowning out the hope she instilled in me. She’s young, and
she hardly looks powerful. If anything, she looks easily
cowed. It wouldn’t surprise me if she runs at the sight of me.
She wouldn’t be the first.

We enter the throne room together, and I struggle to keep
my impatience in check. I must return to the palace soon. The



longer I’m away, the worse the effects of the curse. It won’t
take long for my skin to transform, turning me into a true
beast. We must return to Eldiria before it’s too late.

Arabella seems tense beside me, her hand loose in mine, as
though she wishes she didn’t have to touch me at all. Her eyes
roam over the guests in the ballroom, her shoulders
straightening when her gaze lands on a blonde woman just a
few years younger than her. Her sister, I suspect.

The two women exchange a look of longing, and much to
my surprise, Arabella smiles in reassurance. It’s the first time
I’ve seen her smile, and it’s a sight to behold. When is the last
time I saw someone smile in my presence?

It’s obvious that Arabella had no real choice in this union,
and she undoubtedly resents me for taking her away from her
people under threat of violence. Perhaps Elaine was right.
Winning her over won’t be easy, and I won’t do myself any
favors if I make her leave seconds after the ceremony, without
giving her a chance to enjoy her people’s customs.

Arabella pauses in the middle of the room and turns to me,
her smile vanishing. I tense when I realize what is expected of
me. A dance. I haven’t danced in decades.

I reluctantly place my hand on her waist, pretending not to
notice when she winces. My touch repulses her, and she hasn’t
even seen me yet.

Her hand trembles as she lifts it to my chest. She’s tall for
a woman, but she’s tiny compared to me. Something about her
is surprisingly… endearing.

I pull her closer, no doubt scandalizing her, and she winces
again. I pause and study her face. She’s not repulsed. She’s in
pain.

“You’re injured.”

Her eyes widen slightly and she looks up, a moment of
confusion displayed on her face when she can’t quite make out
my features, courtesy of a spell Elaine cast for me. Arabella



shakes her head and smiles tightly, but I see straight through
her denial.

She and I move slowly, and I let my fingers trail over her
back, noting the pain she tries so hard to hide.

“Who did this to you?”

She shakes her head and tightens her grip on my cloak, her
eyes downcast. Anger rolls down my spine at her silence and I
pause, the two of us coming to a standstill.

“You will tell me,” I warn her. “The question is, will you
do it voluntarily?”

A shiver runs down her arms, and I inhale deeply, regret
filling me instantly. Elaine has warned me countless times to
be gentle with her, yet I’ve failed within an hour of marrying
her.

“My father,” she whispers eventually, her voice so soft I
nearly missed it.

“Why?”

She looks up then, fire replacing the sorrow in her eyes. “I
tried to run from you. From this.”

The tips of my lips turn up into a reluctant smile as she lets
her anger loose, her eyes dancing with fury. I’ve been
wondering if the prophecy was wrong, because surely a
demure girl like her can’t be our savior. Demure… I see it
now. She’s all but.

I take a step away from her and turn to find her father
already staring at us, a hint of fear in his eyes. He probably
knows what’s coming.

I raise my hand, and just like that, the king is lifted into the
air, hovering above the crowd, at my mercy. The music stops,
and a hush falls over the crowd.

“My bride is injured,” I say, my voice soft. “Who touched
her?” He opens his mouth to reply, but I shake my head and



tighten my grip around his throat. “I’ll have your tongue if you
lie to me.”

The king’s eyes widen, and I loosen my grip just slightly,
allowing him to speak. “Me,” he says, sounding regretful. “It
was me.”

I pull the King of Althea closer and lower him down to the
floor in front of me, my jaw clenched in an effort to suppress
my anger. This man dared hurt the only person that could save
my people?

Arabella instinctively takes a step away, as though she
fears her father more than she fears me, and that’s entirely
unacceptable. I won’t have anyone who carries my name fear a
man like him.

“Bring me the instrument you dared harm my wife with.”
My voice is soft, but the room is so quiet that it doesn’t matter.

The King stands in front of me, his eyes wide, seemingly
in shock, and I snap my fingers. Just like that, his little finger
breaks.

A loud scream escapes his lips, echoing through the quiet
room as he falls to his knees in front of me. He clutches his
hand to his chest in pain, true fear filling his eyes as blood
drips down his arm.

“I’ll break a finger for every minute I’m left waiting. I’m
not a patient man,” I tell him.

He finally snaps out of his self pity and nods at one of his
soldiers. I’m tempted to break another one of his fingers when
it takes the soldier two minutes to get back, but I resist when I
see the dark mahogany box being carried into the room, wild
magic radiating off it. I frown and open it to find a black
leather whip coated in malice.

“You dared use this against my wife after you promised me
her hand?”

His silence speaks volumes. I flick my wrist and turn him
around against his will, his back facing me. I lift the whip high



before bringing it down hard. He screams, the sound echoing
through the ballroom, his shouts even more shrill than the one
before.

If this man is in that much pain, how would Arabella have
screamed? How much pain has she been in? How much pain is
she still in?

“How many times did he hit you?” I ask her.

She looks up at me, her gaze unfocused due to the spell
marring my features. “I don’t know,” she whispers, her voice
trembling. I’m scaring her, but it’s better this way. I’d rather
not hide who I am. It’s best that she sees me for who I am
from the start.

I flick my wrist and have the whip move on its own, hitting
down on the King over and over again, until regret is all he
exudes, his tortured screams echoing through the room.

“Please,” Arabella whispers.

I turn to her, surprised. “You’d ask for mercy on his behalf
after what he did to you?”

She nods. “He’s my father. I would bestow upon him the
mercy I wish he’d granted me.”

I stare at her, taking in her features. Her eyes are filled
with tears, and she’s clearly terrified, yet she stands in front of
me asking me for mercy when her father does not deserve it.

Arabella of Althea. She might surprise me yet.

“Very well.”

I snap my fingers, and the whip falls to the ground. “Have
that disposed of,” I order. “I don’t ever want to see it again.”

Three of my men jump into action and I turn back to
Arabella. “We’re leaving.” I’m not willing to entertain her any
longer. My outburst has brought the bloodlust I fight so hard to
the surface. I don’t have much time.

Arabella nods and looks back into the room, her eyes
roaming over the crowd, settling on her sister for a moment.



She smiles in reassurance before she turns and follows me,
looking back once.

I have no doubt it’s the boy she’s looking for. He isn’t
present today, and if I have it my way, he’ll never come near
her again.



Chapter Eight

ARABELLA

His cloak sweeps over the floor as he walks through the large
doors at the entrance of our castle, my luggage floating behind
him. I’ve never seen magic like his before.

My mind drifts to the way he broke my father’s finger
without a second thought and whipped him for all to see. It
was almost like lifting him into the air and making the whip
move on its own required little to no thought for him. If he’s
capable of doing that with such ease, then what could he do to
me?

“You best hurry,” a soldier tells me, a friendly smile on his
face. “His Excellency doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

I nod and force my trembling legs forward, willing myself
not to look back at the castle I’m leaving my heart in. I have
no idea if Nathaniel is safe, and no way of helping him escape
punishment. I told my father that it was all my fault, but I
doubt that’ll be enough.

I might never see him again. He’s in the dungeons because
of me, and I can’t even tell him how sorry I am. Fates, based
on what I just witnessed, there’s a chance I might not make it
through tonight.

“You’ll ride with me.”



He doesn’t look at me, but it’s clear that it’s me he’s
speaking to. I glance at the giant horse with its unnaturally
black eyes and shudder in fear. Sirocco is even more terrifying
up close than he was in the horrendous illustrations I’ve seen.

My eyes trail to the carriage and I try to work up the
courage to ask if I can ride in it, but I fail.

“Theon.”

I freeze at the sound of that voice. It’s the same voice I
heard last night in the tunnels. I turn to look at the woman
standing next to the Shadow Emperor. Elaine. She wasn’t
standing next to him mere seconds ago, and I’m certain it’s her
voice I heard.

“She can ride with me,” she says.

Every instinct is telling me that I’m no safer with her than
I am with the Shadow Emperor himself. Especially if she
knows I tried to run last night. I used to idolize her. Growing
up, she was the only woman I knew of that was more powerful
than her male counterparts. I wanted to be just like her. Now I
regret that our paths ever crossed. If not for her, Nathaniel and
I might have been in a different country by now. Instead, he
and I are both captives of different kinds.

“No,” he says, and I tense. I might dislike Elaine, but I’d
still choose to ride with her over riding with him.

Before I realize what’s happening, I’m lifted off the floor,
the air around me solidifying. I gasp and flail out of fear of
falling and stare down at the floor below me in shock, eliciting
a chuckle from him. He moves his fingers, and as he does so, I
move through the air, toward him. This feeling… feeling this
helpless and weak… I hate it.

He lowers me on top of his horse and I bury my hand
through its dark mane, scared of being lifted off again. I’ve
never felt anything like that before. I lost all control over my
body and was entirely at his mercy. Is that what the rest of my
life will be like? Being thrown around at his every whim?



“Your excellency,” I say, my voice trembling. “I’m
perfectly capable of getting on a horse myself.”

He doesn’t acknowledge me as he joins me on the horse,
seating himself behind me. I regretted my words from the
moment they left my lips, and I count my blessings when he
ignores them. The few words I just uttered could result in
endless pain for me. I could suffer like my father did.

“Felix,” he says eventually. “You are my wife. You will
call me Felix.”

I stiffen when he reaches around me to grab the reins,
entirely too close for comfort. His wife. The word and
everything it encompasses terrifies me.

His chest brushes against my back, and I try my hardest to
move away, but to no avail.

“Your squirming is futile,” he tells me. “The force of our
movement will have you pressing into me, whether you like it
or not. You’d better get used to it.”

I choose to ignore his words and hold on to Sirocco’s
mane, but the second we start to gallop I’m pressed into him
just like he said I would be. Sirocco is much faster than any
other horse I’ve ever ridden, and it’s terrifying. Much to my
surprise, Felix wraps one arm around my torso, keeping me
securely in place.

“It’s safer like this, Arabella. Carriages are always at risk,
but nothing can harm you so long as you are with me.”

There’s a hint of concern in his voice, and I frown. I
suppose I did just become the wife of the most powerful man
in the world. I have no doubt that his list of enemies is endless.
It hadn’t occurred to me that I might become a target, too.

Most of the accounts I read about him described him as
being all-powerful, and so far, that seems to be true. Never
before have I found myself feeling so vulnerable and weak,
and I worry that it’ll end up costing me my life.



“How far is it?” I force myself to ask, already barely able
to bear the pain caused by the pressure against my injured
back.

“It should take us a day. We could move quicker, but I’d
like to let the horses take two breaks.”

I nod and try my best to relax, to endure the pain, but the
way his body presses against mine doesn’t make it easy. My
eyes fall closed and I inhale shakily, trying my hardest to focus
on something else.

He terrifies me, but he doesn’t seem to be the beast
everyone says he is. He feels normal to me. I admit that I’m
not well acquainted with the body of a man, but from what I
can tell, he doesn’t seem to be deformed. He seems strong and
wide. Even his voice sounds normal — melodic even. Some of
the things I’ve read about him are definitely true, but some
might not be. I turn back to glance at him, curious.

“Why can’t I see you properly?” I don’t even realize I’ve
said the words until they leave my lips. My heart hammers in
my chest as I wait for him to reply, part of me hoping he’ll
ignore the question altogether.

“It’s an enchantment.” He tightens his grip on me, and all
it does is increase the pain in my back. “Why would you want
to see me?”

The truth is that I don’t have an answer to that. I can’t
decide whether I’m better off keeping my distance from him or
endearing myself to him. I can’t decide what will keep me
safer.

“I’d like to know who I married,” I eventually answer
honestly.

I feel his gaze on the back of my head and tighten my grip
on the horse’s mane, refusing to let fear rule me.

“You’re in pain.” It isn’t a question, but I nod nonetheless.
I have a feeling he’d see through any lies I try to tell him, and
I’m not about to give him any excuses to hurt me.



He slows the horse’s pace until we’re riding alongside
Elaine. “We’ll stop by the Falls,” he tells her, his voice soft
and calm. The look the two of them exchange tells me they
had no plans to stop so soon. It must have only been an hour or
two. Could he really be doing that for me?

I’m grateful, regardless of his reasoning. I worry that the
pain might cause me to faint. It’s not uncommon for that to
happen in the days after one of my father’s punishments.
Fainting while on top of Sirocco would cost me my life. The
fall would break several bones in my body, I have no doubt.

By the time the horse comes to a standstill, I’m shaking
and so lightheaded that I fear I might fall off at any moment.

Felix jumps off the horse, and much to my surprise, he
offers me his hand instead of lifting me off using his magic. I
hesitate before slipping my hand against his leather gloves.
My eyes try to find his, but the spell on him makes it
impossible to do so. It leaves me feeling disoriented as he lifts
me off the horse with a gentleness that I’d never have expected
of him.

He turns to Sirocco and grabs an apple from one of the
pockets in the saddle, handing it to his horse with the same
gentleness he just bestowed on me. It’s on the tip of my tongue
to ask if Sirocco truly is from Hell, but I value my life just
enough not to utter those words. I lean back and watch him
groom his horse while his soldiers set up tents around us. For
some reason, I didn’t expect him to take care of Sirocco
himself. There’s something so human about him, but
simultaneously there’s something that makes me feel like
that’s all an illusion.

“I forget that you aren’t a soldier. You’re nothing like
Elaine. I assumed you’d last until we made it back to Eldiria,
but I should have known better.”

I freeze and wrap my arms around myself, unsure of what
to make of his comment. Is he chastising me or is he
apologizing? Either way, he’s got me feeling beyond confused.
I was expecting fear and torture, but he hasn’t hurt me. I’m



relatively certain that we’ve stopped because he realized I was
in pain, and his kindness confuses me.

I turn away from him and watch the soldiers build up the
tents at inhuman speed. What should take hours only takes
them minutes.

“It’s magic.”

I glance back at the Shadow Emperor, Felix. I can’t quite
get used to his name, not even in my head. To be on a first
name basis with him… it’s strange.

“Magic isn’t banned in my empire,” he tells me. “We
encourage the use and mastery of it.”

Though this isn’t news to me, the relief I feel at those
words is astonishing. All my life, I’ve been told to hide who I
am, to hide my powers. For as long as I can remember, I’ve
been punished for my magic. The thought of truly being able
to be myself… it’s freeing.

I wonder if I should tell him, but I think better of it. I
might need my powers to save me in the future. It’s best to
catch him unaware if need be.

“Come.”

He gestures toward the small tent in the middle, and I
hesitate before following him. It hadn’t occurred to me yet that
he’d expect his wife to share his tent. Despite the ceremony, I
don’t feel married.

I follow him through the doorway and gasp when I lay
eyes on the interior. It’s enormous inside, and everything is
decorated decadently. Lush carpets and endless wide wooden
doors. It looks like there are half a dozen rooms in what should
be a small tent.

He walks through the door in the back, and I join him in
what appears to be his bedroom. My nerves skyrocket, and for
a moment, I almost missed the familiar woman standing next
to the bed.



“Theon,” she says, her eyes drifting over me in surprise, as
though she hadn’t expected him to bring me to his room. That
in itself is a relief. It means he might just be showing me
around.

“Elaine.”

She straightens and smiles at me, her expression
impossible to read. “It’s an honor to finally formally meet
you,” she says.

I nod politely, wishing the circumstances were different.
Once upon a time, I would have loved to meet her. I’d have
been in awe. Instead, I find myself barely able to restrain my
anger.

“Elaine is my most trusted advisor,” he tells me. “She
commands our army in my absence and plays a key role in
facilitating trade between all our different regions.”

I nod as though I didn’t already know that, unsure how
much to divulge. There’s no way of knowing whether what
I’ve read is truthful or not, after all.

“I wanted to check in with you about the unexpected stop,”
Elaine says, sounding worried. Her gaze is searching, and
what she seems to find does not reassure her. Can she see
through the enchantment?

“We’ll stay an hour.”

Elaine visibly tenses and looks at him, her brows slightly
raised. It looks like a change in plans isn’t common for them.

“Very well,” she says, turning to walk away. My heart
starts to race when the door closes behind her. I’ve never been
alone with him before, and I’m terrified of what he’ll do to
me.

“Come here.”

I swallow hard and take a step closer to him. I’m shaking
so badly that it’s impossible to hide my fear. He sighs in
obvious annoyance, and my heart rate skyrockets.



“I hate having to repeat myself, Arabella.”

I nod and move closer, letting my eyes fall closed as I
stand before him, like the coward I am. He moves around me
and places his hands on my corset, untying it slowly. I clutch
my chest when it comes loose, scared of what he’s about to do
to me. I’m in so much pain that I don’t have sufficient energy
to even attempt fighting him.

I whimper when I hear the sound of my dress ripping, cool
air brushing over my skin. He places his palm on my skin, and
I gasp as magic floods over it, cooling down the invisible
welts my father left. We stand there together for what feels like
countless minutes, the pain slowly ebbing away, and I nearly
collapse in relief. Usually, the whipping is the least painful
part of my punishments. It’s the healing of wounds that can’t
be treated that hurts the most.

“Better?”

I nod and turn to face him, freezing when my eyes meet
his. Turquoise with specks of gold. Even surrounded by thick
black veins that move like slithering snakes and leave him
looking inhuman, his eyes are mesmerizing, and they’re most
certainly human. Somehow, I expected his eyes to be like
Sirocco’s, but they aren’t.

“Everyone said you were a monster,” I whisper, confused.
Even through the thick dark slithering veins, I can make out
his strong jaw and his sharp nose.

“I am.”

He looks away and takes a step back, almost as though
he’s disappointed by my lack of reaction. Does he want me to
fear him?

“There’s running water in the bathroom, but there isn’t a
lot of it. Go ahead and freshen up before we continue our
journey.”

I bite down on my lip and gather my courage. “Are you…
will you…”



“No. I won’t touch you. Not here. Not now.”

I exhale in relief and nod. “You… why did you marry
me?”

He smiles then, and he looks so very human in that
moment that it’s startling. “You think I need to be married to
get a woman to sleep with me? Love, I’m the most powerful
man alive. I don’t lack for bed partners.”

I grit my teeth and force a smile. “I have no doubt that you
surround yourself with women that warm your bed,” I
murmur, feeling strangely offended. This isn’t what marriage
should be like. This is not what it would have been like
between Nathaniel and me. I can’t imagine him ever
disrespecting me in any way, yet that’s all that lies ahead of
me.

I bite down on my lip harshly in an effort to chase away
my longing. I want to see him, even if it’s just to know that
he’s okay, to reassure him that I’ll be fine.

He stares at me for a moment. “Elaine is an integral part of
my inner circle, so it’s important that there’s no animosity
between you two,” he says, startling me out of my thoughts.
“This is a common misunderstanding, but she and I have never
and will never be romantically involved. I want you to know
that.”

I did suspect that there’s something between them, but
truthfully, I couldn’t bring myself to care. If anything, I hoped
she’d keep his attention away from me.

“There is no animosity, but I appreciate the clarification.
I’d hate to step on any toes, especially ones that are nearly as
powerful as yours.”

He looks into my eyes, his gaze questioning as he falls
silent for a moment. “I might have said that I won’t touch you
now, here… but I expect to make this marriage work,
Arabella,” he says, his voice soft. “One way or another.”

He takes a step back and walks away, the door closing
behind him. I stare at it, unsure what to make of his words. If



he thinks I’ll let him touch me without putting up a fight, he’s
in for a surprise.



Chapter Nine

ARABELLA

I’m nervous as I sit in front of Felix, his chest pressed against
my back and his earlier words still echoing through my mind.

When I asked him why he married me, he evaded the
question. The more I think about it, the more I believe there
must be more to this. The most powerful man in the world
does not marry an unknown princess from a kingdom that’s
useless to him for no reason. The quicker I figure out what he
needs me for, the more indispensable I can make myself, and
the safer I’ll be. So long as he needs me, he’ll keep me safe
from himself and others.

Felix wraps his hand around my waist, and I gasp in
surprise. His touch is intimate, and it startles me. Ever since he
healed my wounds, he’s kept as much distance as our positions
allow us, keeping his hands on the reins.

“Look,” he says, leaning in. His lips brush over my ear,
and a shiver runs down my spine. His breath is so warm and so
in contrast to the cold air around us. “Look closely.”

I stare ahead, curious as to what I’m supposed to be seeing.
We’ve been riding through the woods for hours now, following
a nonexistent path that the horses seem familiar with. I tense
when the forest gets thicker, the small path we were on



disappearing into lines and lines of trees that absolutely won’t
let us pass, yet the horses keep going straight ahead, straight
into the trees.

Felix’s grip on me tightens, and I feel his gaze on me, but I
can’t look away from our impending doom. Just as I’m certain
we’re about to crash into the trees, they part.

“Fates,” I whisper, as a wide path reveals itself in front of
us, the trees locking us back in from behind. It’s one of the
most beautiful things I’ve ever seen. Nature allowing us to
pass through like that.

“Welcome to Eldiria,” he says. “Welcome home.”

Home. It’s strange, but no one has ever said those words to
me before. Not once. “Eldiria,” I repeat. It’s the name of his
vast empire, but initially, it was just this. A small country
surrounded by thick woods, cutting it off from most of the rest
of the world.

The temperature drops rapidly until the roads are covered
with snow and ice, daylight fading as we ride deeper into
Eldiria. I’ve never experienced anything like it. I shiver, and
Felix brushes his hands over my shoulders. Warmth rushes
through me, and I sigh in relief at the enchantment he must
have cast for me. Warmth envelops me as snow starts to fall
around us.

The trees thin, until a beautiful white palace lays ahead of
us. As we get closer, I realize that the entire staff must have
come out to welcome us. Elaine smiles at me from beside us.
“They’re here for you,” she shouts.

There must be hundreds of people standing in the cold, all
of them looking happy and hopeful, waving as we ride past
them. I force myself to smile back and wave as best as I can.
This I can do. I’m used to being a princess, a member of
royalty.

“Ready?”

I nod, even though I’m not. I’m scared of what lies ahead
of me. Althea was never a place I loved, but I can’t help but



feel like things are only about to get worse in Eldiria.

Felix gets off the horse, but this time he doesn’t grab my
hand. He reaches for me and wraps his hands around my waist,
lifting me off with ease until he’s carrying me in his arms, a
show for his people no doubt. His body feels strong against
mine, his chest wide and his steps purposeful.

Cheers erupt around us, and my cheeks heat until they’re
blazing. I’m stiff in his embrace, yet I force myself to smile as
Felix gently carries me toward the entrance, my body pressed
against his.

This is what I’d imagined it’d be like with Nathaniel. He’d
carry me, and all of Althea would celebrate us. It’d be the start
of a new chapter, one where he and I would officially be a
family of our own.

Instead, I’m in the arms of the most feared man in the
world, forcing a smile onto my face for his people.

Felix takes his time to walk toward the palace, and I take
the opportunity not just to study his people, but to study the
exterior of the palace. It isn’t white, like I initially assumed.
It’s covered in snow.

Felix’s entire body appears to relax as we enter the palace,
and his shoulders sag, almost as though in relief. He holds me
a little tighter as he carries me to the staircase, and I squirm.
“You can put me down now,” I whisper, but he shakes his
head. I wish I could see his face, but he’s once again hidden by
his hood.

“Let the staff have a show. They deserve it.”

I glance at the people around us, each of them smiling with
happiness and hope. It’s the hope that surprises me. Their
gazes are filled with longing and expectation, and I need to
find out why.

Silence engulfs us as we reach the top floor, which is
devoid of members of staff. “This is my floor,” he tells me.
“Ours.”



Ours. The thought of that doesn’t scare me as much as it
did yesterday, but I’m still worried. I can’t help but think of
Nathaniel and everything I wanted to share with him. Instead,
I’m being carried into a bedroom, the room similar to the one
in the tent.

“What is on your mind?” he asks as he puts me down, and
I look up in surprise, instantly feeling guilty. “I have not seen
you make that expression before.”

He’s been watching me that closely? “Oh, it’s nothing. I
was just thinking of home,” I admit.

He looks at me as he undoes his cloak and lets it fall to the
floor. My eyes widen when it rises back up from the floor all
by itself, flying over to a hook by the entrance. “The boy,” he
says, his voice soft despite the edge to it.

I freeze. He knows about Nathaniel? Felix takes a step
closer to me, and I take a step back, until my back hits one of
the bedposts. He places his gloved finger underneath my chin
and tips my head up, forcing me to face him.

Yesterday I thought his eyes made him look human. In this
moment, they just highlight how inhuman the rest of him
looks. The veins on his skin are thick, dark, and throbbing, as
though they have a life of their own, making it impossible to
determine what his face truly looks like underneath.

“I told you I wouldn’t touch you in our tent, but we’re in
my palace now, and that promise no longer stands. Your body
belongs to me. You belong to me. I will not permit you to so
much as think about that boy. If you dare pine after him or
hang onto any hopes of ever being with him, I’ll kill him
myself and I will make you watch. Don’t even dream of trying
to escape this palace. You can’t run from me.”

I shudder and try to take a further step away from him,
pressing myself against the wood harder, but there’s no
escaping him.

He tightens his grip on my chin, his eyes roaming over my
face as though he’s trying to make sure I heard him. His thumb



brushes over my bottom lip and his head dips down. I squeeze
my eyes closed as his lips brush against my ear. “If you
struggle to remember who you belong to, I’m happy to give
you a reminder. In fact, I’m quite tempted. I’ll rip this dress off
you and take your innocence right now, Arabella.”

He takes a step back, a warped smile on his face. “They
were right,” I whisper. “You are a monster.”

He looks away and straightens his collar. “I never
pretended to be anything else.”

He walks away, going through one of the doors in the
bedroom, leaving me standing there, shaken. I won’t submit to
him the way he thinks I will. All I’ve got left is my dignity,
and I won’t offer it up on a silver platter for him.



Chapter Ten

ARABELLA

I stare out the window, feeling more lost than ever. The palace
is warm, but it looks bleak and cold outside, the scenery a
perfect replica of my feelings. I’ve never seen so much snow
and ice before. Even if I wanted to, I doubt I could find my
way home. Is this what the rest of my days will look like? Will
I die here, trapped in a prison of ice?

If I tried to run, where would I even go? Even if I could
survive the journey, there’s no way I could get into Althea
undetected, and my chances of freeing Nathaniel are slim to
none.

Besides, I suspect that Felix would hunt me down. I have
yet to figure out what he needs me for, but I’m certain there’s
something he wants.

“I expect to make this marriage work, Arabella,” he said.
“One way or another.”

Those words resounded through my mind all night, filling
me with fear of what he’d do to me in bed — yet I fell asleep
and woke up without him. It appears the room he carried me
into is solely mine. My luggage magically appeared here and
unpacked itself, no trace of any of his belongings in the room.



My gaze trails over the one door in my room I haven’t
dared to open. I have no doubt it connects to Felix’s bedroom,
and it never opened last night. Not even once.

I’m uncertain whether he spent the night in his own bed or
elsewhere, but I’m grateful he wasn’t with me. I can’t imagine
giving my body to him. I have no doubt he’d show me no
mercy.

Exhaustion washes over me and I struggle to keep my eyes
open. It’s disorienting to be bathed in darkness at all times. I
never realized how much my body relied on the sun, until it
was taken from me. It’s hard to tell whether it’s day or night in
a country where the sun never rises. I have yet to make sense
of why.

I sit up in fear when magic shimmers gold in front of me
for a few moments, before a cup and a teapot appear, hovering
in mid-air. I watch as tea is poured into the cup, my hand
pressed against my chest. I’m frozen in place as the teacup tilts
from left to right, almost as though it’s indicating for me to
take it.

I glance around the room, but there’s no one here that
could have done this. My hands shake as I grab the cup and lift
it to my nose, the relaxing smell of lavender washing over me.
I don’t dare drink it, and the cup flies out of my hands,
pressing against my lips softly, insisting that I take a sip.

It pauses its movements when knocking sounds on the
door, and I turn toward the door as it swings open, Elaine
stepping into the room.

She hesitates when she sees the teacup and the pot
hovering in mid-air, and then she smiles. “It appears the palace
has taken a liking to you. Fear not — it’s harmless. The palace
provides for us, often arranging food and drinks as it pleases.
When the palace wants to feed you, it’s almost impossible to
say no. I wouldn’t fight it.”

I nod, my mood dropping further at the sight of her. “I
thought you might like a tour of the palace,” she says, a



hesitant smile on her face.

I grit my teeth and push aside the anger that nips at me. I
can’t afford to get on Elaine’s bad side, not when she’s so
close to Felix.

“That sounds great,” I tell her, pasting on the smile I
reserve for members of my father’s court.

Elaine nods, a hint of relief in her eyes as she steps aside
and stands by the door. I take a deep breath as I walk toward
her, wishing I could retaliate against her for what she did to
Nathaniel and me. I wish I could make her feel even a hint of
the torment she has brought me.

Instead, I smile at her as she leads me down the long
corridor that leads to the grand staircase. “This entire floor is
Felix’s, and now yours too. I’m one floor below you.”

Candles on the wall flicker on as we walk toward them,
and I jump in surprise. I rest my hand on my chest and stare at
one of the candles, taking in the slight buzzing of magic
around it.

“Ah,” Elaine murmurs. “The palace is enchanted. It has
been for over two hundred years, ever since the day Theon’s
mother passed away.”

“Two hundred years?” I repeat softly. “How old is the
emperor?”

Elaine smiles and tilts her head toward the staircase. “I
suppose he looks as though he’s around thirty years of age,
and to me he is. In reality, he’s just over two hundred years
old. Time moves different in the palace. The world around us
moves at a much faster pace than it does within these walls.
Slowing down time was the only way we could survive.”

Elaine bites down on her lip as though she’s misspoken
and rushes down the stairs. I follow her, wanting to know
more, but suspecting that she won’t tell me anything.

“This is the audience room,” she tells me. “This is where
you’ll usually find your husband. It’s where he receives



correspondents and holds meetings. It’s the only room in the
palace accessible to anyone who does not live here. If they
attempt to roam the palace, they’ll find themselves going
around in circles, always ending up in this room.”

“Is that the case for me too? Are there places I physically
cannot go because of an enchantment?”

She looks surprised at my question, and then she shakes
her head. “No, Your Excellency. No such restrictions were
placed upon you. Nothing is inaccessible to you, but I would
recommend that you stay away from the East Wing. It’s in
desperate need of repairs, and it would be hazardous for you to
enter.”

I nod and follow along, taking note of the different rooms
in the palace, the way doors open and close by themselves.
Everything in this palace is so far from everything I’ve ever
known that it leaves me feeling disoriented. I’ve always been
taught to fear magic, yet here it is used without reservation.

We pause by two large dark mahogany doors, delicately
carved with florals that almost seem real. “I suspect you might
like this room,” Elaine says, just as the doors swing open.

I gasp as we walk into the largest library I have ever seen,
my broken heart finding some relief at the sight of the
thousands of books surrounding me. Thousands of tales I
could lose myself in to escape the reality I’m forced to face. I
smile as I run my fingers over the leather-bound spines, each
of them well-cared for and many of them ancient.

“That’s the first time I’ve seen you smile,” Elaine says, her
voice soft.

I turn toward her, startled. I suppose she’s right. I’ve had
no reason to smile since she and Felix walked into my life.

“Our emperor is rough around the edges, but he’s a good
ruler, and his heart is in the right place,” she says, a pleading
look in her eyes.

I stare at her, wondering how she could possibly believe
that. There can be no goodness in a man like him. A good man



would not conquer half the world, and what for? To please his
ego? To satiate his boredom?

“Felix… can he read my mind?”

Elaine’s eyes widen and her lips tilt up at the edges,
revealing a small smile that transforms her face. She’s a
beautiful woman, but even a hint of smile makes her look
ethereal.

“Felix?” she repeats. “No one calls him that.”

I pause, my hand still on one of the books on the shelves
that I’d been meaning to pull out. He gave me a part of himself
that no one else has? Why?

“No, he cannot read your mind, Your Excellency. He’s just
good at reading people. Time has that effect on us all.”

I pull away from the bookcase and turn to face her. “Do
you know why he married me?”

She inhales deeply and looks away. “I take it he hasn’t told
you anything.”

“No,” I whisper, unsure how to convince her to divulge
Felix’s rationale.

“You were shown to us in a prophecy. You are meant to
break a curse that our empire has been under for two hundred
years. You’re meant to set us free.”

“A curse… that can’t be real, can it?” Just a few days ago,
I didn’t think this much magic existed, so perhaps I’m wrong
about curses too. Could they truly exist?

“I wish that was so, Your Excellency. The emperor was
cursed to live his life in the shadows, taking his kingdom with
him. We weren’t sure what that meant until Winter came and
never left. All our crops started to die, and there are no fertile
grounds left in our empire. We constantly battle to keep our
people fed. Our rivers have run dry, and the forest closes us in,
making trade near impossible. It’s not possible to hack our
way through it either, because each morning the trees are back
where they were. As if that wasn’t enough… the people are



becoming infertile too. There hasn’t been a single child in a
decade. We’re a kingdom at the brink of extinction. Everyone
outside of the palace has been affected. The ones who were in
the palace when the curse was cast? Well, we suffer from
worse ailments.”

I stare at her in disbelief. How is this unknown to the rest
of the world? This must be why he keeps conquering different
parts of the world. If trade is made too difficult by the forests,
he must enforce it. How did I know nothing of this?

I bite down on my lip, unable to hide my anxiety. They
brought me here because of a prophecy. Once they realize I
cannot possibly break their curse, I’ll cease to be of value to
them. I know nothing of magic or curses. It won’t take them
long to discard me. Then what?

“Come,” Elaine says. “Let me finish showing you around.”
She walks away, and I follow behind her, a thousand questions
swirling through my mind. If I am to survive, I must pretend
I’m capable of what they expect of me. But how? How do I do
that?

“The kitchens,” Elaine says, pausing in the doorway. I look
into the room to find plates washing themselves and a broom
moving around, the entire room buzzing with magic. “The
curse came with some side effects,” Elaine tells me. “It
enchanted the palace, so our food prepares itself, and clothes
appear out of nowhere. The palace provides anything we
might need. We’re uncertain what the root of the magic is, but
it has sustained itself from the day we were cursed.”

“How did it happen?” I ask. All I know about curses is that
they’re spoken by someone, but who could possibly be this
powerful?

“I’ve already told you more than I should have,” Elaine
says, regret in her eyes. “I’ve overstepped, and I must leave
your questions for Theon to answer. I apologize, Your
Excellency.”



She hesitates and looks down at her feet. When she looks
up at me again, her eyes are filled with genuine remorse. “Not
just for not being able to provide you with the information you
seek, but also for stopping you in the caves. I have no
acceptable excuse, Your Excellency. I did it out of hope for my
people, out of desperation… but I understand more than
anyone what it means to give up someone you love.”

My expression hardens, and I look away. I won’t give her
my forgiveness. “You did what you had to do,” I say instead.

Elaine nods, both of us quiet as she walks me back to
Felix’s floor. My mind is in turmoil as I try to process
everything I just learned. I’m so lost in thought that I fail to
realize that Felix is standing in my bedroom. He straightens
when we walk in, his eyes on me.

“Have her things moved to my room,” he says, his tone
brooking no argument.

“Why?” I ask, defying him. The last thing I want is to
share a room with him. Based on what Elaine just told me, I
might have some leverage in this situation.

Felix pushes off the wall and walks toward me, his steps
slow and measured. There are no enchantments disguising him
within the palace, but it’s only his face that’s on display. The
rest of him is covered in the dark uniform he always wears.
Felix pauses in front of me, a chilling smile on his face as he
leans in the way he did earlier today. “Because I have to be
sure that you aren’t dreaming of anyone but me. I’ll have you
in my bed every night, Arabella… until one day, I’m all you
want.”

I push away from him, my cheeks blazing. “That will
never happen,” I snap, my thoughts turning to Nathaniel. I
can’t imagine ever being with Felix. I won’t ever want him. I
turn to walk out of the room, but his fingers wrap around my
wrist and keep me in place.

“Leave us,” he tells Elaine, who’s staring at us with a
complicated expression on her face. She hesitates, but then she



nods and walks out the door, leaving the two of us alone.

I turn back to face him, refusing to show any fear. If I
show weakness now, then that’s what he’ll expect for the rest
of our lives. “I will never want you,” I tell him, my voice
strong despite my fear. “You could force me, but I will never
want to lie with you. Never.”

I may want to leverage my position, but I can’t do it by
sacrificing my body. Not if I ever want a chance of being with
Nathaniel.

He chuckles, the sound surprisingly pleasant. “Oh, my
sweet girl,” he whispers, the back of his hand brushing over
my cheek. “You’ve already given me more than you’ve given
any other man, whether you realize it or not. You’ll give me
the rest of yourself, too.”

I look into his eyes, surprised by his confidence. “You took
me from my family, from the man I would’ve married. I’ve
seen you break my father’s fingers and whip him for his entire
court to see. I will never want a monster like you.”

He smiles and takes a step closer, until his body brushes
against mine. I should take a step back, but I’m not willing to
give in. “That might be so, but which man has ever tempted
you to speak your mind the way you do with me? Who has
ever seen past that mask you wear, to the feistiness you keep
hidden within? Which man has ever avenged you the way I
did? That boy you like might whisper sweet words into your
ear… but I, Arabella? I’ll burn down the world for you.”

“Because you think I’ll break your curse?”

His smile melts off his face, and his expression turns
guarded. “Elaine told you.”

“For how long would you have kept me in the dark?”

Felix takes a step away and shakes his head. “I would’ve
told you tomorrow, after you had some time to settle in and
explore your new surroundings. I was wary of overwhelming
you.”



“I don’t know how to break a curse, Felix. Magic is
outlawed in Althea,” I tell him carefully, trying to bide my
time.

He looks at me, his eyes on mine. “We’ll see,” he says.
“You were brought to me for a reason. The Fates know what
lies ahead of us. One way or another, you’ll play a role in
unraveling the curse.”

I clench my jaw and shake my head. “I wasn’t brought to
you, Felix. You ripped me away from everything and everyone
I’ve ever loved. What makes you think I’ll want to help you?”

He reaches for me, his hand cupping my cheek as his
thumb traces over my bottom lip. “You will help me if you
value your life.”

“Is this what it’s going to be like, Felix?”

“Only if you make it so, Arabella.”



Chapter Eleven

ARABELLA

My heart hammers in my chest as my fingers curl around the
dagger I found in Felix’s room. It looks ancient, and
something about it looks magical. It’s thin and small, yet it
looks powerful.

Powerful enough to kill a monster.

I bite down on my lip as I carry it to Felix’s bed, hiding it
between the headboard and the mattress with trembling hands.
He can force me to share his bed, but I won’t let him touch
me. If he attempts it, I will defend myself. He was wrong to
assume that I value my life. I don’t. No one ever has.

My time here is limited, and I’d rather die fighting him and
end this early, instead of suffering at his hands endlessly, until
whatever is left of my soul is ripped apart. If I can pull this off,
I’d be freeing countless countries alongside my own. I’ll lose
my own life in the process, but it’s only a matter of time
before he figures out I can’t break his curse and kills me
himself. At least this way, I die for a worthy cause.

I jump when I hear a sound in the room and turn around,
scared to get caught before I even make an attempt at his life.
My eyes widen when I see a nightgown hovering in mid-air. It



moves back and forth, as though it’s indicating for me to
follow.

I hesitate before taking a cautious step forward, terrified.
The magic in this palace is unlike anything I’ve ever
experienced before, and though it doesn’t feel harmful, I’m
wary. All my life I’ve been told that magic is a double-edged
sword, that all it does is harm. I need to keep my guard up.

The nightgown floats toward a steaming bath, the scent of
lavender filling the room. “You love lavender, don’t you,
Palace?”

The nightgown appears to nod, and I can’t help but
chuckle. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this free before. Knowing
I’m about to die makes me feel fearless.

I stare at the steaming bath, a chill running down my arms.
I’m freezing, and the bath the palace has drawn me looks
irresistible. Despite my heavy heart, I find myself smiling as I
undress, giving in to the palace’s demands. I suppose this is its
odd way of readying me for our first night together. “I won’t
sleep with him,” I murmur. “This is all futile.”

All that meets me is silence as the water moves over my
body, washing me without me having to lift a single hand. For
a moment, I allow myself to lean back, my eyes falling closed.
If not for the Shadow Emperor, Nathaniel might already have
asked for my hand by now. We would be betrothed and
allowed to spend some time together, preparing for our
wedding. How will he react when he receives the news of my
passing? I hope he’ll know I was his till the very end.

A soft gasp escapes my lips when I hear the sound of the
door opening. I wrap my arms around my chest and sink
deeper into the tub, but it’s not enough to keep Felix’s
attention off me. I expected him to stay away for several hours
more, but perhaps I’m mistaken about the time. The constant
darkness has been disorienting.

His hands move to his cape, and he unties it, letting it fall
off his shoulders and onto the floor. Felix walks toward me as



he unbuttons his shirt, and I tense.

“Don’t,” I warn him, my eyes drifting toward the bed,
where I hid my dagger.

“Don’t what, wife?”

My heart starts to race as his shirt hits the floor. I’ve never
seen a man in such a state of undress, and I never thought I
would. The veins that run over his face mar the rest of his
body too, moving furiously, as though to obscure his body, yet
they can’t. Even through the darkness, his body looks strong.

His hands move to his trousers, and I bite down on my lip
as I take in the deep V right above it, his abs clearly visible.
He looks like the soldier he is, and I don’t stand a chance of
defending myself against him. Especially not without the
dagger I hid.

“Please,” I beg.

He smiles at me sinisterly and I squeeze my eyes closed as
his trousers drop to the floor. I can’t make sense of my
feelings. I’m terrified, but I’m oddly curious too. This man
that I married… who is he? The darkness slithering over his
skin, is that all part of the curse?

The water ripples as he enters the tub and I inhale sharply,
fear settling deep inside my chest. Water sloshes over the edge
of the tub and I jump when I feel his legs brush against me. I
should’ve known better than to take a bath. I never should’ve
put myself in such a vulnerable position.

“Open your eyes,” he orders.

I obey, my gaze filled with disdain. I keep my eyes trained
on his face, not daring to let it dip lower.

Felix chuckles at me and holds his hand out for me. “Come
here.”

I shake my head. “I refuse.”

His amusement infuriates me. It’s clear he doesn’t think
I’m a threat. I’ve never felt this powerless before, this helpless.



I thought I had it bad in Althea, but Eldiria is far far worse.

My eyes widen when shadows surround me, pushing me
toward him against my will. “Do you know why they call me
the Shadow Emperor?” he asks as I try my hardest to resist, to
no avail.

I’m pushed toward him and press my hands against his
chest, exposing myself in an effort to keep our bodies apart.
His eyes roam over me as I sit on my knees between his legs,
my breasts exposed above the water and my hands on his
body. His skin is warm against my hands, and somehow, that
surprises me. I was certain he’d be as cold as the rest of his
country.

“It’s because I command shadows,” he whispers, his eyes
on mine. “So long as there’s a shadow in a room, it’s under my
control. In a country where the sun never rises, that makes me
all-powerful.”

I look into his stunning turquoise eyes and grit my teeth.
“You aren’t all-powerful,” I warn him. “Give me a chance, and
I’ll show you just how mortal you are.”

He bursts out laughing and shakes his head. “Very well,”
he simply says. “But first, you’ll help me bathe.”

“I’ll do no such thing.”

He grabs my wrist and moves my hand over his shoulder,
and then back down his chest, moving slowly. “You will,” he
says, his gaze burning. “The only question is whether you’ll
do it voluntarily.”

I grit my teeth as I yank my wrist out of his grip and reach
for the soap, ignoring the way his eyes roam over my breasts.
A thousand feelings I can’t make sense of rush through me.
Humiliation, anger, and… curiosity.

He might be somewhat uncivilized, but no harm has come
to me yet. If I do as he asks, will I stay safe long enough to
end his life?



I force a smile to my face and place my trembling hands
on his shoulders, massaging in the soap reluctantly as I plot his
demise. Even if I fail to kill him, he’ll end my life swiftly so
long as I point a blade at him, won’t he?

Felix raises his hand to my face and pushes my hair behind
my ear, his touch oddly gentle. “I wonder what goes on in that
wicked mind of yours,” he murmurs.

My eyes widen, a hint of panic rushing to the surface
before I remind myself that Elaine said he can’t read my mind.
I grin at him and tilt my face. “You wouldn’t believe me even
if I told you — which I won’t.”

He’s silent for a moment, and then he smiles, startling me.
“Move your hands lower. My shoulders can’t get any cleaner,
wife.”

My eyes widen, and he chuckles, amused by my
discomfort.

“You said you’d never want me,” he reminds me. “Are you
tempted by my body? Is that why you can’t help me bathe?”

I curl my hands into fists and grit my teeth. “Never.”

He laughs, and the melodic sound only fuels my anger. My
nerves get the best of me as I slide my hands down his chest,
his body strong underneath my fingers and so very different to
mine.

“Lower,” he grunts.

I bite down on my lip as I follow his order, my hands
dipping lower, disappearing under the water as I slide them
over his abs. His breathing accelerates, and my heart starts to
race for reasons I can’t comprehend. My nerves have a
different edge to it, and curiosity overtakes my fear as I look
into his eyes.

I watch as his chest rises and falls rapidly, his gaze
burning. He looks so very human in this moment, despite the
darkness slithering on his skin. The way he’s looking at me…
that’s desire.



I bite down on my lip when my hands reach his thighs, and
he grits his teeth as though he’s the one being tortured.

His eyes are lowered as he reaches into the water, his hand
wrapping around my wrist. He moves my hand and curls my
fingers around his hardness, startling me. I freeze and he
smirks at me as he forces my hand to move up and down,
making me feel just how hard he is. If he were to push that
inside me, he’d rip me apart.

I yank my hand away and rise to my feet, no longer caring
about exposing my body to him. I need to get away from him.

I’m in a rush as I step out of the tub, nearly slipping in the
process and earning myself another chuckle from him.

“The doors are locked,” he tells me. “Get into bed.”



Chapter Twelve

ARABELLA

I’m trembling as I put on the nightgown that’s hovering by the
bed, terrified. If he decides that he wants my body, there’s
nothing I can do to stop him. I bite down on my lip harshly as
I get into bed and reach for the dagger, acutely aware of how
close he is.

I lie still as I hear the sound of him rising from the water,
followed by footsteps. My heart is hammering in my chest as
he approaches me, and I squeeze my eyes closed, trying my
hardest to gather my courage.

The sound of the covers being lifted fills my ears, and the
bed dips as he lies down next to me. It’s now or never. If I
don’t do this now, I’ll lose much more than just my life. I
won’t let him take my innocence. I won’t give him what I
wanted Nathaniel to have.

I tighten my grip on the dagger’s hilt, my blood rushing
through my ears as I steel myself.

“Arabella,” he says, his voice soft.

I turn toward him and raise my dagger, my eyes roaming
over the robe that barely covers his body for a split second as
hesitation hits me. Then I look into his eyes as I bring my arm



down with as much force as I can muster, burying the blade
deep into his heart.

He grunts in pain, his eyes widening in surprise. Black
blood rapidly covers both of us, and regret washes over me.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, recoiling. He’s the one they call a
monster, yet it is I who acts like one. “I had no other choice.”

His hand wraps over the hand I’m holding the dagger with,
and he keeps it there, looking into my eyes. His pain is
evident, yet he isn’t retaliating. I thought he’d have ended my
life by now, but he merely stares at me in amusement, a small
smile on his face. “I wondered if you’d do it,” he murmurs, his
voice laced with pain. “I didn’t think you’d have the courage.”

He tightens his grip around my hand and pulls the dagger
out, blood rapidly coating my nightgown, before the bleeding
simply stops.

My hand slips out from underneath his as he throws the
dagger to the side, letting it clatter onto the floor loudly. His
eyes find mine, and I scramble back, fearing gripping me.
Shadows start to move around me, keeping me captive as Felix
sits up and holds his hand up, a damp cloth materializing out
of thin air. He watches me as he wipes his chest, revealing
perfectly unmarred skin. It’s almost as though I didn’t stab him
at all, not a single trace of the damage I inflicted present. He’s
a true monster after all. I should’ve known it wouldn’t be easy
to kill him… and now I’ll pay the price for attempting to.

“I told you I’m called the Shadow Emperor for a reason,
my love. There’s nothing you can hide from me. I knew you
placed that dagger against the headboard the second you did it.
I’ve been wondering whether you’re merely a meek princess
from a tiny irrelevant country, or whether you have it in you to
be my empress. I suppose I have my answer now.”

He leans in and places his hands at the collar of my
nightgown, tearing it right down the middle with ease.

“No,” I whisper, my eyes filling with tears.



“Quiet,” he hushes me. I can see how aroused he is, and
based on the size of him, I have no doubt I’ll be in even more
pain than I would have been had I cooperated with him. There
is no way that something like that could fit inside me without
ripping me apart.

The shadows tug at me, pushing me onto my back. My
hands are forcibly lifted above my head, pushing my chest out
and exposing me lewdly, my hair strews over the pillows. I
whimper, but I don’t dare protest. I can’t fight him.

Felix leans over me, his gaze heated. He holds his hand up,
and another cloth appears. My entire body tenses when he
leans in. I try to pull away, but I’m unable to move.

“My blood is poisonous, sweetheart. The longer it’s on
your skin, the more harm it’ll do.”

His touch is gentle as he wipes my neck, removing the
sticky black blood that sprayed all over me. He takes his time
with me, and much to my surprise, there’s no anger in his eyes.
He isn’t trying to hurt me, not in the slightest. If anything, he
merely looks morose.

I tense when the cloth in his hands brushes over my nipple,
the sensation foreign somehow. It feels more sensitive than it
usually would, and heat rushes to my cheeks, making me avert
my gaze.

“I can clean myself,” I whisper, scared to speak up after
what I just did.

“Can you promise me that you won’t lunge for the dagger
all over again if I let you go?”

I nod.

“Hmm, but then again, you also vowed to spend your life
with me when we got married, yet here we are.”

“I only promised to be with you until death do us part,” I
say through gritted teeth. “I was just expediting the death
part.”



Felix pauses, and then he bursts out laughing, the sound
surprisingly melodic. I suppose it is not out of character for the
Devil to have his charms.

My eyes widen when he lifts my legs and spreads them
indecently, seating himself between them, placing my legs on
either side of his hips. Felix grabs the edges of my nightgown
and continues to rip it apart, until I’m lying in his bed
completely bare, shadows tugging at my ankles and wrist,
pinning me down for him.

“My love,” he says, his eyes roaming over my body. “If
someday, you manage to kill me, I’ll die a happy man. You
must be cautious, however. As far as I am aware, killing me is
impossible. I’ve tried. My blood is exceptionally poisonous, so
don’t spill it unnecessarily.”

I blink in surprise. What does he mean, he’s tried? He’s
tried taking his own life? I can’t quite comprehend why, but
my heart aches at the mere thought of it.

Felix smiles at me, his expression relaxed. A new clean
cloth materializes in his hands, and he continues to wipe down
my breasts, his movements slowly and sensual. The way he’s
got me exposed for him makes me feel vulnerable, but it does
something else to me too. The nerves I feel are foreign, laced
with an emotion I can’t quite place.

“Now, tell me why you attempted to kill me. Was it
because I pushed you too far in the tub? Or were you
instructed to kill me?”

My heart starts to race at the thought of suspicion falling to
my kingdom. My people could suffer endlessly because of my
actions today. “It has nothing to do with Althea,” I profess. “I
just… I wanted to… I didn’t want you to touch me.”

His eyes darken, and the way he looks at me changes.
“You wanted to save yourself for that boy, huh?”

I look away, unable to face him. My entire body tenses
when I feel Felix lean in, and my attention is drawn back to
him when I feel his breath on my breast. Our eyes meet, and



he smirks as he kisses my nipple. It hardens underneath his
touch, and he takes it between his lips, sucking softly. A sharp
burst of something runs down my body, settling between my
legs.

Felix pulls away for a moment, but only so he can move to
my other breast. “You’re mine, Arabella. You’re my wife. Not
only did you attempt to kill me — you also tried to keep
something that’s mine from me so you could give it to another
man. What do you think would be suitable punishment?”

I shake my head, unsure what I’m asking for. “Please,” I
whisper.

“Please, what?” he asks, his lips closing around my nipple
for a moment as he sucks down harshly, sending a burst of
desire rushing through me. “Beg me to make you mine, and
I’ll show you mercy.”

I bite down on my lip and shake my head. “I’ll never beg
you for something so vile,” I vow. “I’d rather die a thousand
deaths. The only thing I’ll ask of you is that you make my
death swift.”

He chuckles, the sound sending a ripple through my chest.
“I’ll do no such thing,” he warns me. “I will, however, punish
you for attempting to slay me on what is essentially our
wedding night. I won’t forcibly take your innocence, but let it
be clear that your body is very much mine. Beg me for mercy,
and perhaps I shall grant it.”

I gasp as shadows slither around up my legs, and Felix
rises to his feet, a sinister smile on his face. Before I realize
what’s happening, I’m pushed to the edge of the bed, my legs
spread wide as Felix kneels between them on the floor.

“I see your handmaidens aren’t entirely useless,” he
murmurs as he places his lips on the inside of my thigh, just
above my knee. I’m intimately exposed for him, and an
unfamiliar throbbing settles between my legs. “Bare and
smooth, just as I was hoping you would be.”



He presses a soft kiss against my skin, and I gasp in
surprise. “Just kill me,” I tell him, my voice trembling. “Kill
me and end this.”

He laughs and presses another kiss to my thigh, making his
way up. “I will not release you from this bond, Empress. For
as long as you breathe, you are mine, and you will learn your
place. You belong with me, Arabella. By my side is where you
will spend your days. Try to fight it, and punishment is all that
awaits you.”

“You’re a monster,” I whisper, even as reluctant desire
takes a hold of me.

Felix chuckles and presses a kiss right between my legs,
stealing my breath. “I am,” he growls. “I am a monster, but
I’m yours.” Then he leans in and tastes me, his tongue parting
my folds.

I gasp as a foreign sensation washes over me, leaving me
wanting more. My heart starts to race and throbbing heat steals
my every thought.

“I’ll make it so that you can never be with him again,” he
warns me. “I will bind you to me in more ways than one.”

“Felix,” I plead, my voice unrecognizable. I’ve never
sounded so… lustful.

His tongue flicks over a sensitive part, and I cry out in
desire. “I will murder you,” I moan. “I’ll find a way.”

He sucks down harder, turning me into a whimpering
mess. “I have no doubt that you will try,” he murmurs, his
breath teasing my sensitive skin. “And I shall punish you each
time you attempt it.”

His teeth graze over the part he’d been circling, and sharp
desire turns me lightheaded. I need more of what he’s doing to
me, but I’ll never admit to it. Instead, I involuntarily thrust my
hips harder into his face, and he increases his pace, his tongue
circling around the spot I desperately want him to touch,
leaving me needy for something I can’t quite define.



“Beg.”

“Never.”

I bite down on my lip harshly, and Felix chuckles as his
shadows glide over my body, until it feels as though several
hands are touching me, some twisting my nipples, others
stroking my neck and thighs, overstimulating every sensitive
part of me.

Felix drags his tongue right over the spot that keeps me at
the edge and smiles. “Beg, Empress. You want my tongue on
your clit, do you not?”

My pleasure builds each time he flicks his tongue, all
rational thought escaping my mind. “Please,” I whisper
eventually. “Mercy.”

His laughter rings through the room before he places his
hands on my thighs, gripping tightly as he gives me what I’m
begging him for. His tongue pushes me over the edge, and
wave after wave of humiliating pleasure washes over me, my
inner muscles contracting painfully.

“Fates,” I groan.

“Felix,” he corrects me. “The only one you’ll call for is
me.”

My legs tremble, and Felix gently kisses my thighs as I try
my hardest to regain control over my body, to push aside my
unwanted desire.

“Next time, I won’t be so gentle with you,” he warns me as
he takes me into his arms. The sheets rapidly fly off the bed,
changing themselves instantly before he lays me back down.
“Let this be a lesson.”



Chapter Thirteen

FELIX

I watch my wife as she browses through the books in the
library, a smile spreading across her beautiful face when she
pulls out a leather-bound tome. She takes a seat at one of the
tables and flicks through the pages, her eyes lit up in delight. I
underestimated her. I thought I’d married a meek woman I
could easily conquer, but nothing could be further from the
truth.

It shouldn’t surprise me that the book that excites her so is
one on toxic poisons and potions. I bite back a smile as I walk
toward her. Perhaps I shouldn’t have taken things quite so far
last night. I have earned her ire, and while that should fill me
with remorse, it instead fuels my desire.

She turned away from me after I forced an orgasm upon
her, clearly worried I’d take things further. I suspect that if I
had, she would have let me. Her body craved more, but her
mind would not allow her to give in. No matter. I will make
her beg for it eventually. I will conquer her body first, and her
heart will follow. Unlike my people, I do not believe true love
is what will break this curse. However, I am no longer
opposed to trying. Making Arabella of Althea fall for me is the
biggest challenge I have ever faced, but I will bring her to her
knees.



She looks up at the sound of my footsteps and slams her
book closed, the smile melting off her face. I watch as her
cheeks heat, a hint of shyness in her gaze.

“Plotting my demise once more, I see.” I tip my head
toward her book, and her eyes widen as a blush spreads across
her face.

“You said I couldn’t spill your blood,” she tells me,
shrugging. Arabella holds the book up and grins. “This way, I
won’t.”

I sit down opposite her and place the wooden box I
brought with me between us. “My love,” I murmur. “If you
want me to touch you, just say the words. There is no need to
seek out punishment in such a convoluted manner.”

Her lips fall open in shock. “I… I w-would never,” she
stammers.

I take the book from her and open it in the place she
bookmarked. “Nightshade,” I read, chuckling. “Atropa
belladonna, no less.”

Does she have any idea how swiftly I’d have killed anyone
else in her position? Yet when she looks at me that way, all I
want to do is take her right on top of this table.

I gather my shadow and push it underneath the table,
making her feel like my fingers are wrapping around her
ankles. She gasps, and I smile at her as I interlace my fingers,
placing them clearly visible on the table while my shadow
spreads her legs.

“Beloved,” I tell her. “My feelings are awfully hurt.
Belladonna won’t be sufficient to harm me. That would merely
irritate me. I would’ve expected Hemlock, at the very least. Do
you truly think so little of me? Perhaps I should show you the
true strength of my body, so you might not underestimate me
again.”

Her eyes are wide, and she sucks down on her lower lip for
a moment when shadowy hands slip underneath her dress,
trailing up her calfs, stroking her inner thighs.



“H-hemlock you would’ve tasted,” she says, her cheeks
bright red. I thought she looked beautiful last night, but seeing
her sitting opposite me with blatant desire in her eyes… Fates.

I suppose this is an unprecedented benefit of the curse.
Everything my shadow feels, I feel, and her skin is a delight.
The way she trembles against my fingers, her eyes moving
from my hands on the table to my eyes.

“But Belladonna,” she adds, her voice trembling, “is
sweet. I could’ve slipped it in your wine and you’d never have
known.”

I smile at her and lean in, lifting my fist to my temple so I
can rest my head against it. “I dare say that the plans you’re
concocting count as attempted murder, and I need not remind
you of the punishment for that, do I?”

I snap my fingers, and her undergarments disappear,
leaving her bare underneath her dress. She gasps, her eyes
wide. “Felix!”

I smirk at her, loving the way my name sounds on her lips.
I’d merely come to the library to give her a present, yet I
cannot resist her allure. She makes it so easy to tease her.

My shadow trails over her pussy, and she inhales sharply.
“Wet,” I whisper. “Were you imagining the way I’d punish you
after you poison me, wife?”

She’s breathing hard and though she shakes her head, I see
the blatant desire in her eyes. “Never.”

I chuckle as I slip a shadowy finger into her with ease,
pressing it to the top of her inner walls, eliciting a soft moan
from her. Perhaps the man she thinks she’s in love with is not
as much of a threat as I thought he was. She might think she’s
heartbroken, but she isn’t. She’s furious that her freedom has
been ripped away, but she isn’t mourning a relationship that
was forcibly ended. Not truly.

“Felix,” she warns me. “I did not make an attempt at your
life.”



“No, but you were planning to.”

“That is merely an assumption you were making. Is that
the kind of ruler you are? You judge your subjects before
giving them a chance to make their case?”

“No, beloved. But as it turns out, I am that kind of
husband.”

Her eyes flash with anger, and I can’t help but chuckle.
“You are mine,” I tell her. “You are my wife, Arabella. I was
lenient yesterday, but it appears I must satisfy your desires lest
you scheme against me. If I keep you satiated, will my life be
safe?”

“You are immortal,” she reminds me.

My thumb brushes over her clit, and she swallows hard. I
tease her like that, brushing my thumb in circles around the
spot she so desperately wants me to touch. Shall I make her
beg for it once more?

I’m meant to make her fall in love with me in an attempt to
break this curse, and I vowed to myself that I would court her
once I made her mine, yet all my plans fell to dust the moment
I first laid eyes on her. I must have her. I’ll take her body first,
and perhaps love shall follow naturally.

“This isn’t a game,” she warns me. “I despise you, Felix. If
I can take your life, I will. As your wife, I will be the sole ruler
of all of Eldiria. I will free those you conquered and restore
peace to our realm. I have nothing to lose. The worst thing you
can do to me is kill me, and if you do so, you’re merely
putting me out of the misery that is my existence.”

It would be so easy to threaten her with the loved ones she
left behind. How quickly would she fall to my feet if I put a
target on her sister’s back? It’s what I would have done to
anyone else. Anyone but her. I’m uncertain what hold my wife
has over me… but I enjoy the game we’re playing.

“Grand plans,” I whisper, slipping another finger into her.
Arabella’s eyes fall closed and I chuckle when she starts to
gently ride my hand, pushing my thumb to where she wants it.



“You tell me you hate me, beloved,” I murmur. “But you
want me. Just like you did last night.”

Her eyes snap open, a denial on her lips even as she chases
the high I’m providing her with. “I do not.”

I pull my fingers away, and her eyes widen in shock. I
watch as the word no forms on her lips, yet she won’t let it slip
out her mouth.

“Beg me for it, Arabella, just like you did last night. Beg,
and I will drop down to my knees underneath this table and
give you what you want.”

She crosses her arms and looks away. “That was torment
for me,” she lies. “I’m grateful for your leniency.”

I chuckle, unable to help myself. Does she realize how
badly I want to take her? I want my cock buried deep inside
her, screams tearing through her throat.

Instead, I push the box I brought with me toward her. “A
gift.”

She frowns as she opens it, her eyes widening at the sight
of the slender dagger. “Since you seemed to have taken a
liking to the blade you found in our room, I thought you
should have one of your own. It’s silver, in case that is on your
list of murderous plans.” I tip my head toward the hilt. “The
color of the stones are the same as my eyes, so you may think
of me each time you draw your blade.”

Her lips fall open in shock, and I burst out laughing. I’m
meant to court her, yet I cannot resist taunting her.

“You won’t be laughing when I stab you in the back.”

I lean back in my seat. “Won’t I, beloved? For you to stab
me in my back you’d have to be awfully close, and each time
you voluntarily come to me, all I carry is a smile.”

She looks disarmed, and my heart does an odd thing. It
appears to skip a beat. Arabella of Althea. She was meant to be
a demure princess, yet it seems I have met my equal at last.



Chapter Fourteen

FELIX

I find Arabella sitting by the window in my bedroom, her eyes
on the heavy snowfall outside. Following our interactions in
the library, my wife has been going out of her way to avoid
me, pretending to be asleep when I walk into our room at night
and ducking into any available room if she sees me approach
during the day. I suspect she’s confused by her body’s
response to me, and truth be told, so am I. I hadn’t anticipated
wanting her as much as I do, and I’d certainly not expected her
to desire me in return. She was never meant to be more than a
pawn in my fight against the curse, yet she’s turning into an
addiction.

On the rare occasion that her eyes graze my appearance,
they’re filled with venom, her mind no doubt concocting
gruesome ways to end my life. It’s oddly exciting. I can’t
recall the last time I felt so alive. Watching her gather her
courage and pick up that blade, her arm trembling… I could
have easily stopped her, but I’d been curious. Even in the few
seconds before she embedded the sharp metal in my skin, I
hadn’t been certain she’d have it in her to do it. I hadn’t been
certain whether she could be my empress in truth.

Arabella looks up and finds me standing in the doorway.
She instantly averts her gaze, but the way her cheeks turn rosy



tells me everything I need to know. This side of her is
unexpected. Though I still see contempt in her eyes, there is
curiosity and desire too. She might avoid me, but she wants
more of what I did to her, though she’ll fight her feelings till
the end. No matter. Seducing her is the easiest way to make
her lower her guard — to make her commit to my cause and
help my people.

Elaine has repeatedly urged me to give her time and space,
but she’s had quite enough of it now. This cannot continue. I
have already given her more leeway than I would any country
I conquer. My conquests are always completed within a single
day — yet I’ve given her three.

“I need to visit the town center,” I tell her, but she doesn’t
so much as look in my direction. “You will come with me.”

That gets her attention. She turns to look at me, a polite
smile on her face, though her eyes blaze with anger. She’s
beautiful. I never thought a woman would affect me quite this
much, but I should have known she would rapidly become my
weakness. She is, after all, prophesied to be my wife.

“You’ll permit me to leave this palace?” she asks, her tone
mocking. I doubt she realizes that she might well be the only
person that can take that tone with me and walk away
unscathed.

“You are not a prisoner here, Arabella. The palace itself is
safe, sustained by my magic, but the grounds are not. They’re
every bit as cursed as the rest of my kingdom. It’s dangerous.
If you wish to risk your life, you are welcome to do so.”

She grits her teeth and looks at me as though she wishes to
kill me with her eyes. I’ve snapped necks for far less than the
venom she throws at me, yet I smile at her nonetheless.
Perhaps I should provoke her further, until she makes another
attempt at my life. The mere thought of punishing her again
has my cock hardening, and I wrap my cloak around myself
fully, hiding my arousal. I need to be patient with her — a
concept I’m not familiar with.



Elaine told me I need to make an effort to make her feel at
home here, that I need to be gentle, and that I cannot force
Arabella to cooperate. Though I am inclined to ignore her, I
will not. Elaine has never led me astray. I’ll choose to trust her
guidance once more, for now.

“Please,” I say, the word unfamiliar on my lips. “Come
with me.”

Arabella looks startled, her expression softening. She nods,
and I exhale in relief. Elaine told me not to force her into
doing anything for the time being, but had she said no, I’m not
quite certain I would have kept my word.

Arabella walks toward me, and I take a moment to
transform my cloak into a plain one before wrapping it over
her shoulders. She seems startled, and I attempt to smile in
reassurance, though I have no doubt it only makes me look
more haunting.

She looks into my eyes, and for a moment, her anger
washes away, replaced by a hint of longing and loneliness. She
is my wife and my empress, but she is also a girl torn away
from all she’s ever known, forced into a situation she wants no
part of. I’d do well to remember that. I might offer her my vast
empire and all that resides under the moon, but it means
nothing if that is not what she desires.

“We’ll be going into town disguised as a regular couple,” I
explain as I wrap another cloak over myself, transforming that
too. Curiosity sparkles in her eyes as she watches my magic
shimmer, and I resist the urge to ask her if she has any abilities
like mine. Patience is what I need. It’s not my strong suit, but
with Arabella, I must have it. My people need her, and I
cannot force her to help them. If love is not how this curse is
broken, then the answer lies in her magic. We must try both
ways of ending my people’s torment, and both require her
cooperation.

I offer her my arm, and she hesitates before taking it. “The
walk isn’t far,” I tell her. “But we can take a carriage if you’d
prefer.”



She shakes her head. “Walking is fine. It’ll allow me to see
more of the property.”

I nod and lead her down the stairs, acutely aware of her
proximity. I don’t recall the last time a woman held my arm
the way she does now. I’ve slept with women, but there’s
never been any kind of true intimacy. It’s novel, and I’m
surprised to find I don’t despise her touch. I didn’t expect to
want her body outside of the bedroom, but I do. I enjoy having
her on my arm.

She falls into step with me as we exit the palace through
the servant’s back door, and I wonder what she sees as she
takes in my kingdom. To some, the snow is beautiful, but
others see it for the curse it is. I know I should speak to her as
we walk, but I can’t think of anything to say. Every time I
speak, I push her further away. I’ve always gotten far through
brute force, but perhaps that was not the right decision when it
comes to Arabella. Perhaps I should have taken Elaine’s
advice and courted her. If there was time, and the boy she ran
away with was not a problem, I might have considered it,
however foreign the concept might be to me.

“Careful,” I warn her as rose plants slither through the
snow, their thorns out for blood. One of the plants approaches
us, no doubt hoping to slither its way around our legs to draw
our blood, and I grit my teeth as I wield the air around us in an
effort to keep it away.

“I despise roses,” I mutter once it finally moves back.
They’re my mother’s favorite flowers, and from the day I was
born, they have haunted me, appearing in the palace like a
harbinger of doom.

I’m so consumed by the hatred I feel that I fail to notice
that Arabella is shaking. I pause and glance down at her to find
her eyes filled with fear. No doubt this is the first time she’s
experienced anything like this.

“Arabella,” I whisper, turning to face her. I brush her hair
out of her face, my heart sinking when I see the fear in her
eyes. This is the same woman who viciously stabbed me in the



heart on our wedding night, yet the magic around us scares
her. I have no doubt she’s been punished terribly for
possessing magic, and if I want her help, I must reassure her.

“The roses feed on those that possess magic. Their roots
extend to the core of our lands, feeding the curse. You must be
cautious around them, but never fear when I am with you. I
will always keep you safe, wife.”

She looks into my eyes, and the cautious trust she gazes at
me with does something unexpected to me. It fills me with
tenderness, something I’ve never felt before.

I wrap my arm around her shoulder and lead her through
the alleys, toward the town center. This is, perhaps, the first
time she’s voluntarily clinging to me, and I don’t dislike it.

Arabella is visibly shocked when she sees the elderly
managing the stalls, many of them looking weary, and far too
many of them dressed in too few layers.

“The curse’s effects keep getting worse,” I tell her. “There
hasn’t been a child in well over a decade now. It’s surprising
how quickly liveliness turns to longing, playfulness turns to
wishfulness. There’s no laughter, no playing, no children
running in our kingdom. The curse keeps us trapped here, with
few resources to sustain ourselves.”

Arabella inhales shakily, almost as though the curse didn’t
seem real to her until now. I pause as we walk past a row of
beggars, transforming some of the gold hidden in the
embroidery of our cloaks into coins to give to them.

“Homes regularly collapse. Each time any of us attains a
small sense of happiness, it’s ripped away from us. Misfortune
follows us all. The stalls here are all wooden, so they may be
rebuilt with ease, but they do not provide warmth.”

I can tell that she’s struggling to comprehend what I’m
telling her. It’s hard to, when you have never suffered the
effects of a curse so cruel. “My people are going hungry, and
so many of them have lost their homes. No amount of money
can rebuild this country when every attempt leads to repeated



destruction. Just like the woods can’t be cut down, some
homes cannot be rebuilt, and some lives cannot be saved.
Those who possess magic suffer worse. There are not many of
them left.”

Arabella turns toward me, concern laced with curiosity in
her eyes. It’s the first time she’s looked at me without her
guard up.

“What happens to those who possess magic?”

I grimace and look away, my mind drifting to Raphael, my
closest friend. Perhaps my only true friend. Elaine’s continued
allegiance isn’t to me. Not truly. Her allegiance has always
been with him.

“Those who possess magic are ripped to shreds. Their
power is leached out of them, and they must constantly fight to
stay in control. Eventually, most give up, their magic bleeding
into the grounds, strengthening the curse. The curse takes from
them, until nothing but their shadows remain. Often, not even
that much is left of them.”

“Shadows,” she whispers, no doubt recalling seeing
Elaine’s shadow in the tunnel, the day before our wedding.

“Elaine is near the end. She has fought hard, but I’m not
certain she’ll continue to win her battles against the curse.
She’s adept at letting the curse take her when it benefits her,
and fighting it when she wishes to return to her corporal form.
It can’t be done often, because each time it feeds the curse, its
effects strengthening, but it’s possible for a select few of us.”

Arabella nods, her expression far away, lost in thought.

“Some pretty earrings for you, my lady?”

I turn toward the jeweler I came to see and nod at Arabella,
who approaches his stall. She takes the earrings from him and
holds them up, attempting to see better in the dark. They look
like sapphires to me.

“Only eight hundred coins,” he tells her. “But for a pretty
maiden such as yourself, I’ll make it seven hundred and



eighty.”

Arabella gasps and hands him back the earrings in a rush.
“That’s too expensive!” she says, and I stare at her in surprise.
She’s a princess of Althea. I didn’t expect her to have any
notion of what anything costs at all. Most princesses I’ve met
have never paid for anything themselves. What kind of life has
she lived?

Howard’s smile drops, and he cradles the earrings gently.
“You must be new here,” he says, his voice weary.
“Everything here is more expensive, My Lady. After all, we
risk our lives every time we go out to import goods. The ice is
nothing. It’s the woods. It doesn’t want to let us leave, and
each time we try, we risk never making it back home.”

She looks shaken, no doubt remembering the way the
forests opened up for us. Coming back is easy, leaving is a
different matter.

“I’m looking for a ring for my wife, Howard,” I tell him,
and he freezes, his eyes sliding toward me. I’m barely
recognizable in the cloak that covers my face. It’s identical to
the ones we all wear to keep us warm, but he’s familiar with
my voice.

When he looks back at Arabella, his eyes are filled with
awe. He straightens, and then he bows to her. “Your
Excellency,” he says to her, “forgive me my ignorance. I beg
of you. I heard rumors, but I didn’t dare dream it could be true.
The end of this curse is in sight for us, at last.”

I wrap my arm around Arabella’s shoulder, and she leans
into me, surprising me. She seems shaken. I suppose hearing
others speak of the curse so freely makes it all more real for
her. “A ring, Howard,” I remind him.

He nods and takes out a velvet box for us, filled with
exquisite rings. I stare at Arabella while she stares at the rings.
Her eyes fall to a thin band with a small diamond. Not at all
what I’d expect her to choose. I expected her to go for the



biggest diamond Howard has, and I’d happily have given it to
her.

I reach for the ring and grab her hand. “I have to get you
some gloves too,” I murmur as I slide the ring onto her hand.
It’s too big, so I resize it for her as it lays around her finger,
until a small ball of residual gold hovers in the air. I push it
toward Howard, and he nods. “We’ll take it.”

I hand him a bag of gold coins, but his focus is entirely on
Arabella. He’s looking at her like the beacon of hope she is.

“Come,” I tell her, “let’s get you some gloves before we go
home.”

She nods, and this time when she looks at me, there’s no
venom in her beautiful eyes.



Chapter Fifteen

ARABELLA

I’m silent as Felix leads me back to the palace. Thankfully, we
aren’t ambushed by supernatural wonders that I can barely
comprehend. How something as beautiful as a rosebush can be
that terrifying astounds me. Eldiria is not what I expected.
Everything here is deceptive — including my husband. I was
certain I would not survive our wedding night, yet he hasn’t
harmed me, nor did he forcibly take my virginity despite being
entitled to it. Even the punishments he doled out were not the
kind I expected. I expected pain, yet all he gave me was
pleasure.

I fall into step with Felix as we walk, my hand wrapped
around his arm. For once, I don’t despise him. He’s no longer
just the cruel emperor that tore me away from everything I’ve
ever known. I can see the man underneath. The man whose
heart bleeds as he watches his people suffer.

Felix holds our bedroom door open for me and I walk past
him, still shivering from the cold. The palace is much warmer
than it is outside, but I feel chilled to the bone. We have fires
and warm water, but I suspect that many people outside these
walls don’t even have that.

Felix walks past me and lights the fire in the fireplace. He
sits down on the thick rug in front of it, and I join him, both of



us silent. “You’re cold,” he says, his voice soft. I watch him as
he takes off his cloak and wraps it over mine. How much of
himself has he already given to his people? All I’ve thought of
since we got married was all I lost. I never realized that he’s
lost so much more than I have.

I’m probably far from the kind of woman he’d like to
marry, yet he’s trapped in this situation as much as I am.
Perhaps more so. I can’t believe how selfish I have been since
I came here. I was so absorbed in my own pain and loss that I
inflicted upon him what I suffered from, never taking a
moment to assess whether the rumors about him are true or
not.

“I can’t help you,” I whisper, the truth escaping from my
lips before I realize what I’m doing. “I wish I could, but I
can’t.”

He stares at the fire, quiet for a moment before he speaks.
“I believe you can, Arabella. For two hundred years, the
mirror of Pythia refused to give us a clue as to how to break
this curse. All she would tell us was that someday, the
Empress of Eldiria would set us free. I believe she was waiting
for you.”

Every intention of tricking him into believing I can help
him falls to dust. I cannot deceive him after everything I just
saw. I cannot give his people hope where there is none. My
decision might put my life at risk, but all I’m doing is
expediting the inevitable.

“I want to believe that, Felix. I do. But I know myself
better than anyone else. I cannot help you.”

He tears his gaze away from the fire and looks at me with
an expression I’ve never seen him carry before. It’s
desperation. “Are you willing to try? I beg of you, Arabella.
Help me save my people, and I will give you anything you
want in return. Anything. If it is in my power, it’s yours.”

I look into his eyes, startled by the conviction I see. “I’m
willing to try,” I say, my voice soft. “On two conditions.”



He nods, indicating for me to continue. My heart races as I
gather my words, praying I won’t be punished for this.

“I want you to ensure Nathaniel Orathis’s safety and well-
being, meaning that he is free from any punishment and
reinstated in his former occupation.” As the new Emperor of
Althea, he can easily make that happen. My father cannot deny
him.

Felix grits his teeth, his eyes flashing dangerously as he
pulls a hand through his thick, dark hair. For a moment I
wonder if he’ll punish me for thinking of Nathaniel, and an
odd sense of longing rushes through me.

He leans in and brushes my hair out of my face, the back
of his fingers trailing over my cheek. His eyes are filled with
such intense longing and loneliness that a hint of shame tugs at
my conscience. I’m his wife, yet here I am, pleading for the
safety of the man I’d rather be with instead. “Consider it
done,” he whispers, his hand falling away. “Continue.”

I swallow hard and look down at my wedding ring.
“Secondly, I want you to annul our marriage if we succeed in
breaking this curse. I don’t believe it to be possible, but if we
manage to set your people free, then I want you to set me free
too.”

He turns away to stare out the window, my heartbeat the
only thing I hear in the silence that surrounds us. “Very well,”
he says eventually, and I exhale in relief. “I’d like to work on
undoing the curse’s effects. If we can set my people free, that
will be enough for me. If we can find a way to make our
grounds fertile again, then that is enough for me.”

I nod, reading between the lines. “You don’t believe we
can break this curse outright.”

Felix smiles, his expression forlorn. “I’ve tried for two
hundred years. If there was a way to truly break the curse, I
would have found it. My people seem to think that the answer
lies in true love, but I don’t believe that to be the case. I am,
however, willing to try anything. No matter how ridiculous.”



“True love?” I ask, confused.

“There were two main components to the curse, and if we
could undo just one of them, the curse would, in theory, come
undone,” Felix explains. “The first part was about the kingdom
being cast in shadows, which has resulted in eternal winter and
infertile grounds. The second was about me never
experiencing true love.”

“You have never loved a woman?” I can’t imagine living
for two hundred years and never loving a single soul. I can’t
help but wonder about Elaine. If he were to love anyone,
surely it would be her?

“I have tried,” he says, a bittersweet smile on his face. “I
do not think that I’m capable of such emotions. The rumors
you hear about me are not all false, Arabella.”

I bite down on my lip, a shiver running down my spine.
“I… what do you need me to do?”

Felix’s eyes roam over my face, his expression unreadable.
“You must give our marriage an honest chance. My people
aren’t wrong to assume love could break the curse. Based on
all the research I have done, it is possible for that to be the
solution. It isn’t likely, but it’s possible.”

Give our marriage a chance? I stare at him as I wonder
what that would entail. “You want me to—” I whisper.

Felix shakes his head. “I won’t force you, Arabella. I
won’t take you against your will, but I’d like you to give this a
chance. I can make you feel pleasure unlike anything you’ve
ever felt before. In due time, perhaps it truly will lead to love.
We must try.”

I recoil from him. The mere thought of ever being with
him makes me feel like I’m betraying Nathaniel and ruining
every chance of ever being with him. “I can’t,” I whisper.

Felix nods. “Then I’ll see to it that the boy hangs.”

“Don’t!” I swallow hard, panic awakening the fire within
me. I feel it licking at my skin, wanting to escape, but I rein it



in.

“Then what will it be? His future is in your hands.”

I clench my hands and nod, my shoulder drooping in
defeat. “If you guarantee Nathaniel’s safety, I’m willing to
give you a chance, Felix… whatever that entails. But you…
you can’t punish me the way you do. I swear I will not make
any further attempts at your life, and in return, you must not
touch me in that way without my consent.”

His eyes flash, and he turns toward me, leaning into me.
“Very well. However, I’m not used to sharing anything,
Arabella. If you commit to giving us a chance, I will not have
you thinking of him. Until the day I let you go, every single
part of you is mine. Do you understand?”

I stare at him, at the thick slithering veins that completely
obscure his face, his dark hair, and the fire in his eyes. My
heart is filled with regret as I nod. “I understand,” I whisper.

Felix looks into my eyes, seemingly satisfied with what he
finds, and he leans back.

“The other part of the curse might be easier to unravel. I
suspect the key lies in the magic you hold within. You were
prophesied because you’re special somehow. What is it you
can do?”

I flinch, panic seizing me instantly as memories fill my
mind. Every punishment I’ve been through, the pain in my
back, my sister’s tears.

“Arabella,” he says, snapping me out of my thoughts.
“Magic is not banned here. It’s celebrated. You will never be
punished for being powerful. Never. I swear it.”

I nod, knowing that it’s true, yet I struggle to put my faith
in him.

“Will you tell me what type of magic you have? I promise
you that no harm will come to you. You are my wife, Arabella.
No one would dare touch you.”



He speaks to me with kindness I didn’t expect of him, and
my panic deflates. He’s right. I’m married to the Shadow
Emperor himself. He’s the most famous sorcerer to ever have
lived. Right by his side is the safest place I can be.

“I’m not sure,” I say, my voice so soft it’s barely above a
whisper. “Sometimes I wake up hovering in the air, other times
I set things on fire. The fire… it just calls to me.”

Felix freezes, his eyes wide. “You compel two elements?”

I hesitate, unsure of what to say. I suppose I do, but I
thought that’s how all magic worked. Magic is strictly banned
in Althea, and information about it is controlled.

“Air, fire, water and earth,” Felix says. “You compel two
of them. I don’t know a single person alive that can. Even I
can only compel air. Element wielders are incredibly rare.
Other than myself, there is only one other person I know of.
Fire was the first thing to disappear in Eldiria. The fact that
you possess it could be the key.”

He rises to his feet and starts to pace. “You need to be
trained,” he tells me. “At once.”

I look up at him, a glimmer of hope making itself at home
deep within my heart. “You can teach me to control it?”

Felix smiles at me. “My darling wife, I’m going to teach
you so much more than that. I’m going to teach you how to
wield your powers. If I’m not mistaken, you might well be
more powerful than I’ll ever be. You might yet save us all.”



Chapter Sixteen

ARABELLA

“Pack your things. We’re going on a trip,” Felix tells me,
dropping a bag at my feet. “Away from prying eyes. We need
to find out what you can do. Besides, I’ve had several
emergency aid requests, all of them in remote areas that are
highly suitable for training you. Working with the elements is
best done outdoors until you can control your powers.”

I nod, suppressing a hint of anxiety as I walk toward my
wardrobe. “How long will we be away?”

“A few days, at least. Pack enough of your things for a
fortnight, but do not worry should you forget anything. So
long as you remember exactly where you left an item, I can
retrieve it for you.”

I know that he’s right to move me away from the staff that
keeps a close eye on me, but the thought of going on a trip
with him terrifies me. He’s kept his distance since we agreed
to work together to break the curse, but his words are
constantly on the edge of my thoughts.

Until the day I let you go, every single part of you is mine.

I’d already decided to stop pretending to be asleep when
he walks into our bedroom at night, but ever since we came to
an agreement, he hasn’t been coming to bed until I’m fast



asleep. From what I understand, the amount of natural
disasters in the empire have skyrocketed ever since I arrived at
the palace. I can’t tell if it’s a coincidence, or if it’s a sign. If
it’s the latter, I’m uncertain whether it’s good or bad.

“Ready?”

I nod, and Felix takes my bag from me. He touches my
cape, and it transforms into the same plain one we wore
several evenings ago.

“Will I ever be able to do that?” I ask, unable to hide my
wonder.

“Only time will tell,” Felix murmurs, his fingers wrapping
around my hood to pull it up. “It’s alchemy, a rare kind of
magic. As far as I’m aware, I’m the only alchemist still alive.”

Alchemy… I thought that was just a fable, but I’m finding
that many of the things I considered tall tales are very real. I’m
lost in thought as I follow Felix down to the stables. My
powers have always been unpredictable. I worry I won’t be
able to call upon them when Felix asks me to. If I fail to
summon them, will he think that I’m deceiving him? Will
Nathaniel’s life be at risk?

He’s been gentle with me recently, but that gentleness
won’t last if I let him down. It isn’t just my life that depends
on this. It’s Nathaniel’s too.

Felix pauses once we reach Sirocco, and my nerves
overtake me when I realize I’ll be riding with him once again.
Being in close proximity to him makes me nervous is a way
that’s foreign to me. Ever since I agreed to give us a chance,
my thoughts have started to wander to where they’ve never
been before. I keep thinking of the way he made me feel in
bed, the way he touched me. I should be repulsed, but I want
more.

Felix wraps his hands around my waist, startling me as he
lifts me on top of Sirocco. He pauses, our eyes locking for a
moment, before he pulls away and sits down behind me, our
bodies connected.



Within seconds, Sirocco starts to move at such a high
speed that I’d be terrified if I wasn’t so hyper focused on Felix
behind me. He’s got his arm wrapped around me, and the way
his forearm touches the underside of my breasts has my cheeks
flaming and my heart racing. He isn’t keeping as much
distance as he did the last time we rode together.

My back is pressed against his chest, my bottom between
his legs. I didn’t find our position quite this intimate last time,
but now it’s all I can think about. I’m startled when Felix leans
in, his lips brushing over my ear. “Sit still, Arabella. You’re
making this very difficult for me, just like you did last time.”

I turn to look at him, startled once more by his proximity.
My lips nearly brush over his, but he doesn’t move back. He
just looks down at me with an expression that instantly makes
me nervous.

“One more hour,” he says, his voice hoarse. “Try not to
torture me any more than you already do. Keeping up this
enchantment is getting more and more difficult the further
away we get from the palace.”

I look into his eyes, startled by the beautiful gold specks in
them. “What enchantment?” I ask.

Felix smiles, but there’s something sinister in that smile,
something dangerous. “The one that keeps you from feeling
what kind of effect you have on me, wife. Since we agreed to
give our marriage a chance, I won’t hide such things from you
any longer, but I also don’t intend to shock you mere minutes
into our journey.”

I turn away in a rush, staring ahead in an effort to hide how
flustered I am. He’s… aroused? By me? The mere thought of
that has my cheeks heating. I can’t help but think of the things
his tongue did to me, desire rushing through me involuntarily.

I might be innocent, but I’ve read some of the forbidden
novels the handmaidens kept in their quarters. I know that
what he did to me is but a hint of what is to come. I’m well
aware what it would mean to be with him, and how enjoyable



it could be, if the novels are to be believed. I just never
expected to have that kind of intimacy with anyone other than
Nathaniel. Felix seemed sincere when he asked me for a
chance, and I intend to keep my word, despite my feelings for
Nathaniel.

Felix could take from me whatever he wants. I’m his wife,
and I cannot fight him if he demands my body, yet he hasn’t
done so, not truly. Instead, he pleaded with me to give our
marriage a chance. He hasn’t hurt me, and he’s consented to
giving me everything I’ve asked for in return. The least I can
do is take my promise serious.

I’m so flustered by the time Sirocco comes to a standstill
that I’m not certain I can face Felix. Instead, I turn toward the
woman rushing toward us, her cheeks rosy. Her smile drops
slightly when she notices me, as though she expected Felix to
come alone.

Felix jumps off and turns toward me, his hands wrapping
around my waist like they did before. He takes his time lifting
me off, his hands lingering longer than they used to.

“Alison,” he says, turning toward the woman once my feet
hit the floor. “Meet my wife, Arabella.”

Alison stares at me, her expression betraying her shock.
This is the first time Felix has introduced me to someone who
wasn’t instantly happy to meet me. Alison seems far from it. If
anything, she looks crestfallen.

She curtsies, and I take her in. Long blonde hair, bright
blue eyes. She’s beautiful. I suppose the Shadow Emperor has
a type, after all. I’m not entirely clueless. I recognize the
jealousy I see in her eyes.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Your Excellency,” she says.

I’m instantly reminded of Felix’s words. He told me that
he doesn’t lack bed partners, and that seems to be true.

“Your Excellency,” she says, turning toward Felix. “The
stable has collapsed, and we lost some of our horses.”



Felix nods and grabs my hand, causing Alison to tense, but
Felix doesn’t appear to notice. Normally I’d shake him off and
snap at him, but instead, I find myself tightening my grip on
him.

“Alison and her family are the best horse trainers the
empire has to offer. We might not have crops, but we have
some of the most talented people. Their horses are one of the
main reasons we’re able to make it through the woods.”

I nod in understanding. They’ve had to become creative
and hone their skills to earn a living. Unlike most other
countries, there is no farming, and even trade is risky. What I
love most about Eldiria is its people. They never cease to
impress me.

“I’ll make my way there myself,” Felix tells her. “You
head back inside.”

Alison’s expression tells me she prefers to stay, but she
doesn’t defy Felix. With one last lingering look at him, she
turns away and heads towards the tall building in the distance.

I struggle to hide my shock when we arrive at what once
used to be their stable. Even Felix looks grim. There’s wood
lying everywhere, and no part of the stable is still standing. I
see the way Felix’s shoulders drop and instinctively place my
hand on his arm. He turns to look at me and smiles.

“This one won’t be easy, but it’s fixable. It’ll just take a bit
longer than I expected. Just watch and see if you can feel my
magic, all right?”

I nod, and much to my surprise, Felix takes his cape off.
He turns toward me and wraps it around my shoulders,
enveloping me in his warmth and scent. It startles me, and he
smiles. The way he smiles at me is different now. Intimate,
almost. Our truce has transformed us both.

“You never take your cape off in public,” I murmur.

He nods. “There’s no one around for miles. I’ll put it back
on before we go inside.”



He turns away, and just as he lifts the first piece of wood
into the air, snow starts to fall. Felix looks up at the air, a
crestfallen expression on his face.

I wanted to ask him if the stable falling apart in such a way
was something the curse caused, but I didn’t dare to. The way
he’s looking up at the sky confirms my suspicions. It breaks
my heart to see the people here work as hard as they do, only
to be knocked down over and over again.

Felix works tirelessly, putting the stable back in place
piece by piece. It looks like this will take hours. I watch him,
and it’s clear that though he makes it look easy, it’s anything
but. Sweat is dripping down his back and a frown has etched
its way into his face. Just as he asked me to, I try my best to
focus on what his magic is doing, but it’s wildly different from
mine. It feels different and it moves different. His magic feels
like it comes from him, while mine never did. Mine has
always felt like it comes from around me, like I’m just a
conduit.

The snow starts to fall harder, and Felix turns to me. “You
should head inside, Arabella. The snow is becoming too much.
I don’t want you to get cold.”

I shake my head. “I’m fine,” I tell him. “These two cloaks
are keeping me perfectly warm. I’m okay. I’ll stay here with
you.”

He looks into my eyes, a longing in them that I’ve never
seen before. I’ve never seen Felix look this forlorn. At the
palace, the curse is something everyone seems to have learned
to live with. But I think cases such as these reopen the wounds
for him. I never thought I’d have any sympathy for him, and I
didn’t think I’d ever want to understand him… but now I find
myself wishing I could share his burdens. Guilt eats at me at
the memory of the way I treated him, the way I stabbed him
and cursed his existence — as though I could do more harm to
him than he already faces on a daily basis.

He takes a step closer, his hand trembling as he raises it to
my face. My eyes fall closed when his ice-cold hand wraps



around my cheek, and I place my own hand on top of his.
“Go,” he says. “She won’t let me help my people. She won’t
make this easy. I don’t want you to have to watch this. I don’t
know what I was thinking, asking you to come on this trip
with me.”

He’s always seemed indestructible to me, but as he stands
before me, I recognize the broken soul that resembles my own.
“I’ll go,” I whisper. “If you come with me.”

He shakes his head and starts to reply, but I place my hand
on his arm and look up at him. “Come inside, Felix. This
doesn’t need to be finished in one night. It’s snowing, and it’s
getting colder and colder.”

“You’re worried,” he says, his eyes searching mine.
“About me.”

I nod. It’s hard for me to come to terms with. I never
thought I’d care about him at all, but it hurts my heart to see
him so defeated. “I’m your wife,” I say without thinking. “It’s
my right.”

He smiles then and nods. “Very well, wife. Let’s head back
inside.”



Chapter Seventeen

FELIX

Alison jumps up from her seat when Arabella and I enter the
mansion, her gaze lingering on me far longer than is
appropriate. If Arabella notices, she certainly doesn’t let on.

I glance at my wife, surprised at the mild annoyance I feel
at her indifference. As my wife, it should be indignation she
feels, not indifference. I managed to force her to give our
marriage a chance, but I can’t enforce feelings. Chances that
this is how we break the curse are slim to none, but I could
never live with myself if I didn’t truly give it my all.

I’m uncertain what I’d prefer… the cooperative Arabella
beside me, or the version of her that’d happily slit my throat in
my sleep. Her behavior is everything I could have wished for,
yet I find myself tempted to provoke her so she’ll give me an
excuse to punish her.

“You must be cold,” Alison says, approaching me with a
blanket in her arms. “I already sent my parents to bed. I hope
you don’t mind.”

Arabella takes a step away, her expression unreadable.

“I’ll retire early tonight too. The stable isn’t done yet.
There’s still a lot to do tomorrow. I’ll speak to your father in
the morning. I suspect I might need another full day. I’ll need



to make use of his office to handle some matters this delay
causes.”

Alison nods, her gaze lingering on me in a way that would
have aroused me a mere few months ago. Now it repulses me.
I reach for Arabella’s hand and entwine our fingers, startling
her.

“Let’s go to bed.”

When Arabella looks up at me, it isn’t indifference I see.
It’s anger. Strangely enough, the fire in her eyes has the edges
of my lips tipping up into a reluctant smile. Perhaps she’s not
quite as unaffected as I suspected she was.

Her fingers are stiff in mine, her touch reluctant as I lead
her up the stairs. She hesitates in the doorway of the room I
usually use, her eyes pausing on the bed.

I watch as she grits her teeth and can’t help but wonder
what it is that’s making her frown so. She walks toward the
window and leans against the wall, a quiet storm brewing
within her as she looks out the window.

I close the door behind me, strangely on edge. No one has
ever made me feel this way before. I can’t even quite name the
emotion I’m experiencing. It’s entirely novel.

“You took me to your mistress’s house?” she asks, her
voice so deceptively soft that she nearly manages to hide the
anger laced in it.

“She isn’t my mistress, Arabella.”

She turns to face me and crosses her arms over her chest.
Standing there in the moonlight, with her long dark hair
flowing down her body, she’s never looked more beautiful.

“Have you slept with her?”

My heart rate accelerates, another new experience. My
heart rarely races outside of battle, yet that’s all it does around
her. I swallow hard as I face my wife, uncertain what to tell
her. Before I have a chance to say anything at all, she
interrupts.



“You made me promise that every part of me belongs to
you. You ordered me to not even think of the man I love. Are
you telling me that those terms aren’t mutual?”

I lean back against the closed door, reveling in this
experience. “I have lived a long life before you, Arabella.”

She falls quiet, her eyes filled with the same venom she
used to direct my way before we came to an agreement.

“You’re jealous,” I murmur.

She lifts her head and clenches her jaw for a moment
before speaking. “I’m not jealous, Felix. I feel disrespected.
You’re asking me to sleep in a bed you’ve bedded another
woman in, in the house a former mistress lives in. I don’t
expect much from you, but I expected basic courtesy. My
expectations were clearly misplaced.”

I glance at the bed and shake my head. “It’s been years
since I actually took a woman to bed, Arabella. I hate that kind
of intimacy. I’ve not slept with anyone in this bed. I agree that
Alison’s behavior is inappropriate, and I should not have
allowed that. I am, however, not guilty of your other
accusations.”

The frost in her eyes melts just slightly, and I sigh in relief.
It’s strange to have someone defy or question me the way
Arabella does. I’m so used to being feared, to people obeying
my every whim, that I hardly know how to handle Arabella.

“If that is true, then why do you insist on me sleeping in
your bed?”

“You are my wife,” I say simply. “The quickest way for us
to get to know each other is to share a room. My
responsibilities are numerous, and throughout the years, yours
will increase too. If one way to break the curse is to find love
together, then we must maximize our time together.”

She looks away, her jaw clenched. “I won’t be here for
years.”



I have no doubt that she’s once again thinking of that boy.
If I could force every thought of him out of her, I would.

“Perhaps so, but you’re here now.”

I raise my hand and lift her into the air, moving her toward
me until she’s standing in front of me, her eyes blazing.

“Arabella, I appreciate that you’re at last treating me like
your husband. I do, but love, I’m tired, and I’m cold.”

I’m surprised I have as much patience as I do. Had she
been anyone else, I’d have done some extensive damage in an
effort to silence her complaints. Yet with Arabella, I strangely
don’t feel that desire.

Her expression softens, and she nods. “I apologize,” she
says. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

I lift my hand to her face and cup her cheek, my hand ice
cold compared to her skin, but she doesn’t push me away.
“Don’t apologize for doing what any wife would. This is
exactly what I asked of you. I don’t know if we’ll break the
curse this way, Arabella, though I’m certainly intent on trying.
This is a step forward from the veiled hatred I worried I’d
have to get used to. Small steps are all we need, until
eventually, we find ourselves doing the impossible.”

She nods and takes a step away. “You should take a warm
bath,” she murmurs. “You truly are freezing.”

I nod and turn to walk away, for once filled with hope. I
still remember the way she looked when I first saw her in The
Mirror of Pythia. Her eyes were filled with hope. I wondered
then, if she’d infect me with it too.

She did.



Chapter Eighteen

ARABELLA

My heart races as I lie down in the small bed I’ll be sharing
with Felix. Somehow, it feels different here. In our bedroom at
the palace there’s always so much distance between us, and
not just physically. He’s so busy with his duties that I’m
always asleep by the time he joins me, and he’s gone by the
time I wake up. The distance between us notably absent here,
but perhaps there is more to it.

Was Felix right? Am I truly jealous of the past he shares
with Alison? The mere thought of him touching her the way he
touched me fills me with rage. Knowing that she’s more
intimately acquainted with his body than I am fills me with a
desire for pure violence. Is it simply possessiveness that any
wife feels toward her husband, or it more?

“Arabella.”

I look up to find Felix standing in the doorway, a loosely
tied robe covering his body. His eyes flash with a mixture of
humor and intrigue as he walks toward the bed.

“Wife, are you once more plotting my death? Might I
request that you refrain from attempting to murder me in my
sleep tonight? I am rather tired, beloved.” He smiles at me as



he gets into bed, turning toward me as he lies down next to
me.

“I… I wasn’t.”

He props himself up on his side and smirks at me. “Then
why is it that your beautiful honey eyes are filled with
murderous intent?”

My eyes roam over his chest, taking in the robe that barely
covers him. Images of him with Alison flash through my
mind, and I grit my teeth. When he told me that he’s never
shared a bed with her, was he being truthful?

“What murderous intent?” I snap.

Felix chuckles and rolls onto his back. “I should have
taken your virginity in our palace, so I’d have no qualms about
making you ride my cock tonight in an effort to prove that it is
only you I want.”

I gasp at his crude words and he tilts his face toward mine,
soft laughter escaping his lips. “Considering the way you
stabbed me and intended to poison me, I have no doubt your
pussy will be equally vicious. Perhaps you truly will be the
death of me, wife… and I have a feeling I’ll go willingly.”

A blush spreads across my cheeks, and I turn my back to
him, my heart pounding wildly. What would it be like to truly
give myself to him? If the pleasure he’s shown me so far is any
indication, it’ll be heaven.

Felix turns toward me and wraps his arm around my waist,
wrapping me in his embrace from behind. “You need not
worry about her, Arabella. Many women have come and gone,
but you will always be my empress, my wife.”

I can’t help but wonder whether I’m just a means to an end
for him. If the curse hadn’t bound us together, who would he
have chosen to spend his life with?

“When we first arrived, you said she wouldn’t let you save
your people,” I murmur eventually. “Who is she? Who were
you referring to?”



Felix tightens his grip on me and pulls me flush against
him, his lips settling against my neck.

“My mother,” he tells me. “It was my mother that cursed
us.”

My eyes widen as deep-rooted anger settles in my chest.
That can’t be true, can it? “What kind of mother would ever
curse their own child?”

“One that didn’t want to have a child,” he murmurs, his
body relaxed against mine. He’s never held me this way
before, and I’d like to think that my presence offers him at
least a touch of solace.

A curse so cruel cast by his own mother… it makes me
feel that perhaps, I may not have had it so bad with my own
father. I’m uncertain whether I can even truly understand the
depth of his pain.

I’ve hated him from the moment he first stepped foot in
Althea, but the more time I spend with him, the more I find
myself wondering whether he deserves my hatred at all.

“If anyone understands the damage a parent can cause, it is
you, isn’t it, beloved? You should know that you have me now,
for as long as you want me,” he tells me. “My country is
yours. My people are yours.”

My eyes fall closed and I inhale shakily. Even now, he’s
concerned about me. I have no doubt it’s my father he’s
thinking of. Felix surprises me at every turn.

I turn toward him, and he wraps his arms around me,
holding me tightly and offering me the consolation I’m silently
asking for. What has his life been like? I know more than
anyone what it feels like to be the one outsider in a crowd, to
feel lonely in a place you call home… and I can’t image
spending over a century feeling that way. The curse must have
taken so much from him, and the guilt that weighs down on
him must be heavy.

“Will you tell me about your mother?”



He looks into my eyes for a moment before nodding
hesitantly.

“Her name was Myralis,” he whispers, as though he
doesn’t dare say her name out loud. “She was rumored to have
been the most beautiful woman across the seven seas, and my
father insisted on having her. What he did to her is similar to
what I did to you.”

There’s regret in his expression, and it makes me wonder
how he truly feels about our marriage. I blamed him for taking
away my future, but his was forsaken from the moment he
drew his first breath. His entire life has been in the curse’s
clutches, and his marriage was no different. Does a small part
of him resent me?

“He proposed marriage by arriving with an army that could
easily overthrow her small kingdom. Not only am I cursed,
I’m born of a monster. No matter how I rebel, I ended up
walking in his footsteps.”

“So she married him to save her kingdom.”

He nods. “He took her away that very day, not even giving
her a chance to break her engagement. You see, my mother
was about to marry the man she loved, and my father arrived
mere days before the wedding. He forced her to marry him on
the very day she would have married the love of her life, and
she never forgave him for it.”

Felix pulls away from me and runs a hand through his hair,
his expression telling me that he’s as aware as I am that history
is repeating itself.

“You can make someone marry you, but you can’t make
them love you. My father learned that the hard way. She died
shortly after giving birth to me, and she cursed me with her
very last breath. She’d been trying to curse the only thing she
thought my father would ever truly love, which only proved
that she didn’t know him at all. My father never loved anyone
but himself.”



He looks so tormented that I wish I could take away some
of his sorrows. If I could share them with him, I could.

“You’re wrong, Felix,” I tell him. “Our circumstances
aren’t the same. Your mother was trapped for life… but you?
You’re letting me go when this is all over. You requested
assistance, not acquiescence.”

He nods at me, his expression hardening. “Someday, we’ll
both be free,” he says, his tone carrying a hint of exhaustion.

I never considered that our marriage coming to an end
would result in his freedom too. What would he do with it?
When he’s no longer bound by this curse, who will he choose
to spend his days with?

I’m certain he’d never choose me… and that should fill me
with relief, but it doesn’t.



Chapter Nineteen

ARABELLA

“Close your eyes,” Felix tells me, and I oblige. “Do you feel
the air moving around you?”

I inhale deeply, trying my best to focus on what he’s telling
me. He’s spent an hour trying to explain how he uses his air
powers, but it isn’t coming to me as intuitively, and I haven’t
been able to access my powers. I’m starting to wonder if I
truly have them at all, or whether the people in Althea were
right, and I was simply cursed.

I’ve taken far more time away from Felix’s duties than I
expected. The stable is only half built, and we’ve spent hours
practising, wasting away nearly an entire day.

I try my best to calm my mind, to truly feel. “Yes,” I
whisper, eventually. It’s subtle, but I can feel the buzzing in
the air, almost as if the air around us is tangible.

Felix moves behind me and grabs my hand, extending my
arm until we’re both reaching up toward the sky, our fingers
entwined. “Do you feel the way the air moves along your skin
as you move?”

He’s standing right behind me, his lips brushing against
my ear with every word, and I let my eyes fall closed again.
“Yes,” I murmur, unable to calm my heart. His body feels



strong against mine, our positions intimate. Perhaps this is the
reason I struggle to focus.

“Feel the way the snow falls, the way it disrupts the air.
Look.” I open my eyes to find snow piled on top of us, as
though an invisible shelf is holding it. “Do you feel the
concentration of air below the snow I’m holding up?”

I gasp when I feel it and turn to face him. “I do!”

He smiles at me, his eyes twinkling with amusement, and I
can’t help but blush. “Hold your hand out.”

I lift my hand, palm facing upward. Snow rapidly coats my
glove, and I frown in annoyance.

“Just stand still, love. Feel the air that hovers around you.
Focus on it. Try to imagine a layer of air between your hand
and the snow, then inhale deeply and pull more of that air
toward you, building an additional layer on top of the one you
already have.”

I close my eyes in an attempt to focus, doing as Felix asks
me to. Even thinking of magic makes me feel panicked. It
reminds me of the punishments my father used to dole out, but
that’s something I must get past. I inhale shakily, my heart
filled with fear as I try my hardest to visualize air pushing up
the snow, as though it’s an invisible tray.

“Open your eyes, beloved.”

I do as Felix asks, shocked to find the snow that was on
my glove hovering slightly above it. It’s nothing like what
Felix did, but it worked. I grin, my concentration broken as I
turn to face Felix. “Did you see that?” I ask, unable to keep my
excitement restrained. All my life I was forced to keep the
magic in, fighting against it. I’ve never felt anything like this
before, where the flow of magic and I are fully in sync.

Felix nods, a big smile on his face. His eyes are twinkling,
and I pause in surprise. Standing here in the snow, staring at
me with such pride in his eyes… it does something to me. It
elicits feelings I’ve never felt before, ones I can’t quite name.



“Let’s try one of these ice balls now,” I say, taking a step
back from him. He’s far too close. Felix is different here. I
didn’t notice the difference until now, but he’s far more
relaxed here. His brow isn’t furrowed, and he doesn’t look
quite as haunted. He looks like he’s just a man, and not the
emperor of a kingdom that desperately needs him.

As he stands here before me, he looks like he could just be
my husband. I bite down on my lip, instantly racked with guilt.
He might be my husband in name, but it’s Nathaniel I’m going
back to. I tear my gaze away and bend down, grabbing a
handful of fresh snow.

“Arabella.”

The way he says my name has me looking up at him, the
snow falling through my fingers. The intensity in his eyes
makes my heart beat a little faster, and I struggle to look away
from his inquisitive gaze.

“What were you just thinking about?”

I open my lips to answer, but no words come out. Instead,
shame and guilt fill me. I’d been thinking of Nathaniel, and the
look in Felix’s eyes tells me he knows it.

He raises his hand, and I gasp when I’m lifted into the air.
He keeps me at face level to him, his expression one I struggle
to read.

“Answer me.”

“Nothing,” I rush to say. “I was just thinking about the
technique you taught me, and whether I can lift anything
heavier.”

He looks into my eyes and takes a step closer, his body
pressing against mine as he leans in. “Don’t lie to me,
Arabella,” he whispers. He cups the back of my head before
weaving his hand into my hair, his grip tight but not painful.
Felix tilts my head, exposing my neck. I gasp when his lips
brush against my skin, a strange sense of excitement rushing
down my spine. He kisses my neck, his touch soft despite the
edge in his voice.



“Remember our agreement. Your freedom is only
guaranteed if you abide by both terms. You’re my wife. Until
the day I let you go, I will not permit you to think of another.
I’ve let you get away with it once or twice in an effort to
maintain the peace between us, but I’ve had enough. I will
eradicate every stray thought if I must. I’ll overwrite every
memory, until I’m all you can think of.”

He lifts me up higher and presses a kiss to my throat, his
touch hot amid the cold air around us. Felix wraps his arms
around my waist, and I swallow hard as I push against his
chest, the desire I’m feeling only fueling my anger.

“This is the only way you’ll have me, Felix. Bound and
suspended in mid-air, with no way to resist you or walk away.”

He freezes, the movement barely perceptible. “So you
keep telling me, with both words and actions,” he says, his
voice soft.

He drops me to the floor and I gasp as I try to balance
myself. Felix turns and walks away, never once looking back
at me.

I stare after him, regretting the words I spewed in anger,
words I don’t even think I meant.



Chapter Twenty

FELIX

“I’m sorry.”

I finish placing the last piece of wood back on the barn
before turning toward Arabella. She stands in front of me, her
cloak covered in snow. Her cheeks are rosy, and the expression
she carries portrays genuine remorse.

“I made you a promise, and I failed to keep it. You were
right. I was thinking of Nathaniel. I can’t simply stop doing
that, Felix. I’m trying, I swear it, but I’m only human. He’s the
man I thought I’d marry, someone I spent years falling for. I
can’t just turn that off, but I swear to you that I’m trying.”

I take in her sincerity and nod. When I asked her for that
promise, I didn’t truly believe there was a chance we could
make things work between us, but as she stands before me she
alights a spark of hope deep inside my barren heart.

“Apology accepted,” I tell her simply. I don’t dare admit it,
but I have missed her presence. I dislike arguing with her.

Arabella breathes a sigh of relief and moves closer to me,
her eyes roaming over the finished stable. It took so much of
my energy that I fear we’ll have to cut our trip short. I must
return to the palace soon.



“It looks great,” she murmurs. “I can’t believe you rebuilt
this in so very little time.”

I shake my head. “It took far longer than I expected.”

Arabella takes another step closer, surprising me. I don’t
recall her ever taking the initiative to stand by my side in this
way. “You must be cold,” she says, her eyes roaming over my
no-doubt frozen hair. “I was told that this area has hot springs.
From what I understand, they’re large outdoor natural pools.
That might help. Why don’t we head there? I don’t think it’s
very far.”

The thought of the warm water brings a smile to my face.
“We can’t stay long,” I tell her. “I have to head back to the
palace soon. My magic is depleted, and I feel on edge.”

Arabella nods and grabs the edge of my sleeve. She’s not
quite grabbing my hand, but she’s certainly much closer than
she’s ever voluntarily been before. “We can head back now, if
you want?”

I lean in and brush her hair out of her face. “No, let’s go to
the springs. They’re one of the few wonders Eldiria has left.”

I offer her my arm, and she takes it without an ounce of
reluctance. I wonder if she realizes that she no longer looks at
me with disgust and hatred.

The snow is falling heavily as we walk toward the woods,
and she’s quiet as I lead her through the trees, to a secluded
area. Arabella gasps when she sees the steam from afar, and I
smile. This is one of the few remaining treasures in our
empire. I wish I could show her how it once looked. Eldiria
has always been a beautiful country filled with lush greenery
and natural wonders. Even if we do manage to break the curse,
I don’t think it’ll be possible to restore what was lost.

“You go first,” I tell her. “I’ll turn my back, if that makes
you feel more comfortable.”

Her eyes widen when she realizes what us bathing together
entails, and I see her mentally debating whether or not she



should run. “Go,” I tell her. “I’m getting cold, and I won’t go
if you won’t join me.”

She nods. “Turn around,” she whispers, and I oblige. I
don’t remember my heart ever racing, but that’s all it does
around her. I’ve waited for her all my life. Now that she’s
here… it all feels so surreal. I guess in a way, it isn’t real. The
only reason she’s agreed to help me is because she wants to go
back home. Home for her will never be with me.

I hear her walk through the woods, and then she gasps. I
smirk to myself, wishing I could witness her experiencing this
hot spring for the very first time. I still remember the first time
I ever dipped my toes in one.

Once I’m sure she’s had enough time to submerge herself
in the water, I turn and grab her clothes, bringing them closer
to the water. I pause at the edge, my breath catching. She’s
leaning back against the stone wall, her shoulders barely above
the water and a rosy blush on her cheeks. She looks beautiful.

Arabella watches me as I unbutton the black uniform I’m
wearing, and I love the way her breathing accelerates. I
expected her to turn away, but her eyes follow my every move.
She bites down on her lip when my hands settle on my
trousers, and then her eyes catch mine. She seems to realize
what she’s doing and swiftly turns around, making me
chuckle.

Things are changing between us. I’m not sure what caused
it, but I’m grateful for it. She doesn’t look at me like I’m a
monster anymore.

I’m strangely nervous as I enter the water. She makes me
feel so many emotions I thought were lost forever. When she
walked into my life, I’d been clinging to the last shreds of my
humanity. I’d been numb, never truly experiencing life.

It kills me to know that these moments with her won’t last
forever. I’ll only have her for as long as this curse is in place.
Right until the end, this curse will see to it that I suffer.



I walk up to her and place my hand on her shoulder.
Arabella tenses and for a moment I’m certain she’ll push me
away, but then she turns around and looks up at me. I just
know I’ll always remember this moment. It’s just me and her
in these heated waters, heavy snow falling all around us. When
all is said and done, this is the moment that’ll accompany me
at the end. She’s the only person that’s ever been truly mine.
She’s the closest thing to a family that I’ll ever have.

“You look tired,” she says, and I nod.

“Using my powers outside of the palace is far more
draining, and this particular case isn’t as simple as I initially
thought.”

She surprises me by placing her hands on my shoulders,
her eyes fixated on my collarbone as she massages my sore
muscles. No one has ever done that for me before. She’s so
close that I could pull her flush against me. I wonder how
she’d react if I did that. Fates, just a single step closer and
she’d feel how she affects me.

Arabella looks up at me, her breathing irregular. “I didn’t
mean it,” she says eventually, her voice soft.

“What is it you’re referring to?”

“When I said that the only way you’d have me was if you
bound and forced me… I didn’t mean it. I shouldn’t have said
that.”

The edges of my lips turn up into a smile, and I reach for
her, wrapping my hands around her waist. A soft gasp escapes
her lips, delighting me. “Is that so?”

She nods, her cheeks crimson under the moon the
illuminates her body. The water is too dark to see her body
fully, but the mere hint of it has me painfully hard.

“Prove it,” I whisper.

Arabella’s eyes widen slightly, and then she takes a step
closer to me, pressing her body against mine. Her arms wrap
around my neck, and I groan. Feeling her breasts pressed



against me like that, my cock up against her stomach… I long
to lift her into my arms and bury myself deep inside her wet
heat, but I must resist. “This is a dangerous game you’re
playing, wife. Do not underestimate how much I desire you.”

“You told me to prove it,” she whispers, her voice
trembling.

I thread my hand through her hair and use my powers to
lift her up higher, her breasts rising above the water, until she’s
at face level with me.

“Then do so.”

Arabella’s hand trembles as she reaches for me. She cups
my face gently, her thumb brushing over my bottom lip. She
leans in and presses a soft kiss to my cheek, startling me. I’ve
never been treated with such tenderness before.

“How is that?”

I smile at her and grab her chin, tipping her face toward
mine. “It’s not enough.”

Then I lean in and brush my lips over hers, gently,
carefully, giving her a chance to pull away. Arabella tenses for
a moment, but then she presses her lips further against mine,
trying to kiss me back awkwardly. I smile before taking her
bottom lip between my teeth, teasing her before I force her lips
open, kissing her the way I’ve been imagining I would.

She moans, her body moving against mine as I take her
mouth roughly, my cock slipping between her legs as I deepen
our kiss. It would be so easy to push inside of her, to make her
mine. It would take mere seconds to take what belongs to me,
yet I won’t. I want her to voluntarily give herself to me, and
I’m willing to wait until she’s ready.

Arabella’s hands slip into my hair as I rub my cock against
her, teasing her. Could I bring her to the brink of an orgasm
just like this? I call my shadow to me and let it run over her
body, making her feel as though my fingers are brushing over
her pussy.



She pulls away, her eyes wide and her palms pressed
against my chest. “Stop,” she whispers, panicked. “Please.”

I nod and take a step back, lowering her back into the
water, desperate for more. I’ve never felt such need, such
madness. There’s nothing I want more than to push her up
against the rocks and take her savagely. I want her screaming
my name, her thoughts filled with nothing but me. Instead, I
run a hand through my hair and try my hardest to calm my
raging cock.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her, meaning it.

“No,” she says, her arms wrapping around herself. “I
just… I’m not ready, Felix.”

I nod and lean back against the rocks, my face tipped up
toward the moon. I can’t recall the last time my heart raced the
way it does now. I doubt I’ve ever felt quite this alive. She’s
destined to save my people… but I suspect she’s already saved
me. She saved me from my miserable existence and gave me
something to live for, and she doesn’t even realize it.

Arabella approaches me and reaches for my hand,
entwining our fingers. I glance at her in surprise, reading the
insecurity in her eyes. I smile in reply, and her shoulders
slump in relief. The two of us stare up at the moon, sharing a
moment I never thought we’d have together. There was a time,
not too long ago, when the silence between us felt painful.
When did it become comforting instead?



Chapter Twenty-One

FELIX

“How was the trip?” Elaine asks with barely contained
excitement. She’s been hovering around my desk for an hour
now. I wondered how long it’d take her to ask the question.

“It was fine.”

I clench my jaw and continue to sign the mountain of
paperwork she’s placed in front of me, authorizing the
purchase of more weaponry and salary payouts for our
soldiers. Our empire looks like it’s thriving, but we’re only
barely keeping our people fed and our outer territories from
finding out how bad things are. If news of the curse were to
spread, riots would be imminent.

I glance at the letter on the corner of my desk. I asked
Elaine to put any letters from Althea on the edge of my desk,
so I could use my alchemy powers to teleport it to me whilst
on our trip, but I purposely left it. Arabella was different
throughout our trip. She let me in, and for the first time since I
first learned about the curse, I truly believed that perhaps love
could break it after all.

This envelope will set us back. I know what it contains.
Proof of the release and reinstatement of Nathaniel Orathis,
just as I ordered. I was foolish. In an attempt to placate



Arabella, I also requested a letter from her sister. All it’ll do is
reinforce Arabella’s desire to go home, but I cannot withhold it
from her either.

“Fine? Was the trip unsuccessful?”

I drop my quill and look up at her with a sigh. She’ll never
leave me if I don’t tell her what she wants to know. “That
depends on how you define success,” I remark dryly.

“The Princess,” she says, her voice a hint of reverence in
it. “Are things not going well with her?”

I look back at the papers in front of me, unsure how to
answer. “Things are going well,” I tell her. “She has air and
fire wielding powers, and I suspect a lot more than that. Her
control is weak, but she’s strong-minded. I have no doubt her
powers will grow rapidly, and she’ll subjugate them with
ease.”

Elaine leans against my desk and stares at me. “That’s
good,” she murmurs, her voice lacking her previous
enthusiasm. “But how does she feel about you? Have you
made any progress?”

Elaine is one of the majority who believe that love is what
will set us free. Despite her reverence for logic and her
strategic mind, she refuses to listen to reason. I suppose I’d be
the same if I were her. The epic love she shared with Raphael
sustains her to this day, long after he’s gone. I can see how a
love like hers could make the impossible happen. I just don’t
believe myself to be capable of that type of intensity.

I remember how they were together, constantly radiating
with happiness, the two of them inseparable. Though she
might never have said the words, I know the only reason she
doesn’t give into the shadows is because she hopes breaking
the curse will bring him back.

I hand her the papers I’ve signed and get started on another
stack, trying my best to ignore her burning gaze.

“No progress, then,” she says as she crosses her arms over
each other, her disappointment palpable. “What did you do?”



I sit up and run a hand through my hair. “What makes you
assume I did anything?”

How do I explain to Elaine that Arabella has no intention
of staying here with me? The more I remind myself of that
fact, the more my heart aches. You’re letting me go when this
is all over. You requested assistance, not acquiescence, she
said. We grew closer throughout the trip, but in the end, it’s
futile. This letter will reinforce her desire to guard her heart.

“You’re one of the best men I know, and in time, the
princess will see that. Please be patient with her, be gentle.
Don’t scare her away just to protect yourself.”

Her eyes are blazing with sincerity, and I struggle to form
a reply. Before I have a chance to say anything at all, a soft
knock interrupts us.

The door opens without my prior consent, and I rise to my
feet with a frown on my face, only to freeze in place when
Arabella walks in with a tea tray in hand.

She pauses mid step, her eyes drifting from me to Elaine,
an expression I’ve never seen before in her eyes. I didn’t
expect her to seek me out here — she never has before.

Elaine grabs the papers I’ve signed and smiles tightly
before bowing her head politely. “I’ll see to it that these are
actioned,” she tells me before rushing away.

The room falls into silence when Elaine closes the door
behind her, and I look back down at my papers, feeling
conflicted. I need to give Arabella the letter on my desk. I
should have done it when we got back yesterday. I can’t
postpone it any longer.

Arabella places her tray on my desk and I glance at it,
avoiding her gaze. I don’t want to look into those honey eyes
of hers that will never see beyond my cursed appearance.

“You’ve been so busy since we got back,” she says. “Take
a break.”



I look up at her, unable to resist temptation. She’s beautiful
today. Her dark hair is flowing down her body, and her lips
look cherry red, but it’s her eyes that have me mesmerized.

“A letter came from Althea,” I tell her, my voice soft.

Her eyes widen, longing and hope fighting for dominance
in her expression, and it hits me hard. The mere thought of that
boy puts a look in her eyes that inspires jealousy within me,
and I’m tempted to set the letter ablaze.

Instead, I hand it to her.

Arabella’s hands tremble as she picks up my letter opener,
and I watch her intently as she reads its contents.

She lifts her hand to her chest and exhales in relief, tears
gathering in her eyes. “Oh thank the Fates,” she whispers.

“It isn’t them you should be thanking.”

She looks up at me then, her eyes widening. I watch her
struggle to hide her glee, and it angers me.

“Thank you, Felix,” she says, her gaze downcast, as
though she’s trying to hide that her thoughts are on him once
more. No matter what I do or say, I can’t force him out of her
thoughts. I can’t make her mine. I might be able to conquer
countries, but I cannot do the same to my wife. If she thought
she’d get away with it, she’d probably run back to him this
very instant.

“That’s quite alright,” I tell her. “Arabella?”

She clutches the letters against her chest and looks up at
me, a small smile on her face. Has she ever smiled for me?
That boy isn’t even here, and he’s earning her smiles with such
ease.

“You apologized to me at the springs, but it should have
been me. I promised you I’d be patient with you, and I wasn’t.
I shouldn’t have bound you with my powers and kissed your
neck against your wishes that day in the snow.”



She relaxes her stance and looks at me, her gaze searching.
“I’m your wife,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper.
“Touching me is within your rights.”

I look into her eyes, wondering if things could have been
different if she and I met under different circumstances. My
mother never did learn to love my father, and Arabella seems
to be following in her footsteps. Will she end up cursing me
too? Did forcing her to marry me put my people at risk more
than they already were?

“I have no interest in exercising my rights,” I tell her,
meaning every word. I won’t take her against her will. I won’t
make her suffer through the pain I know she will endure. If she
won’t come to me willingly, then I won’t force her. I’ve
already taken it too far. I’ve already taken too much from her.

Arabella looks surprised, her body turning rigid at my
words. She stares at me, a hint of anger in her eyes. “I see. I
suppose I should be grateful for that.”

I take a sip of the tea she brought me, at a loss for words. I
let my eyes roam over her body and try my hardest to suppress
the rage I feel at the thought of her saving her body for the boy
that’s waiting for her. Or perhaps she hasn’t waited at all.

“You ran with him,” I murmur, my soft tone hiding the
uncontrollable rage I feel. “Just the two of you… it must not
have been the only time you found yourself alone with him.”

She tenses then, a brief flash of panic in her eyes before
she manages to hide it. “It was. Of course it was. I was the
Crown Princess of Althea. I was monitored constantly.” She
looks to the left, as she does every time she hides something
from me or attempts to lie.

“Did he touch you, Arabella?”

She takes a step back, her eyes wide with fear. She might
not say it, but I see it in the way she looks at me. To her, I’m
the monster that tore her away from her family and the boy she
loves. I’m the monster that keeps her captive.



“No,” she whispers, her gaze downcast. “Please don’t hurt
him, Felix. I beg of you. I swear I’m trying my hardest to
harness my powers. I’m doing all I can. Please. I shouldn’t
have said what I said. I didn’t mean it. I won’t resist your
touch again, I swear it.”

She would beg for him, huh? The Crown Princess of
Althea would sacrifice her pride for the son of a Duke. Her
desperation to keep him safe is palpable, and it’s scathing.

“I won’t,” I tell her. “I won’t hurt him.” There’s no point.
Even if I did kill him, he would forever become the person she
pines after. Killing him won’t help me. But then again, nothing
can. Not in this regard.

“Thank you,” she whispers, and I look away, unsure what
it is about this exchange that’s eliciting feelings I didn’t think I
had. I’m jealous.

“Repay me by continuing to do your best to help my
people. Meet me in the courtyard tomorrow, and we’ll resume
your training.”

Arabella nods, seemingly hesitating.

“Is that all?” I ask. Until now I wanted her in my presence
for as long as she’d let me, yet in this moment all I want is to
return to a time before I met her. I wish I could return to a time
before I knew what hope felt like.



Chapter Twenty-Two

ARABELLA

Felix bends down and picks up a handful of snow, seemingly
unaffected when yesterday’s conversation is still running
through my mind. He’s been different, distant.

“You said you’ve woken up levitating before, haven’t you?
Do you think you can make this ball of ice float? It’s heavier
than anything else we’ve tried before, but if you can make
your own body levitate, you should be able to do this too.”

I bite down on my lip and shake my head. “I’ve never done
it consciously, and never while I was awake. Every time it
happens, I only stay in the air for a few seconds once I wake
up, before crashing down onto my bed.”

Felix nods and throws the ball in the air, where it stays.
“As you know, I have never taught this to anyone,” he admits.
“I was never taught myself. It was intuitive for me. I suspect it
would have been for you too, had you not been forced to keep
your powers at bay.”

He seems unaffected today, but I can’t help but feel like
he’s been avoiding me since we got back. Elaine attempted to
excuse his behavior by telling me that he’s been reviewing the
reports that arrived in our absence. She explained that each
time Felix conquers a territory, he leaves its ruler in their seat,



offering protection and resources from other territories in
return for taxes and trade. Every day, Felix handles a different
country’s requests and reports. He’s been so busy that I
haven’t seen him at all. Yet there’s this niggling feeling deep
within my heart that tells me he’s avoiding me. It’s odd,
because it goes directly against what we agreed upon. It’s
stranger still since I thought we got closer throughout the trip.

I sigh and bend down, making myself a ball of ice of my
own. I squeeze my two gloved hands together. Once I have a
ball of ice in my hands, I stare at it, trying my hardest to make
it float the way I did with the snow, but nothing happens. I
sigh in defeat, and Felix walks up to me. He places his hand on
my shoulder and smiles. “Don’t give up so quickly, Arabella. I
could feel magic simmering around you. You’re doing
something, though it might not show.”

I nod and try to focus on the ice in my hand, acutely aware
of Felix’s hand on me. At least he’s no longer actively
avoiding me. Nothing happens, and my frustration just
mounts.

Then, all of a sudden, the ice melts instantly, water leaking
out of my hands.

Felix stares at my hands in disbelief. “Fire,” he whispers.
“You… you melted the snow.”

The way he looks at me has my heart constricting with
fear. He’s looking at me the way the jeweler did, with hope in
his eyes.

“Felix,” I whisper. “I have no idea how I did that.”

He takes a step closer to me and cups my cheeks, his eyes
on mine. “That’s okay, Arabella. So long as you have the
ability, you’ll master it. I’ll be there to help you along the way.
Do you know what this means? If we could get the grounds to
warm, we might be able to grow crops. We might be able to
feed our people without having to risk death to gather
supplies.”



I nod, a small part of me hoping he could be right. If only I
could truly make that kind of difference.

“What was it that you were thinking of when the ice
melted?”

I tense, my cheeks heating rapidly. I want to lie, but I can’t.
Not when there’s so much at stake. I look at him, certain my
cheeks are bright red, and force the word out. “You,” I
whisper. “I was thinking of you having your hand on my
shoulder. It distracted me.”

Felix looks startled for a moment, and then the look in his
eyes turns into something deeper, something that makes my
heart beat a little faster. “If this is what happens when I touch
your shoulder, then you might well set our palace ablaze when
I take you to bed.”

The thought of that still terrifies me, but it doesn’t repulse
me. If anything, I’m curious about what it might be like to be
with him. When did I become comfortable enough around him
to fully unleash my powers?

Felix bends down and makes me another ball of ice. “Try it
again,” he says, his voice laced with excitement.

I smile and take it from him, trying my hardest to focus on
it, but nothing happens. Felix watches me closely, and dread
fills my stomach, but my failure doesn’t seem to faze him. He
smiles and grabs my free hand, pulling my glove off slowly,
startling me.

I look into his eyes, my heart racing. What is he doing?
Felix turns my hand over and raises my palm to his lips. His
eyes are on mine as he presses a kiss to it. I swallow hard, a
thousand different feelings rushing through me. This… what is
this? I’ve never quite felt like this before.

“Look,” he whispers, tipping his head toward my other
hand. I glance over, finding only water on my leather glove.
“The ice is gone.”

I nod, confused in so many ways. It’s clear that my
emotions control my powers, but I shouldn’t be feeling



anything at all for Felix. I can’t, can I? This isn’t just lust. It’s
more.

“Shall we try it again?” he asks, snapping me out of my
thoughts.

I pull my hand out of his and hold it to my chest. “No,” I
whisper, taking a step back.

I turn and rush away, my heart racing and my thoughts
uncontrollable. What is happening to me? Just yesterday, I was
so relieved to hear Nathaniel had been set free and that things
were going well at home. When I read Serena’s letter, telling
me how much she missed me, I vowed to myself that I’d make
it back to them as soon as I possibly could. That’s what I
promised her in my reply. So why is it that each time Felix
touches me, he makes me want to stay?



Chapter Twenty-Three

FELIX

I’m concerned about Arabella as night falls. The way she
rushed away from the courtyard this afternoon worried me.
There was something in her eyes, something I can’t identify
yet can’t ignore.

In all the years I’ve roamed this earth, there isn’t much
I’ve truly considered mine. Even the palace I live in belongs to
the kingdom, not to me. As is the case for most of my
belongings. As a ruler, I don’t consider any of the things that
surround me my own. Nothing and no one… until her. There’s
something about Arabella that I find hard to resist.

I’m hesitant as I walk into my bedroom. For weeks now,
I’ve ensured she’s fast asleep before I join her in bed — a way
for me to ease my conscience after forcing her to share my
bed. Tonight I can’t stay away.

I walk in to find Arabella standing by the mirror in the
corner, her hands on the ties of her corset. She seems startled
to see me, and I force myself to smile at her.

“You ran off this afternoon,” I murmur. “What was it that
scared you away?”

I suspect it was the way I kissed her hand. I recognized the
desire in those beautiful honey eyes of hers. When she tried to



kiss me at the springs, it was obvious to me that she was trying
to keep her end of our promise, but today was different. Today
she wanted me, and not because I forced desire upon her. The
way she looked at me was different.

I lean back against the door, her eyes meeting mine in the
mirror. Her fingers fall away from her corset, her breathing
accelerating just slightly. Her cheeks are rosy, and she’s
looking at me the same way she did this afternoon.

I raise my hand, using my powers to pull the tie on her
corset loose. Arabella gasps, her eyes widening, and I bite
back a smile as I continue to undo her corset. Watching her
expressions brings me such intense enjoyment. She seems to
believe that she hides her feelings well, but those eyes… I love
her eyes.

Her corset comes loose, falling to the floor before she has
a chance to grasp it and keep it in place. She clutches her
chemise, trying her best to cover her breasts, and I smirk as I
move onto her skirt. That too, has endless ties and knots.

How women wear these things is beyond me. It takes me a
minute to undo the dreaded thing, and then that too falls to the
floor, leaving her standing in a loose-fitting chemise. I want
that off too, but I’d better not push my luck. I have no doubt
the dagger I gave her is somewhere on her person, and I don’t
want it pointed at me.

“I thought you weren’t planning on touching me. You had
no interest in exercising your rights, didn’t you?”

Her cheeks are crimson, and I see it now. She’s angry I
said I wouldn’t exercise my rights. My beautiful wife might
not realize it, but she wants me more than she lets on, more
than she’d admit to herself.

“I didn’t touch you.”

“I felt your hands!”

I hold them up, a faux innocent look on my face. “But
they’re right here.”



Every once in a while, she lets her temper rein free. It’s in
these moments that she acts the way I imagine a wife would. I
love that fire in her eyes, the bite in her voice. I love when she
treats me without fear, as though I’m her equal. There isn’t
anyone in this world that’d dare do some of the things she
unknowingly does.

I turn and walk away, before I’m tempted to tease her
further. I have no doubt that my wife is a lethal little creature,
and I’d better not push her too far. I’d love another opportunity
to punish her again, but I can do without the bloodshed.

“Come,” I say against better judgement. “Help me bathe.”

“W-what?”

“Help me bathe,” I repeat, letting my cloak drop to the
floor as I walk toward the bathroom. “Or would you rather the
female attendants help me?” Arabella starts to nod, so I add,
“or perhaps I should call for Elaine.”

She stills, and I turn back to look at her. I watch as she
grits her teeth, a hint of possessiveness crossing her eyes. She
might not have any feelings for me, but she considers me hers.
It’s not much, but it’s more than I could have hoped for.

I start to undress, leaving her to decide whether or not
she’s coming after me. I’ve just about got my uniform
unbuttoned when I hear her footsteps behind me, and I can’t
help but smile. It’s strange. No woman has ever made me feel
this way, so why her? Why does she have such a hold over
me?

“Help me undress,” I tell her, turning to face her. I might
have told her that I won’t exercise my rights, but I have every
intention of tempting her into touching me.

She glares at me, but her cheeks are crimson and her eyes
are roaming over my exposed chest and abs. She takes a step
closer, her hands trembling as she grabs the lapels of my
uniform and pushes it down my shoulder.

I watch her closely, wondering what she’s thinking. Does
she find my body repulsive? Most people do, yet somehow I



find myself wishing she’s different. My jacket falls to the floor
and she moves her hand lower, placing it on the waistband of
my trousers. Fates. Her touch is affecting me more than I
expected. I’d only intended to antagonize her a bit, but it looks
like it’s me that’s suffering now.

“Go check the bath’s temperature,” I tell her instead. She
pulls her hands away and I let my eyes fall closed, praying for
composure. Would this have been easier if she wasn’t so
beautiful? If that chemise wasn’t sheer in the candlelight?

“The temperature is fine,” she tells me as I finish
undressing, unable to hide my desire from her. Her eyes widen
as she watches me step into the tub, and I sigh in relief once
I’m hidden from her. Is that what the priests refer to as karma?
Is this instant punishment for trying to entice my wife?

“Come here,” I tell her, not willing to admit defeat.

She kneels beside me, her breathing uneven and her face a
deep crimson. It only makes her more beautiful. It makes me
wonder what she’ll look like underneath me.

I hand her the bar of soap, and she takes it with shaking
hands. I expected her to refuse and walk out, but there’s more
curiosity in her eyes than anything else. If I’m not mistaken,
there’s a hint of desire too. It’s faint, but it’s there. For me.

I thought she’d run the bar of soap over my skin, but
instead she lathers it in her hands before putting it down. I’m
tense as she places her hands on my shoulders, taking her time
to massage in the soap.

“You’ve done this before?” The mere thought of her
touching another man has me seeing red.

“Not for anyone but you, but I’m quite familiar with the
concept of bathing.”

I bite back a smile, hiding the fact that I tremendously
enjoy her wit. I doubt she realizes that no one would ever dare
joke around with me. I thought I’d find being married a
nuisance, but it fills a void I didn’t realize existed.



“Join me,” I murmur.

Her hands pause their movement, and I turn toward her,
wrapping my hands around her waist and lifting her in before
she has a chance to decline. She gasps when her body is
submerged in the water, her white chemise rapidly becoming
see-through.

“Felix!” she shouts, and I force myself not to smile at the
outrage on her face.

“It’s easier for you to clean me when you’re in here with
me,” I tell her, keeping my face carefully blank. She stares at
me, as though she’s trying to ascertain if I’m being truthful,
and I feel bad instantly. This is new to her. It’s not just me, and
marriage, but this entire environment. She takes away the
loneliness I’ve always felt, but in return I’m only giving her
misery and discomfort.

“I apologize,” I tell her. “You needn’t do this.”

She rises to her knees between my legs and shakes her
head. “You’re my husband,” she whispers. “I want to be the
one who does this for you. I don’t believe you’re quite the
monster you think you are, despite the viciousness that
continues to leave your lips.”

Her words disarm me, and I lean back to watch her. She
places her hands on my chest, palms flat, her wet chemise
sticking to her body and outlining her magnificent body. I
can’t remember the last time I desired a woman as much as I
do my wife.

I wrap my hands around her wrists, keeping them in place.
“I…” I’m not sure what I’m even trying to say.

I’m not like most men, Arabella.

I’ll hurt you.

Run, while you still can.

Don’t let me in.



I let my eyes roam over her face, her body. She’s perfect. I
didn’t realize it when I first saw her in the Mirror of Pythia,
but she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Her long
dark hair and those honeycomb eyes. Those lips that I want
another taste of. She’s beautiful, but it isn’t just her looks. It’s
the energy she exudes. I’ve never met anyone quite so pure. It
makes me want to corrupt her. Own her. Defile her.

I lean in, and her eyes fall closed, her breathing a little
more rapid. Her chest rises and falls, her hard nipples on
display for me.

I had no intention of trying to break this curse through
love. It sounds ridiculous to me — it always has. But with
Arabella, I find myself hoping for the impossible.

My lips brush over the edge of hers, softly, gently, as
though not even I am sure of what I’m doing. A soft sigh
escapes her lips, and much to my surprise, she doesn’t pull
away. “I take it back,” I whisper against her lips. “I take back
what I said. I’m exercising my rights.”

I close the distance between us, my lips softly brushing
over hers. She leans into me, and I capture her lips, my
movements soft and slow, almost as though I’m scared the
moment will break.

Arabella’s arms move around my neck, and I lift her by her
waist until she’s seated on top of me, straddling me. I bury one
hand in her hair and kiss her deeper, harder, eliciting soft
moans from her.

She moves on top of me and I groan, needing more. It’s
almost as though the sound snaps her out of her daze, because
she freezes and pushes away from me.

The look in her eyes can only be described as horrified,
and I sit back in defeat as she rises in a rush, running off
before I even have a chance to stop her.

I run a hand over my face as the bathroom door closes
behind her, lust and regret mingling into yet another foreign
feeling.



I rise to my feet to follow her, but by the time I reach our
bedroom, she’s gone, our bed empty.



Chapter Twenty-Four

ARABELLA

I stare at my sister’s letter, reading my favorite paragraphs
over and over again.

Nathaniel and I both miss you terribly. I’m worried, Arabella.
We are both worried for you. I wish you could come back
home. If I could take your place, I would.

Home. Going home is what I should be focused on, yet not
even my sister’s letter keeps my mind off Felix and the way he
made me feel last night. His body felt strong and hard against
mine, and being in his lap, feeling him move his hips against
me as he kissed me. It made me feel desire more intense than
anything I’ve ever felt before.

Desire, followed by guilt. I’ve never felt so conflicted. I
promised to give our marriage an honest chance in an effort to
break the curse, but if I give myself in earnest, then how could
I possibly ever go back to Nathaniel? If I sleep with Felix, I
will never be able to marry Nathaniel. Even if I go back, we’d
have no future together.



I place my sister’s letter down and pick up an empty piece
of parchment when I feel the magic swirl within me, eager to
rise to the surface. No matter how hard I try, my thoughts
continue to return to Felix. I thought I’d be repulsed, but I’m
far from it. I’m curious about my husband, but more so… I
find myself wanting to touch him again. I want him to look at
me that way again.

The piece of paper in my hands catches fire and I gasp,
panicking for a moment, before I realize that the fire doesn’t
hurt me. I stare at it, mesmerized. It’s burning the paper, but
it’s not hurting me.

Felix could be right. If I can harness fire, I could melt the
snow that never seems to stop falling. Could I truly warm the
grounds sufficiently for crops to grow? If I can manage it, I’d
be able to save so many lives.

Perhaps that’s what I should focus on. That is how we’ll
break the curse. That’s how I’ll make my way back home, my
dignity intact.

To do so, I must first harness the fire. I sigh as I stare at the
ashes in my hand, unsure how to call upon the right elements.
Fire could be destructive if I can’t control it. Large parts of
this palace are made of wood. I could do some unthinkable
damage. I’ve woken up levitating at least a handful of times
when I was younger. What if one day I wake up surrounded by
fire?

“That smells interesting.”

I whirl around at the sound of Felix’s voice, my cheeks
heating. He’s leaning against the doorway, looking striking in
his jet black uniform. The look in his eyes has my heart racing,
and I take a step back.

“Felix,” I say, the high pitch of my voice betraying my
nerves. He smiles knowingly and pushes away from the wall,
stepping toward me instead.

“First you run away, and now you attempt to set our palace
on fire. Should I be worried? Is this a convoluted attempt at



my life?”

The reminder of last night has me looking away in
embarrassment, and I wrap my arms around myself. “I… I was
just practising.”

“You were trying to set something ablaze inside our
bedroom? Darling, all you need to do to accomplish that is
touch me.”

I swallow hard when he closes the distance between us, his
gaze dark and filled with the same desire I saw last night.

“Where did you go last night?”

“I… I slept in one of the empty guest rooms.”

“That won’t do. I’ll let you get away with it once, but
you’ll be back in my bed tonight,” he whispers as he reaches
for my hand, pulling it toward him. He brushes away the
remaining ashes on my hand, drawing circles on my palm with
his thumb. “What were you thinking of to call upon the fire?”

My eyes roam over his body, pausing on his breeches
before I catch myself and tear my gaze away, my cheeks
flaming. “Nothing,” I whisper. “Nothing at all.”

Felix takes a step closer to me, and I take a step back, until
my back hits the dresser behind me. He smiles and wraps his
hands around my waist, lifting me on top of it with ease. “Is
that so?”

I nod, though I know I’ve never once managed to lie to
him without him seeing straight through me. Felix’s eyes
twinkle in amusement, and I wonder if he realizes how
handsome he looks when he smirks like that. The more time
we spend together, the easier it gets to catch glimpses of his
expressions through the moving veins that try to obscure it.

I swallow hard when he takes a step closer to me, parting
my legs to stand between them. He’s so close, our position
similar to last night, yet entirely different all at once. “Hold
this,” he says, handing me another sheet of parchment. “Let’s
see if I can help you practise.”



I take it with trembling hands, and Felix smirks as he
reaches for me, his hand threading through my hair. He tilts
my head to the side, exposing my neck before he leans in, and
a soft gasp escapes my lips when he kisses my neck softly.

My heart races so loudly I fear he might hear it. I try to
close my legs in an effort to contain my desire, but instead, the
movement pulls Felix closer to me, my legs wrapping around
him. Before I have a chance to undo my mistake, Felix’s
fingers wrap around my thigh, hooking my leg up higher.

He pulls away, but instead of looking at me, his gaze lands
on my hand. He smiles when ashes are all he finds. “Again,”
he orders, handing me another piece of parchment.

I take it from him, my heart racing and my body filled with
desire. I clutch the parchment tightly when he smiles at me
and leans in, his fingers wrapping around my chin. He holds
my face in place as he moves closer, placing his lips at the
edge of my jaw. He presses soft kisses to my skin, one after
another, moving closer to the edge of my lips with each one.

Just as he reaches the corner of my mouth, he pulls back.
Once again, his eyes settle on my hand, and he smirks as he
blows away the ashes.

“Again.”

I’m certain my cheeks are crimson as he hands me another
piece of parchment. I’m trembling with need as I take it from
him, wanting more of what he’s doing to me.

Felix smirks at me as he reaches around me, his hand
wrapping around the back of my head. I hold my breath when
he tilts his head, once again pressing a kiss to the edge of my
lips.

My body moves of its own volition as I arch my back, the
movement making my lips move over his. Felix chuckles, the
sound reverberating through my body as he finally kisses me,
his lips fully capturing mine.

The kiss is different today. It’s more intense. His tongue
brushes over my lips, and I instinctively open up for him,



losing myself in the feelings he arouses in me. The way he
moves his body against mine, making no attempt to hide his
desire, only heightens my own longing. Felix’s fingers tighten
around my thigh, his touch turning rough, as though he’s as
ruled by desire as I am.

Just as I raise my hand to place it around him, he pulls
away, his forehead resting against mine.

“That settles that, then. You didn’t burn me. The only thing
to catch fire was the parchment. You have more control than
you realize, Arabella.”

He pulls away, his eyes lingering on my lips. “I have a
meeting I cannot miss, beloved,” he says, his voice soft. “Or
I’d be carrying to our bed right now.”

He pushes away from me and turns, leaving me staring at
his back as he leaves the room, my body still heated from our
kiss.

I should hate every second of what just happened. Instead,
I find myself wanting more.



Chapter Twenty-Five

FELIX

My darling wife is avoiding me. She’s managed to evade me
for three days now. If I didn’t love the way her cheeks redden
as much as I do, I wouldn’t let her get away with it. She’s
lucky I’ve had countless meetings and mountains of related
paperwork that kept me up late.

I smirk and lean back against the windowsill as I watch her
walk into the atrium, a large stack of firewood in her arms.
What is she up to now? True to her word, she’s been working
on harnessing her powers day and night.

I watch as she drops the pieces in the snow, keeping a
single one in her hands. She closes her eyes and stands in
silence, as though she’s willing the wood to catch fire.

“Your Excellency,” one of my advisors says. I turn toward
him, annoyed at the interruption. “They have gold. I think we
should consider them as a possible target for conquest.”

I stare at the map and nod. I’m tired of conquering and
consequently having to manage so many territories, just to
keep my people alive. Even then, I can’t save them all.

I glance back at the window to find Arabella still standing
in the middle of the atrium, the snow piled so high that only
half of her is visible. I might not be able to save my people,



but she can. When she first appeared in the mirror of Pythia, I
was uncertain about her. Now I can see it clearly. Her powers
will save us.

I always knew that it wouldn’t be love. It was a ridiculous
notion, yet somehow I find myself disappointed. The right
thing to do would be to step away and focus on helping her
with her magic, yet I can’t resist her.

“Take over,” I tell Elaine, and she smiles. She’s witnessed
the change in us, and I suspect she’s happier about it than
Arabella ever will be. I know why Arabella is holding back.
She’s still clinging to the life she left behind, the man she
wants to return to.

I’m restless as I descend the stairs, the distance between
my audience room and the palace’s atrium seeming greater
than ever. I don’t recall the last time I rushed through these
corridors, yet I find myself impatient to get to her.

I breathe a sigh of relief when I see her standing in the
middle of the atrium. Snow is falling heavily around her, yet
she stands still, trying her hardest to focus. Something about
Arabella tugs at my heartstrings.

I walk up to her and solidify the air above her, sheltering
her from the snow. She looks up, and then she turns around.
She’s ethereal, and she was absolutely worth waiting for.
When her eyes land on mine, my heart starts to race, as it
always seems to around her.

“Felix,” she whispers, her cheeks rapidly turning rosy.

“There’s nowhere for you to run today, beautiful.”

“I’m not running,” she denies.

I smile and place my hands on her shoulders, turning her
around so she’s facing away from me. “Are you sure?” I ask,
leaning in until my chest is pressed against her back. I wrap
my arms around her, hugging her from behind.

“Of course I’m sure,” she says, but she fails to hide the
tremor in her voice.



I smile and tighten my grip on her. “You don’t seem to be
having much luck with the firewood,” I murmur, my lips
brushing over her ear. Arabella shivers, and I chuckle.

“Let me help you. Close your eyes, my love.”

Part of me expected her to defy me, but her eyes fall closed
without complaint.

“Let me tell you what happens when I close my eyes. I see
you, Arabella, sitting opposite me in our bath, the water
rendering your chemise transparent. The fabric sticks to your
skin, your dark nipples hardened and clearly visible. In my
mind, I do what I wish I did that night. I lean in, capturing
your lips first, before making my way to your neck.”

I move my lips then, placing them right below her ear. “In
my thoughts, I kiss you, just like this.” I press a soft kiss
against her neck, enjoying the way that makes her shiver.
“Then I make my way down, kissing your collarbone, until I
reach the top of your breast. That chemise of yours? I rip it to
shreds, until you’re fully exposed, your body mine to take.”

She trembles against me, her breathing fast paced. I might
not have her heart, but I will have her body. I’ll take that first,
until she surrenders and gives me all of her. I want her every
thought, her every desire. I want her love. But first, I’ll need to
seduce my wife. Perhaps it isn’t right, but I’ve never been an
honorable man.

“Then I finally get a taste of your body. My lips close
around your nipple, and I listen to the way you moan for me as
I suck down on it.” She gasps, and I smirk as I turn my hand
inward, keeping her in my embrace as I cup her breast fully,
my thumb brushing over her nipple.

“I kiss my way down, pressing a kiss to your stomach.
After that, I lift you up into the air —”

Before I can finish my sentence, the firewood in her hands
bursts into flames, and she drops it, letting it sizzle out. She
turns in my embrace, her arms finding their way around me,
and I smile down at her.



“You did it.”

She nods. “Did you see that? I was so startled that I
dropped it, but I really did it!”

I smile, her excitement infectious. “Thoughts, my love.
You can fuel your magic with your thoughts. Desire appears to
be a conduit for your fire.”

I wrap my arms around her waist, keeping her close so she
has no chance to slip out of my embrace. It’s been a few days
since I had her this close, and I won’t let this moment fade.

“Try it again,” I tell her. “There are pieces of firewood on
the ground. Channel your thoughts, and set them ablaze.”

Arabella hesitates. “I’m worried, Felix. What if I set
something else on fire?”

“You won’t. Each time I kissed you, it was only the
parchment that burned. You could easily have set me on fire,
but you did not. Today, once again, it was only the firewood
that went up in flames. So long as you have a target in mind,
your magic will find its way. You must trust that it will.”

Arabella nods and slides her arms down to clutch the
lapels on my uniform. Her eyes fall closed, and I watch as her
cheeks turn rosy, the tips of her lips turned up into a slight
smile. I wish I knew what she’s thinking about. I tense when I
realize that it might not be me she’s thinking of. When she
closes her eyes, it might well be that boy she sees.

Could she be standing in my embrace while thinking of
another? My anger rises as I watch the snow behind her melt, a
large flame coming into view. This is what I hoped for, yet the
victory is tainted.

Arabella opens her eyes and smiles, but her joy doesn’t last
long. Her smile melts away as she looks at me, and I resist the
urge to ask the question I need an answer to.

“I’m done waiting,” I tell her.

Arabella bites down on her lip, her gaze filled with fire.
“What does that mean?” she whispers.



“It means I’m going to ensure that every time you close
your eyes, I’m all you can see. I’m going to explore your body,
learn every little thing that makes you moan, until you have so
many memories that you don’t need to fantasize to call upon
your fire. I’m going to invade your every thought, until my
name is what you whisper in your sleep.”

I’m going to erase every thought you have of that boy, and
replace it with thoughts of me.

I’m going to make you feel so good you’ll never want
another.

I’ll take your body, repeatedly, until you give me your
heart.

“I’m going to make you mine.”



Chapter Twenty-Six

ARABELLA

I’m beyond nervous as my fingers trace over the lace at the
edges of my nightgown. All day, all I’ve been able to think
about is Felix’s words. The look in his eyes as he told me that
he’d make me his… the things he said to me. Part of me
suspects that he’s doing this because he knows it’ll help me
hone the powers his empire needs most, but another part of me
is hoping that it’s more than that.

When did I stop seeing Felix as a monster? When did I
start to consider him my husband in more than name? Was it
during our trip, when he showed me vulnerability I’m certain
he’s never shown another? Or perhaps it was when he handed
me a letter from my sister. Shortly after, he told me he’d
continue to retrieve and deliver letters for me, and he’s done so
without a single complaint. Maybe it was the way he kissed
me in our bath, or the way he shielded me from the snow this
afternoon. In each of those instances, he chipped away at my
reservation, carving a place for himself in a heart I thought I’d
given away.

“I always find myself wondering what you’re thinking
about.”

I turn around at the sound of his voice, my hand rising to
my chest in an effort to calm my raging heart. “I didn’t hear



you come in.”

Felix steps into the room and undoes his coat, letting it
drop to the floor. “They call me the emperor of shadows for a
reason, my love.”

I frown, realization dawning. “The shadows… are you
struggling to resist them? Are they attempting to take you
too?”

Felix smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I wish they
could, Arabella. I have always been able to shift between my
shadow form and myself freely, never at risk of it leeching my
powers. I’m destined to suffer this curse until the end. It won’t
let me end my suffering a moment sooner.”

“Felix,” I whisper, unsure what to say. He rarely shows me
his torment, his pain. It’s in moments like these that I feel my
heart thaw, and I wonder if love might break this curse after
all.

Felix walks up to me, a sweet smile tipping up the edges of
his lips. “You’re worried about me,” he says, a hint of disbelief
in his tone. “You needn’t be, Arabella. The curse won’t take
me. I can promise you that much. Even when I lose the fight, it
always releases me from its clutches eventually. It cannot take
me permanently.”

He cups my cheek, and I take a moment to study the
golden specks in his eyes. I’ve never seen anything like it, and
each time I look into his eyes, they mesmerize me a little
more.

Felix moves his thumb over my lip, his movements slow. I
watch as his expression changes from wonder to desire, and
I’m reminded of the words he whispered into my ear earlier
today.

“I meant what I said today.”

I nod. “I know.”

“Tell me you want this too, Arabella. Tell me you crave
my touch as much as I crave your body.”



I hesitate, the words stuck in my throat, nerves and fear
rendering me speechless.

“Tell me no, my love. Say the word, and I’ll leave you
alone. I won’t force my affection upon you any further. I once
told you I would never take you against your will, and those
words still hold true, regardless of our agreement.”

I shake my head, and Felix freezes, misunderstanding me.
His hand slips away, but I catch it before he has a chance to
step away from me. I cradle his hand in mine and entwine our
fingers, holding our joined hands against my chest. The veins
on his face move in patterns, revealing a different part of his
face every few seconds. A mere few weeks ago, his face
repulsed me, but now I find myself seeking traces of him
through the black veins that slither along his face.

“I do,” I whisper. “I… I want this too.”

I shouldn’t, but I do. I’m tired of feeling guilty about my
desire. I’m tired of pretending I don’t want more of the
feelings he instilled in me, and I’m tired of fighting this.

I rise to my tiptoes and press my lips against his, the
moment so awkward that I fear I made a mistake, but before I
can pull away, Felix grabs my hair and kisses me back.

He groans against my lips and pulls me closer, until our
bodies are pressed together. The way his tongue moves against
mine sends shivers down my spine. I’m scared of what is to
come, yet I want it more than anything.

Felix’s hands wrap around my waist, and I gasp as he lifts
me on top of the same dresser he kissed me on. “I’ve been
wanting to do this ever since that time,” he murmurs. His
fingers trace over the straps of my nightgown, and he looks me
in the eye as he pushes one of them over my shoulder.

He smirks and leans in, his lips hovering over mine. “I
wanted to do so much more than kiss you then.” His lips
capture mine, and I moan as he takes his time with me, kissing
me softly, deeply. “I wanted to do everything I told you about
today, yet so much more.” His lips move to my neck, and I



gasp when he sucks down on it, the feeling foreign. It hurts
just slightly, but there’s something about the roughness of it
that sends tremors down my body. “I wanted to mark you as
mine.”

He leans back and stares at my neck in satisfaction,
making me trace over the spot instinctively. Whatever it is he
did, the look in his eyes has my heart skipping a beat.

Felix smirks before leaning in again, his lips brushing over
my neck. He presses soft kisses on my skin, taking his time
with me when I want more. I’m uncertain what exactly it is
that I want, but I know I need more of him.

“Felix,” I murmur in protest, eliciting a chuckle from him.

He wraps his hands around my waist and pulls me closer,
our bodies pressed together as his lips come down on mine. I
lose myself in his touch, in the way he moves against me and
the way he makes me feel. I’ve never felt so alive, so wanted,
so whole.

I’m lifted off the dresser, but Felix’s lips never leave mine.
He carries me to our bed, and I wrap my legs around him, my
skirt riding up until it’s bunched around my hips. I expected
him to put me down on the bed, but instead he presses me up
against the bedpost.

“You drive me mad,” he whispers against my lips. “Before
the night is over, I want you feeling as desperate as I do. I
want you so soaking wet and slippery that pleasure outweighs
the pain our first night together will cause you. I want you
delirious, your every thought filled with me.”

I lean back against the bedpost, my eyes on his. We’re both
breathing hard, lost in this moment. “You already invade my
every thought, Felix, whether I like it or not.”

I place a trembling hand on his cheek and lean in, pressing
my lips against his. Felix groans, his hardness pressing
between my legs, alleviating a foreign ache, yet the movement
doesn’t take my need away. I feel heat simmer around me, and
I direct my magic outside, praying I won’t set our bedroom



ablaze. Already, the flames in our room are burning fiercer
than they did before.

Felix kisses me harder, his movements rougher, less
controlled. Watching Felix lose his icy control because of me
is one of the sexiest things I’ve ever experienced, and I want
more of it.

“I’m trying to take my time with you, beloved, but you
make it impossible.”

Felix snaps his fingers, and my corset disappears,
reappearing on the floor seconds later. He glances down and
bites down on his lip for a second before leaning in, pressing a
kiss over my hard nipples through the fabric of my chemise. I
inhale sharply, the heat of his lips sending a thrill down my
body. Felix leans back and smirks, as though pleased by my
response. He looks into my eyes as he snaps his fingers again,
and I gasp as I feel my chemise disappear, baring me to him.

I attempt to cover my chest, but Felix shakes his head.
“No. Don’t hide from me, Arabella. Such beauty should never
be hidden.”

He cups my breasts and brushes his thumbs over my bare
nipples, the roughness of his fingers sending a sharp burst of
desire straight to my core. “Felix,” I moan, lust overtaking my
thoughts.

I let my hands roam over his chest, pulling at his uniform,
impatience ruling my every move. Felix looks into my eyes
and grins as he snaps his fingers again, leaving him bare
chested. I swallow hard as I take in his strong muscles, at last
allowing myself to touch him freely. Thick veins slither over
his skin, leaving most of his body as black as ink, his muscles
obscured. Despite that, I run my hands over him, eager for the
few moments the veins move out of the way, showing me a
small part of him.

I almost breathe a sigh of relief when Felix places me
down on the bed. I sit up with my legs dangling off the bed as



he stands in front of me, our eyes locking. Felix snaps his
fingers again, and this time, I’m left completely bare.

He kneels down in front of the bed and spreads my legs,
my embarrassment and insecurities increasing by the second.
“Felix,” I murmur, uncomfortable.

He looks up at me, his eyes heated. “Trust me?” he asks,
and I nod. “I’ve been fantasizing about doing this to you again
for weeks. Lean back, my love. Didn’t you enjoy it the first
time?”

I do as he says and bite down on my lip when he leans in
and kisses my inner thigh, slowly inching closer. I gasp when
he presses a soft kiss right between my legs, where I want him
most. I feel magic buzz all over my skin, and I try my hardest
to push it out the window, scared of setting anything on fire
tonight.

A moan escapes my lips when I feel his tongue, the feeling
unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. It’s different tonight,
perhaps because I crave him with greater urgency. Felix draws
circles with his tongue, slowly increasing the pressure I’m
feeling, until I do what he wanted me to. I moan his name,
over and over again, feeling as though I’m losing control of
my body. All the while, Felix increases the pace, until he sends
me over the edge, making me drown in satisfaction and desire,
his name on my lips.

He pulls away and rises to his feet, his own gaze filled
with satisfaction, though I doubt he could possibly feel as
good as I do in this moment. He snaps his fingers again, and
this time, he’s left standing in front of me bare.

I’m a blend of nerves and desire as he lifts his hand and
repositions me on our bed so I’m fully lying down. He smiles
as he joins me, hovering on top of me. He pushes my thighs
apart with his knees and lowers himself so our bodies are
touching, and my eyes fall closed when he presses up against
me.



“I feel like I’ve waited for this all my life,” he whispers.
Felix grins, and my eyes widen when I feel his fingers move
the way his tongue did earlier, yet he hasn’t moved his hands.

Felix leans in and presses a kiss to my forehead before
pulling away, his eyes on mine as he pushes into me,
stretching me almost painfully. He pauses and looks at me, his
gaze a blend of desire and regret as he pushes all the way into
me, and I wince in pain. He pauses on top of me, our bodies
fully connected, allowing me a moment to adjust. All the
while, the feeling of his fingers on me distracts me, the
combination of him inside me and his fingers drawing circles
drives me insane, making me forget the moment of pain I felt.

“Are you alright, my love?”

I nod, my cheeks blazing. I stare into his gorgeous eyes,
my heart skipping a beat. There’s something about this
moment that I’m certain I’ll always remember. Felix smiles
and pulls back, moving inside me slowly, his eyes tracing my
every expression. He grins when a moan escapes my lips and
increases his pace. “That is music to my ears, beloved.”

“Felix,” I moan, the sensations almost too much. He
increases the pace, his movements slow but hard. Once again,
I start to lose control over my body, unable to take the
combination of his fingers when I’m already so sensitive,
combined with the way he’s thrusting into me. “I can’t take it,”
I moan. “Felix, please.”

He smirks, but I see the torment in his eyes. “Come for me,
Arabella,” he orders, and I do. I didn’t think I’d experience
this feeling twice, but this time it’s even more overwhelming.

“Fates,” Felix groans, his own movements erratic. He takes
me hard and fast, the movements adding to the sensations that
overtake me, and my eyes fall closed as wave after wave of
pleasure crashes through me.

Felix drops his forehead to mine, both of us panting, the
two of us still connected. “How could this possibly have been



better than my dreams?” he whispers. “Arabella, you are my
every dream come true.”

He holds me closely and turns us over, until I’m on top of
him, his arms around me. Felix hugs me tightly and I rest my
lips against his throat, my heart still racing.

I don’t dare admit it, but he’s my every dream come true
too. When I first got to Eldiria, all I wanted to do was get
away. I was desperate to return home, to the life I left behind.
Right in this moment, I can’t imagine wanting to be anywhere
other than in Felix’s arms.

Felix turns to look out the window and tenses. “Arabella,”
he murmurs. “Look outside.”

I turn in his arms, my eyes widening when I realize there’s
no snow on the parts the lights illuminate. It likely won’t last
long. By tomorrow morning, a fresh layer of snow will be
covering the grounds, but for a couple of moments, we’re rid
of it.

“I knew you’d set the palace ablaze when I took you to
bed.”

I bite down on my lip, pride and embarrassment mingling
into an emotion I’ve never felt before.

“You’ll see, Arabella… you and I will change the course
of Eldiria’s future.”

I turn in his embrace to look up at him, the conviction in
his eyes stealing my breath away. “Yes,” I tell him. “We will.”

For the first time since we came to an agreement, I truly
believe it.



Chapter Twenty-Seven

ARABELLA

“We think this might help warm the grounds permanently, but
there’s a lot that’s still under consideration. For now, I think
it’s a good idea to start with a small area on our private
grounds so we can assess if it works, and whether the curse
will leave it intact,” Elaine says. “The fact that you were able
to melt the snow at all inspires more hope than you can
imagine. I’ve been casting spells to melt the snow for years,
but the curse is immune to my magic.”

I wrap my arms around myself and nod politely, trying my
very best to hide my embarrassment. Elaine came to find me
earlier today, in shock because months’ worth of snow had
disappeared around the palace. I scrambled to explain myself
and ended up telling her that I’d merely been practising and
lost control, but I worry she saw straight through me.

I nod at the drawings she shows me, anxiety uncurling in
my chest. “This will be hard to accomplish, and it’s going to
be a lot of work for Felix.”

“It will be,” she admits. “But he’s been waiting all his life
to make a difference like this. If this works, the burdens on our
people would be lifted tremendously. We aren’t quite sure
why, but you appear to be immune against the curse’s effects.
It does not haunt you the way it does us. Every magic user



within this empire feels its pull. Each time we access our
powers, a small part of it leaks away. It feels as though we’re
giving the curse our location, our own magic working against
us to destroy all we try to build.”

I bite down on my lip, fear ruling my thoughts as I stare at
the plans of underground pipes. It took him days to rebuild the
stable the curse knocked down, and now we’re asking him to
transform steel into pipes, and then transport them deep
underneath the earth. Once that’s done, I have to heat the
pipes, and hope that it heats the ground’s temperature
sufficiently for us to grow crops. That is if the curse doesn’t
wreak havoc; it could destroy the pipes before I have a chance
to heat them, or the temperature could drop even further,
dousing the heat I create. Then there’s every chance that I
can’t heat the pipes at all. So far, all I’ve been able to do
consciously is set small things on fire. I have yet to do much
more than that. Elaine has been working on this plan from the
moment I told Felix about my fire powers, but I fear I’ll let her
down.

I’m startled out of my thoughts by the sound of Felix’s
voice. “Are you letting your thoughts rule you, Arabella?”

I turn toward the sound of his voice and find him standing
in the doorway of the audience room, where Elaine and I have
spent the morning. His eyes roam over my body leisurely, and
heat rushes to my cheeks as vivid memories of last night come
to mind. The way he looked at me as he held himself up on top
of me, the way he moaned my name and the way his eyes fell
closed when he pushed inside me. My favorite memory of all
was the reverence I saw in his eyes all night. He’s wearing that
very same expression today.

“You’ll be able to do it. I have faith in you,” he says, his
voice soft. Felix walks up to me and wraps his hand around
my waist, his head tilted toward me. He’s never touched me
like this in public, and though it startles me, I don’t dislike it.

Thankfully, there’s no strangeness between us. I’m certain
my cheeks are crimson, and there’s a knowing look in his eyes,



but there’s no awkwardness between us. If anything, this is a
new kind of intimacy. One I didn’t know existed.

“I have faith in you, too. This won’t be easy.”

Felix leans in and pushes a strand of hair behind my ear. “I
know it won’t be, but we’ll get it done together.”

He keeps his arm wrapped around me as he leans in to
look at the schematics on the table. “I’ve never transformed
quite that much metal,” he murmurs, a hint of insecurity in his
eyes. I lean into him, offering silent support, and he tightens
his grip on me.

“I believe in both of you,” Elaine says. “Between the two
of you, we might well gain the upper hand in this fight. We’ll
start with the atrium at first, before we move on to larger parts
of the city. At each step, we’ll pause to assess any damage the
curse might inflict, but so far, the curse has not touched
Arabella. I hope that will extend to her magic too.”

“While this might work in theory, I don’t know how to
keep a fire going. Each time my concentration wanes, the fire
douses.”

Elaine nods. “That’s something I’ve been thinking about.
Felix keeps the curse at bay throughout the palace, day and
night, even when he’s away. It took him years to get to the
point of being able to do it without thought, but I’m certain
you can too.”

She looks at Felix then, and he nods. “I’ll attempt to train
her.”

“I’m willing to put in the work,” I assure them. “I’ll do
whatever is necessary.”

Felix’s thumb brushes along my waist, drawing circles
leisurely, and I bite down on my lip. What would it take for me
to create permanent heat like the type we’ll require? Mere
thoughts of Felix are allowing me to call upon my fire, but will
that be enough?



I glance at Felix, certain that he’ll have a training schedule
in mind that I will not be able to resist. He once said I’d set the
palace ablaze if he took me to bed, and I came close to it last
night.

“When is the metal expected to arrive?” Felix asks. “I’d
rather get started sooner than later. I expect this to be a
tremendous amount of work, for all of us.”

“Some of the steel was delivered to the atrium this
morning,” Elaine says, and Felix nods.

“Would you like to accompany me?” he asks, and I smile.
Not too long ago, he’d have said you will come with me,
ordering me around like the brute the world thinks he is.

“Yes,” I say. “I’d love to.”

Much to my surprise, Felix’s hand slides down to mine,
and he entwines our fingers as he pulls me along. His hand
feels large in mine, yet it feels perfect. He glances at me and
snaps his fingers, my cloak appearing around my shoulders.
Heat rushes to my cheeks at the sound, memories of last night
flooding me, and Felix chuckles knowingly. “I’ll get you your
gloves later,” he says. “For now, I want your hand in mine.”

I bite down on my lip to hide my smile and nod at him, my
heart racing. He’s different today. I’m not sure what I was
expecting after last night, but I suppose part of me feared he
would be indifferent. I feared that last night wasn’t as special
to him as it was to me. I’m far from the first woman he’s ever
been with, after all.

Felix pauses as we round the corner leading to the atrium,
turning toward me with a smile on his face. Something about
the look in his eyes makes me take a step back, until I’m
pressed against the wall, my heart hammering in my chest.

“I missed you this morning, Arabella,” he murmurs,
closing the distance between us. “All morning, you’ve been all
I’ve been able to think about. I sat through an entire morning
of strategy meetings, finalizing the acquisition of Romtheo, a
tiny country filled with gold, but all I could think about was



the honey color of your eyes, and the way they darkened when
you whispered my name.” He leans in, his body pressing
against mine. “Do you have any idea how hard it was for me
to leave you in our bed this morning?”

My breathing is irregular as I look into his eyes, nervous,
eager for something. Felix appears to read my mind and smiles
as he tilts his head, his lips capturing mine.

A soft moan escapes my lips when he kisses me, and I
instinctively wrap my arms around his neck, deepening the
kiss. I’m breathless by the time he pulls away, and Felix
smirks before pulling his hood over his head.

“Let’s go, my love. The sooner we finish today’s work, the
sooner I can take you back to bed.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight

ARABELLA

I lift my hand to my chest as a letter shimmers into existence
on the writing desk in our bedroom. I’ve never seen anything
quite like that before. My eyes widen when I see my name
written on it in Felix’s handwriting, and I open it carefully.
Ever since the steel was delivered, he and I have barely spent
any time together. I didn’t think it possible, but I miss him.

Beloved,

Meet me for dinner tonight.

Audience room. One hour.

Love,

Felix



I smile at the brusque tone of his letter. I can almost hear his
voice. My fingers trace over the word love, and my heart skips
a beat. Even in this short letter, I can feel his attempts to be
gentle with me. When we came to our agreement, he asked me
to give him an honest chance to see if we could break the curse
through love. At the time, I gave in because it was the only
way to get what I wanted in return. I didn’t think I could ever
love him, regardless of what I said. Now? I’m not so sure. I’m
certain I’m not there yet, but I feel things I’ve never felt
before. I look forward to moments we get to spend together,
and I find myself seeking him out on days I know he won’t
make it to bed before dawn.

I sit up when knocking on our bedroom door startles me
out of my thoughts and turn toward it.

“Your excellency,” one of the palace magicians says,
hovering by the doorway. “My name is Molly. His Excellency
sent me to help you get ready for dinner.”

I nod for her to enter, and she bows down low in front of
me. Her eyes are brimming with excitement when she rises,
and I smile back at her. The attitude of the staff here is in such
contrast to the way I was treated at home. There they sneered
at me, scared I’d infect them with my bad luck, while here
they look at me like I’m a myth come to life. It’s something I
don’t think I’ll ever get used to.

“It’s a great honor to attend to you,” she says, trembling
just slightly. This is how Serena was always treated, but never
me. It’s strange how quickly a place can start to feel like
home, just because people seem to want you there. Molly
takes a step closer to me, her eyes roaming over my face. “You
hardly need any beautification, Your Excellency. Your skin is
healthy and has a natural glow, and your hair is thick and dark.
I can darken your lashes and brows, and perhaps accentuate
your cheekbones? What do you think of adding some redness
to your lips?”

I nod, unsure what to say. I’ve never been attended to by a
palace magician. Since magic is strictly banned in Althea, I



have no experience with it. The ointments they used in Althea
looked unnatural, so I never used any of it. As such, I’m not
even quite certain what I might like. “Do as you please,” I tell
her. “I’ll trust your judgement.”

A tiny squeak escapes her lips, as though she’s barely able
to contain her excitement, and I struggle to swallow down a
chuckle. Molly is exceptionally cute, and she reminds me of
Serena.

“I won’t let you down, Your Excellency,” she promises
me. It’s clear she takes great pride in her job, and I can’t help
but smile.

“It’s such an honor to serve you,” she says as shimmering
magic flows from her fingers. She brushes them over my
brows, instructing me to close my eyes next. “We’ve waited
generations for you. His Excellency warned us not to put any
pressure on you, but I just wanted you to know that we’re all
grateful that you’re here.”

I feel her magic flood over my skin, the feeling foreign.
Mine has never felt so peaceful. It’s always felt volatile and
harmful. I can’t see how something that feels so destructive
could save Eldiria. “You know, Your Excellency… I thought
all hope of me ever having a child of my own was gone. I’d
given up, but then you came. I just know you’re going to save
us all. I can feel it.”

I’m glad she’s instructed me to keep my eyes closed,
because I don’t think I can face her. I’m not the savior they all
think I am. I’m not sure what it is Felix and Elaine saw in the
mirror of Pythia, but it can’t have been me.

“The day you arrived is the first day I dreamed of her. I
dreamed of being pregnant, of my baby lying on my chest.
Then there were scenes of me cooing her to sleep, and me
kissing her forehead. The dreams have come every day since
you arrived. It’s all so real. Sometimes I could swear I can
smell her. I don’t think they’re dreams, Your Excellency. I
think they’re visions… visions of the future you will give us.”



My heart squeezes together painfully and a shiver runs
down my spine. I want nothing more than for her to have all of
what she just described, but I do not have the power to grant it.
I can’t break the curse. Felix and I aren’t even certain we can
heat the grounds. Neither of us is attempting to break the
curse. We’re just trying to make everyone’s lives more
bearable.

“All done,” Molly says, and I open my eyes. She turns me
toward the mirror, and I gasp. I still look like myself, except…
I don’t. I look a thousand times more beautiful than I did on
my wedding day. I lift a hand to my face in disbelief. “Magic,”
I whisper. Even my hair is done perfectly when that shouldn’t
be possible in so very little time.

Molly frowns at me and nods. “Of course. What else could
it be?”

I belatedly realize that the word magic isn’t used as an
expression here, and the questioning look Molly throws my
way has me feeling defensive. It’s likely that she expects me to
be an experienced sorceress myself, and I’m unsure what Felix
has been telling his people. It’s clear that he’s been using me
as a beacon of hope, and I can hardly blame him.

“It’s just something we say in Althea,” I tell her, smiling
serenely in an attempt to hide my inner turmoil.

Molly nods in understanding and takes a step back. “Oh!
Of course,” she says, grinning. “Now, what kind of dress shall
we put you in?”

My wardrobe swings open, a golden dress floating out of
it. I smile to myself. I’ve grown accustomed to the palace’s
quirks. From the moment I got here, the palace has insisted on
feeding and dressing me.

“This is beautiful,” Molly whispers, grabbing the dress
from the air. Several minutes later, I’m wearing the stunning
golden dress the palace selected for me. I watch it shimmer in
the light with my every move and worry that it’s too much for



a simple dinner, but Molly looks so excited that I can’t bear to
say anything.

I find myself wondering what Felix might think of me in
this dress as I walk down the long hallway. For the second
time today, I find myself thinking about love. If he and I were
to fall in love, would that truly break the curse? Would it grant
Molly’s wishes?

I bite down on my lip and hesitate in front of the throne
room. I take a deep breath in an effort to steel myself, but
before I’ve had time to push the doors open, they open
themselves.

Felix freezes when he sees me, and my heart skips a beat.
In that moment, everything fades away. All I can focus on is
the look in Felix’s eyes. It isn’t until someone speaks to him
that I realize that he’s standing next to several men I vaguely
recognize as Felix’s advisors. I take a step back, worried I’m
interrupting, but then Felix hands the documents he’s holding
to Elaine. “Excuse me,” he says. “I can’t keep my lovely wife
waiting for a moment longer.”

He walks toward me, the hood of his cape covering his
face as usual. I can see why they call him the Shadow
Emperor. It must somehow have stemmed from the curse
initially, but it’s also the way he moves and the way he
dresses.

“Arabella,” he says, offering me his arm. I take it, and he
leads me forward. “I apologize. Time got away from me. I
hope you’ll forgive me.”

“I’m thankful you were able to carve some time out of
your schedule after all. I feel like I’ve barely seen you
since…”

Felix turns toward me and grins. “Since when?”

I blush as I think back to the night we spent together.
Shortly after, the steel we need for our plan was delivered, and
ever since, we have both been forced to focus on our



individual roles in our plan, practising and refining our
strategy endlessly.

“I have somewhere special in mind,” he says. His hand
slips down to mine, and he interlocks our fingers, his thumb
drawing circles around my hand. I glance at him, wishing he’d
stop wearing his hood at all times. It’s strange, but I miss
seeing the gold in his eyes. Even when I catch a glimpse of
him during the day, I rarely see him.

“Here we are,” he says, his voice soft. He takes a step
forward and holds the door open for me. I pause in the
doorway, my eyes wide as I take in the bright sun and the
greenery surrounding us.

“This can’t be real,” I whisper. I haven’t seen true sunshine
since I got here, and I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it.

“It isn’t,” Felix says, and I turn to him. He lifts his hood
off his face and takes off his cloak, revealing a suit I’ve never
seen before. Even on our wedding day, he wore his usual
uniform. The suit he’s wearing today is all black, and it looks
amazing on him. He usually keeps his physique hidden, but
this highlights his strong body.

“It’s an enchantment,” he adds. “The curse makes it hard
to maintain an enchantment like this. Even when it isn’t real, it
seems we aren’t allowed sunshine and flowers. But for a few
hours, I can manage it just fine.”

“You did this?” I ask, confused. “You created this… for
me?”

He nods and takes my hand, leading me to a table in the
middle of a pavilion. It’s got thousands of pink peonies
growing all around it, rendering the scene utterly romantic. I
glance back at him, finding it hard to believe that the same
man that once threatened my life and my loved ones would do
this for me.

“I thought you might miss the sun,” he murmurs as he
pulls my chair out for me. “I know I do.”



I watch him as he walks around the table and sits down
opposite me. “You could leave, can’t you?”

He shakes his head. “Not for long. If I stay in the palace, I
remain human. Time moves slower here, which means that the
curse’s effects are slowed down too. The longer I’m away, the
less human I become. Physically, my nails turn to talons and
my teeth become razor sharp. My skin changes, becoming
rougher, more animal-like. That isn’t the worst of it, though.
It’s the bloodlust. If I stay away too long, my humanity
disappears. The palace has a soothing effect on me, undoing
some of the worst effects of the curse, but I can never leave for
more than a few weeks at a time. I’m trapped here.”

Felix hesitates, and then he looks away, a sigh escaping his
lips. “If we don’t break this curse, that is the future that awaits
me. The change is slower within the palace, but I can feel it
deep within. Every day, I feel a little less human. I struggle to
experience emotions the way others do… except for when I’m
with you.”

“What about your people?” I whisper. “Can they leave?”

Felix shakes his head. “Many have tried, but it’s near
impossible to make it through the woods with any belongings.
It’s even harder with a family. Unless you have a horse who
can beat the trees closing in on you, you won’t make it. Only
skilled soldiers can make it through.”

He looks at me, and for a moment it’s as though it isn’t me
he sees. “I understand that you don’t believe me, but I truly
believe you were destined to save my people. Pythia cannot
lie. I’m not sure, but maybe, just maybe, you might save me
too.”

More than ever, I find myself wishing I could. I don’t
know how I’m meant to do something like that. I’m startled
out of my thoughts when plates appear in front of us, my eyes
widening when I realize what I’m looking at. It’s a traditional
Althean rice dish.



“I thought you might want some of the food you’re
familiar with. I understand you haven’t been eating much
lately. I’m worried, Arabella.”

Have the staff been spying on me? I stare at the food, a
familiar ache settling in my chest. I miss my sister, and I want
to see Nathaniel. These reminders of home are a kind gesture,
but it just makes being here all the more painful. It reminds me
of everything I gave up, everything that’s waiting for me at
home. Sitting here in the sun reminds me of Nathaniel, and the
suffering he went through to help me, the promises we made
each other.

“If we manage to heat the grounds and grow crops, you’ll
let me go, won’t you? You’ll let me go back home?”

The words leave my lips before I realize what I’m saying,
and for a moment, I fear Felix’s response. He looks away, his
expression turning guarded. “I never break a promise,
Arabella. Do all you can, and I’ll let you go, even if we can’t
break the curse. I won’t keep you captive.” He turns back to
me, his eyes darkening. “But you’d better remember what you
promised me. Until I let you go, you’re mine. Your every
thought, Arabella.”

I bite down on my lip nervously. I only thought of
Nathaniel for a split second. How could he possibly know?

Felix snaps his fingers, and the table disappears. He rises
from his seat and raises his hand, lifting me into the air. “Tell
me, beloved. When you asked me if I’d let you go, who was it
you were thinking of?”

I’m breathing hard, my heart racing as Felix walks up to
me. He’s got me hovering in the air at eye level, and I tense
when I see the anger in his eyes. He cups my cheek, his thumb
brushing over my lip. “I warned you, my love,” he murmurs,
his voice soft.

“Felix,” I whisper, but I have no excuse. I was thinking of
Nathaniel… except not in the way Felix assumes I was. I was
merely thinking of the friendship we shared, and for a moment



I wondered if he is okay, or whether he’s still suffering the
consequences of offering me help.

“What should I do with you, my love? How do I punish
you for breaking our agreement?”

He moves his hand, laying me down on a bed of pink and
red flower petals, my hands pinned above my head by his
invisible force. He smiles, but there’s no humor in his eyes as
he kneels down beside me.

“Felix, it isn’t like that,” I whisper, unable to explain in a
way he’ll understand.

He leans over me and bunches the fabric of my dress in his
hands, pushing it up slowly. “Were you thinking of him?”

I look at him, unable to answer. Felix leans in and lifts my
leg, placing it over his shoulder. He turns his face inward and
kisses my thigh, sending a tremble down my spine. I gasp
when I feel his powers brush over my breasts, almost as
though the tips of his fingers are caressing me.

“Can he do that to you?” Felix whispers, right before I feel
his fingers trace circles up my thigh. He spreads my legs and
smiles. “Wet, as expected.”

I gasp when Felix pushes a finger deep inside me, using
his thumb to tease me. The combination of sensations is
almost too much, and I can already feel the pressure climbing.
He lets go of me, yet the feelings don’t stop. His hands move
to his breeches, but I still feel them on me.

“Felix,” I moan, and he smiles in satisfaction as he settles
between my legs.

“Beg for it,” he orders. “You want it, don’t you?”

I nod. “Please,” I whisper. “I beg of you, Felix. I need
you.”

I’m so close, and the feelings he’s arousing within me are
addictive. I need him with a desperation I can’t put into words.
The same magic I felt last time buzzes around me, and once



more I try my hardest to direct it outside. I vividly imagine the
atrium and pray I don’t set the flowers around us on fire.

Felix grins at me and lifts his hand into the air, snapping
his fingers. All at once, I’m turned over, landing on my knees.
I look up to find myself staring straight into a mirror.

“Watch yourself succumb to me. Watch as you beg for it.
That little boy will never make you feel the way I can. The
pleasure I can give you is unmatched.”

He grabs my hip and pushes into me slowly, his eyes on
mine in the mirror. Felix pauses halfway inside me and I
groan. “No!” I whisper, wishing he’d push all the way inside
me, and Felix laughs.

“Beg,” he orders again.

“Please, Felix. Please! Stop torturing me, husband.”

He looks startled, his expression softening. “So you do
realize that I’m your husband.”

Our eyes lock in the mirror, and he pulls almost all the way
out, driving me half mad. “You are the only one I’ve ever
wanted, Felix. The only one I will ever desire,” I tell him, and
deep within my heart, I know it to be true. The feelings I have
for Felix are unlike any I’ve ever known before.

Felix stares into my eyes, seemingly satisfied with what he
sees, and at last, he pushes into me, taking me with the same
desperation I’m feeling.

I fear the hold he has over me. With each passing day, it
becomes harder for me to see a future without him in it. I fear
that one day, I truly will lose him to this curse, and I cannot let
that happen.



Chapter Twenty-Nine

ARABELLA

I haven’t been able to stop smiling all day. Memories of
yesterday have kept the fire in the library going for hours now,
even as I read. It’s giving me hope that Elaine’s plan might
actually come to fruition.

I sigh happily, recalling the room Felix created for me. I
noticed how tired he was afterward, but he didn’t complain
once. The sunshine, the peonies… and Felix. The way he
touched me last night, the jealousy and possessiveness in his
eyes. He made me feel so wanted. I never expected there to be
such power in feeling like you belong with someone, but there
is.

“Day dreaming, Your Excellency?”

I slam my book closed and jump at the sound of Elaine’s
voice, the flames flickering. I only barely manage to keep the
flames alive as she sits down opposite me, my concentration
waning. Elaine chuckles as she reads the title of the romance
novel I’d been reading. “I have a lot more of those in my
room. The ones in the library are the tamer one,” she says with
a wink.

I chuckle and clutch my book to my chest. “I may have to
ask you to lend those to me.”



“Of course, Your Excellency. I’ll have the very best ones
sent to your room.”

I felt threatened by her when I first arrived, and I carried a
lot of hatred. I blamed her for thwarting my escape, and I’m
not quite certain when that burden was lifted.

Elaine leans back in her seat and sighs softly as her eyes
roam over the library. “You know, my betrothed loved this
space as much as I did. In fact, it was our joint love of reading
that brought us together.”

“Betrothed?” I repeat, confused. None of the books ever
mentioned Elaine being engaged, but then again, there is not
much our history books got correct.

“Raphael,” she whispers, his name a prayer on her lips. I
think back to the conversations Felix and I have had, certain
that he’s mentioned Raphael before.

“This is something not many people know, but Raphael
and I are heirs of rival kingdoms that were both overtaken by
Theon. Neither of our kingdoms were prosperous, and both
lands benefitted from the improvements Theon made, so
neither I nor Raphael held any grudges. If anything, we were
beyond grateful he saved our people when both our parents
had been failing, so when Theon asked, we both joined as his
advisors.”

She chuckles then, seemingly lost in thought, and I realize
that this is the first time I’ve seen her laugh. In all the months
I’ve been here, this is the first time I’ve seen true happiness
reflected in her eyes.

“Neither Raphael nor I realized the other had joined, and
neither of us was pleased to find the other at court. We hated
each other. We would constantly fight each other, destroying
parts of the palace that Theon then had to fix, and at some
point, I was certain he would kick both of us out. Except…
Theon saw something neither of us could.”

She smiles at me then, a knowing look in her eyes. “I
finally understand it now. At last, I understand how he could



be so certain when neither Raphael nor I could see it.”

Her tale sounds so romantic, yet my heart bleeds because I
know it must end in tragedy. “So how did reading unite you
two?”

“I suspect the reason Theon did not kick either of us out
when we certainly deserved it, is because we had both
befriended him, and he valued us equally. So when Theon
asked that I read several books about curses in an effort to help
us prevent some of the damage we were seeing, I agreed.
Unbeknownst to me, Raphael had been tasked with reading the
same books. We ended up in the library together for hours
every single day. Back then, the library was still filled with
scholars, so there was no way we could argue with each other
the way we usually would. Though it certainly wasn’t for lack
of trying. Raphael and I exchanged many torn pieces of
parchment with insults scribbled on, but as time passed, the
tone of our notes changed, until they turned into letters that
allowed us to truly get to know each other.”

I smile and sigh happily. “You fell in love.”

She nods. “We fell in love. We were so nervous about
telling Theon about us that we attempted to keep our
relationship a secret. By the time we gathered the required
courage, everyone already knew — we just didn’t realize it.
Theon gave us his blessing, and that should have been the start
of our future together.”

She wraps her arms around herself and looks away. “You
see, Your Excellency… Raphael had a secret he didn’t share
with me, nor with anyone else. I suspect he feared it would
cause me to see him differently, but I never would. In the end,
it was his lycanthropy that made the curse too hard to
withstand. It’s different for those of us with a regular supply of
magic, but lycans are different. From what Theon and I have
gathered, it appears lycans are worse off than humans.
Humans at least have a natural resistance against the curse’s
pull. Raphael must have fought so hard, yet in the end he lost
the fight.”



She bites down on her lip, visibly emotional, and my heart
breaks for her. This curse has taken so much from everyone
around me. “How do you maintain the will to fight?” I
whisper.

Elaine looks up at me, her eyes shimmering with tears.
“The only way for me to ever see Raphael again is for this
curse to break. He’s trapped in the shadows, and though I can
feel him when I let them take me, I cannot reach him. I keep
fighting because it’s the only way to get to him.”

I hear the unspoken words and lower my eyes. “I can’t
break the curse, Elaine. I wish I could, but I can’t. I don’t think
it can be done.”

She smiles at me, quiet confidence in her gaze. “You’re
wrong, Your Excellency. I can see what Theon once did. You
might not realize it yet, but you’re falling for our emperor. I
truly believe that love is the most powerful force in this world.
In time, you will see that too.”

Her words both surprise and scare me. Falling in love with
Felix never seemed like an option, yet within the span of a few
days, it has crossed my mind several times.

Could he and I truly find love together? And if we do, will
it in turn save those we love?



Chapter Thirty

ARABELLA

I stand under the shelter by the atrium, at the start of the
footpath that’s always kept as clear of snow as possible. My
eyes are fixed on the other end of the atrium, the part I’m
trying to get to without the heavy snow bearing down on me.

“Remember,” Felix says. “Concentration matters above all.
Your magic will go wherever your attention directs it.”

I nod and glance up at the sky. The snow is falling as
heavily as usual, and a hint of insecurity making me hesitate.
I’ve learned how to fuel my fire, but I have yet to fully master
air — though not for lack of trying. For Elaine’s plan to work,
I must access my air powers. I must be able to feed air into my
flames to spread the fire rapidly.

I bite down on my lip and let my eyes fall closed, taking a
moment to feel everything around me. The heat of Felix’s
body, the wind that moves my air, the small disruptions the
snowfall is causing in the natural direction of the wind. I wait
for the buzzing in the air to become clearer, and then I take
hold of the magic around me, channeling it for my own
purposes. I push it up, creating an invisible shelf above me,
and I breathe a sigh of relief when it works.



I watch as snow collects above me and hold my breath as I
take a step forward, willing it to move with me. I exhale in
relief when I stay dry, not a single snowflake reaching me.

“Keep going,” Felix quietly murmurs, and I nod.

Fire never required this much concentration. It always
comes with ease, flowing where I want it to go without any
resistance. Air is different. It doesn’t want to be harnessed, it
wants to flow freely. When I tried explaining that to Felix, he
didn’t seem to understand. In his experience, air comes from
within, crafted and controlled by magic. It has never been like
that for me. Magic is all around me.

I take a careful step forward, trembling just slightly. I need
to get this right. I can’t let Elaine down. I feel terrible about
my inability to break the curse, so the very least I must do is
ensure her plan succeeds.

I gasp when a pile of snow falls on top of me, instantly
making me ice cold. I groan loudly, and tip my face up at the
sky. “Fates!” I yell, beyond frustrated.

Felix chuckles and uses his own powers to flick all the
snow off me, and I let my fire powers warm me up. “Have
patience, Arabella. It has only been a few weeks. You cannot
learn this overnight.”

I shake my head and turn to him. “I must,” I whisper,
desperation rendering my voice hoarse.

Felix walks up to me and cups my cheek, his thumb
brushing over my lips. “Why must you, my love? There is
time.”

I grab his cloak and slide my hands underneath it,
clutching the lapels of his uniform. “The people of Eldiria
have waited so long already. I cannot fail them. To some, I
might be their last hope. I must try harder. I can’t… I can’t let
Elaine down. Isn’t it bad enough that we aren’t trying to break
the curse? How could I live with myself if I don’t try my very
hardest to adhere to her plan for the atrium?”



Felix nods in understanding. “I was wondering what it is
that occupied your thoughts this morning. I suppose she told
you about Raphael?”

I nod and look away, my heart aching. “I’ve been thinking
about their story for days now, and I can’t think of a way to
bring him back. I can’t think of a way to break this curse,
Felix.”

Felix sighs and leans in, pulling me into his embrace. I rest
my head on his chest and inhale shakily, unable to keep my
chest from aching. I’m filled with sorrow, and it isn’t even
mine to carry.

“Beloved,” Felix whispers. “You might well be the most
wonderful thing I have ever come across. Your heart… it’s
unlike any other.” He presses a kiss on top of my head and
tightens his hold on me. “Arabella, my love, it is not your
responsibility to break this curse. People might have
expectations of you, but you need not meet them. They were
imposed on you without your consent, and as such, you may
step away from them at will. No one could possibly ask more
of you than you already give.”

I shake my head and lean back to look into his eyes. “It’s
not enough, Felix. Surely you understand? If there’s more we
could do, then we must. These are our people. They are our
responsibility.”

He stares at me, his eyes widening ever so slightly. “Yes,
my beloved Empress. They are our people, but are we not
giving them all of us already? Tell me honestly, do you think
there’s any more we could do?”

I shake my head and drop my forehead to his chest. Felix
twists his fingers into my hair and sighs. “Raphael was my
best friend, Arabella. Perhaps my only friend, bar Elaine.
Seeing them together brought me such joy. They gave me hope
that perhaps true love does exist. I want nothing more than to
have him back, to shake his hand and drink one of the vile
drinks he ferments himself. I miss him, Arabella, every single
day. But I also know that I’m doing all I can. You are too. The



only thing we can do for them is to keep learning, to keep
growing stronger, to keep fighting. That is all we can do,
Arabella, and we do it every single day, don’t we?”

I nod and swallow hard. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “This has
been so much harder on you than it ever could be on me, yet I
—”

“No,” he cuts me off. “There is never a competition
between you and I, my love. You have every right to feel what
you do, and I adore you all the more for it.”

I nod and pull out of his embrace. “If all I can do is try
harder, then that is what I will do.”

Felix brushes my hair out of my face and nods. “Very well.
I will be here every step of the way.”

I smile at him and take a step away, letting my eyes fall
closed once more. This time, the air comes to me with more
ease. It still resists my call, but not quite as much. It’s almost
as though it agrees with my intended purposes for it, offering
me quiet assistance. I bite down on my lip as I try to keep my
snow cover above my head, taking slow steps down the
footpath. It stays intact, and I smile to myself in relief.

I keep my eyes on the fire at the end of the footpath. It has
been my target all morning, and keeping that burning was far
easier than it was to call upon the air around me. I exhale
when I reach it and swallow hard. This is the real test…
keeping the fire burning and the snow cover above me, while
also pushing air into the flames to make it burn bigger.

“Please,” I whisper, before inhaling deeply. I exhale and
channel the air around me, pushing it into the flames the way I
envisioned, and much to my surprise, it works.

Felix laughs as the flame grows bigger, and I turn toward
him with snow piled high above me, a wide grin on my face.

“I did it,” I say, my voice soft, as though I fear speaking
too loudly might make it all fall apart.

“You did indeed,” Felix says proudly.



One step at a time. That is all I can do for now, but I will
do it to the best of my abilities. The people of Eldiria deserve
that much.



Chapter Thirty-One

FELIX

“Are you ready, my love?” I ask, my heart racing with
anticipation. Arabella nods, and I take a step closer to her to
tighten her cloak. After weeks of practising and preparing, we
are as ready as we can be.

“Felix,” she murmurs, her voice soft. “Even if we fail to
place and heat the steel today, we can try again. We’ll keep
trying, until we get it right.”

I smile at her, but the feeling is bittersweet. Once upon a
time, I felt the way she did. I was certain that beating the curse
was only a matter of time, but it is not quite that simple. We’ve
been extremely fortunate so far. Every other attempt to stand
up against the curse has ended in ruins. Arabella has yet to
experience the crushing defeat that follows a near-perfect plan.
I pray she won’t lose her spirit the way I did — the way we all
did. She might be a beacon of hope to my people, but my
darling wife is more than that to me. I’m uncertain what I’d do
if I were to find her in tears, because of this curse. I don’t want
her to feel the helplessness we all feel.

“Of course,” I tell her. I cup her cheek and take in her
honeycomb eyes, my heart full with an emotion I can’t quite
name. My lips brush against hers once, twice, before I kiss her
fully. I wish I could preserve this moment. I fear what is to



come; I fear seeing disappointment and pain in her eyes, but I
see no way to prevent it.

Arabella rises to her tiptoes and deepens our kiss, her
hands clutching my cloak, balling it up in her fists. It isn’t
until we hear gasps around us that we step away from each
other. Arabella’s cheeks turn rosy, and she pulls her hood over
her head. For a single moment, she and I had both forgotten
about the people around us, the myriad of soldiers and
household staff who have volunteered to help us.

The atrium is filled with hope and excitement, and for
once, there’s no snow falling down on us. I wish I could take it
as a good sign, but I dare not be so optimistic. I glance around
at the familiar faces surrounding us, feeling uneasy. They’re
used to defeat, and they’ve come to accept that even my best
attempts only make the slightest difference, but it’s different
with Arabella. They see her as their savior, and I fear the way
they might look at her if we’re unsuccessful today. More so, I
fear how it would affect Arabella. It has taken some time, but
at last, she’s come to consider Eldiria home. I hope it remains
that way.

“Theon, we’re ready,” Elaine says, her voice trembling. I
look into her eyes and find my own worries reflected back at
me. She smiles, but she fails to hide the unease she feels. I nod
in reassurance and glance at my wife. Though I know the odds
are stacked against us, I’m certain my wife will be victorious.
If anyone can go up against the curse and come out on top, it’s
Arabella.

Arabella nods at me, and I nod back at her before walking
away toward my designated position at the opposite end of the
atrium.

I inhale deeply and turn toward her, countless steel rods in
front of me that have already been put in the right position by
our men. All I need to do now is transport them deep
underneath the surface. I drop to my knees and place my hands
on the cold earth, my eyes on the steel in front of me. The
magic sizzles deep within me in anticipation of being let loose,



but I hold it, letting it build. It’s been years since I attempted to
use my alchemy powers to this extent, and I worry it will leave
me drained, at the curse’s mercy. If that were to happen, the
entire palace would be at risk. Arabella would be at risk.

I take a deep breath and clear my mind, focusing on the
task at hand and letting every other thought fade. I glance up at
my wife and find her already looking at me, her eyes filled
with quiet confidence. She smiles at me and nods, and I let my
magic loose.

The steel rods start to shimmer, enveloped by my magic.
Sweat drips down my brow as they become translucent, and I
fear I can’t hold on long enough to get them into the ground.
Every second I hold on, I grow weaker.

“Almost there, Felix.”

I hear her voice clearly through the buzzing of magic
around me, and I hang onto the hope in her voice as I push
through. I inhale once more, my eyes falling closed as I
visualize the depth the rods must be placed at. Once I exhale,
they disappear from sight, even though I can still feel them
clearly. I feel sick to my stomach as I push them down, my
vision swimming as I lower them just a little further, until at
last, the rods are in place.

I look up at Arabella and nod, giving her the go-ahead. I
see the worry in her eyes and force a smile onto my face. She
stares at me, as though she’s trying to ascertain whether or not
to trust my smile, but then Elaine places a hand on her
shoulder. I breathe a sigh of relief when Arabella nods at
Elaine, and I force myself to my feet, wanting to offer her the
support she offered me.

I watch as Arabella’s eyes fall closed and her arms spread.
Light engulfs her, gold shimmering all around her as she
inhales deeply, focusing her attention. I find myself wondering
which memory she chose to fuel her powers today, and I’m
intent on finding out tonight. The wind blows through her hair,
and for a moment I worry that the weather will turn, the curse



bringing us torment we cannot escape, but no such thing
happens.

Instead, gasps come from all around me as the snow on the
ground starts to melt, revealing the patterns on the stone floor
underneath. I stare at it the stones in shock, remembering what
it looked like in my childhood, before the curse’s effects were
quite as bad as they are now. For as long as I can remember,
these grounds have been filled with ice and snow, bar the
walkways we always keep clear. In the last few decades, I
have not once seen this entire atrium without a single
snowflake on it, yet that is exactly what I am looking at right
now.

I look back up at Arabella to find her still standing
opposite me with her eyes closed, her cheeks rosy and a hint of
a smile on her face. Her long dark hair moves with the wind,
and I doubt she’s ever looked more ethereal.

Arabella opens her eyes, her gaze instantly falling to me,
and she smiles before turning to look around her. I grin when
she spins around in a circle, pure joy lighting up her face.

“Felix!” she yells, and my heart skips a beat. She opens her
arms wide, as though to say look around, and I just stand and
stare at her in disbelief. Arabella of Althea. I don’t deserve to
call her my wife, but I’m beyond blessed to do so regardless.

She takes a step toward me before she increases her pace
and runs up to me. I walk toward her, meeting her halfway,
and Arabella jumps into my arms. I wrap my arms around her
waist and lift her up high, spinning her around and eliciting a
laugh from her.

“We did it!” she shouts, and I shake my head.

“You did it,” I correct her, slowly lowering her down, her
body sliding against mine. Arabella wraps her arms around my
neck, her lips pressed together, betraying her dissatisfaction.

“I could not have done this without you, Felix. Without
you, there would be no steel rods for me to heat. We did this
together.”



I nod. Together. I like the way that sounds coming from
her. “Yes. Yes, we did.”

She smiles then, seemingly satisfied with my words. Her
eyes drop to my lips, and my heart starts to race when she tilts
her head, edging closer. Apart from the very first time, she
hasn’t taken the initiative to kiss me. For her to do so now… it
makes a special moment even more special.

Her lips brush against mine, and I exhale shakily, impatient
for more. I tighten my grip on her, and Arabella finally kisses
me, a soft moan escaping her lips. Her kiss is deep and
leisurely, and much to my surprise, she doesn’t pull away —
not even when cheering erupts all around us.

By the time she pulls away, my heart is once again full,
and I’m starting to wonder whether this emotion I’m feeling
might be the one thing I never thought I’d experience. I
wonder if it might be love.



Chapter Thirty-Two

FELIX

Arabella’s smile hasn’t left her face from the moment we left
the atrium, and her joy is infectious. I can’t recall the last time
the palace was filled with true joy. It isn’t just us — it’s every
member of staff.

We have people walking through the atrium barefoot.
Some are dancing and singing, while others have brought out
our limited supply of liquor. It has been years since my people
had hope the way they have it today, and we owe it all to
Arabella.

“I knew we could do it,” she says. “You didn’t believe me.
You might not have said it, but I could see it in your eyes.”

I pause in the hallway, surprised she managed to see
through my attempts to hide my worries. “No one has ever
been able to read my mind like that,” I tell her.

“I can, Felix.” She looks proud and stubborn, a chastising
look in her beautiful eyes. There’s something so ethereal about
her at this moment. She looks at me the way a wife looks at
her husband — with intimacy and a level of knowledge only a
married couple can share.

“Is that so?” I ask, a smile stretching across my face. “Tell
me what I’m thinking of right now, my darling wife.”



I let my eyes roam over her body and imagine undoing her
corset. Arabella’s eyes widen and her cheeks turn rosy as she
turns away from me and takes another step toward our
bedroom.

“I have no idea!” she answers, her voice high-pitched. I
love seeing her flustered. I think scandalizing my wife might
well be my new favorite hobby. Making her blush and seeing
her eyes widen… it does something to me.

“Are you quite certain you don’t know what’s on my
mind?” I ask, trailing behind her.

Arabella looks over her shoulder and attempts to glare at
me, but I see the thinly veiled desire in her eyes. I chuckle and
count the steps to our bedroom as I watch her walk in front of
me. Deciding that I can’t wait that long after all, I reach for her
with my powers, undoing her corset from behind.

Arabella gasps and looks at me over her shoulder. “Felix!”
she chastises, and I grin at that wide-eyed look she throws at
me. Beautiful.

I continue to undo the laces of her corset, and Arabella
giggles. She looks back at me again, and then she breaks into a
run.

I find myself frozen in surprise for a moment, and then I
grin as I chase after her. Her giggles sound through the
hallway, and my heart nearly overflows. When was the last
time these halls were filled with happiness?

Arabella escapes behind our bedroom door, and I follow
close behind her. “Where do you think you’re going, wife?” I
need her with a desperation I can’t contain, and I’m running
out of patience.

Arabella laughs as she runs up to our bed. She leans
against one of our bed posts and looks at me, her breathing
uneven. Her eyes are dark with desire, and my heart skips a
beat when her gaze roams over my body.

I rest my back against the door and watch her, lifting my
hand to undo the rest of her corset. Her lips fall open, wiping



the smile off her face, and I chuckle. “Hiding from me, my
love?”

“Maybe,” she whispers, her voice husky. I twirl my fingers
and swallow hard when her corset comes undone. I look her in
the eye, wondering what she’ll do, and I tense when she lets it
drop to the floor.

I’m breathing hard as I undo the tie at the top of her skirt.
That too comes undone, and Arabella lets it fall to the floor,
her eyes filled with the same desire I’m feeling.

She stands before me in her chemise and leans back
against the bedpost, facing me. Her eyes are on me as I send a
sharp tug through her chemise, ripping it apart. I move it off
her shoulders, and that too joins the rest of her clothes on the
floor.

Arabella raises her arms to hide her naked body, but I
shake my head as I close the distance between us. “No. You’re
too beautiful to hide away.”

I pull her arms apart and pin them above her head, making
her gasp. “Felix!” she whispers, and I smile.

“I like the way my name sounds on your lips, beloved. I’d
rather enjoy making you scream it.”

The way she looks at me has me straining against my
breeches painfully, yet what I want more than anything else is
to take my time with her. I want to please my wife and drive
her as crazy as she makes me. I want my name on her lips,
over and over again, until tomorrow’s responsibilities tear us
apart.

I walk up to her and pinch her chin, tilting her face up so I
can kiss her. I take my time with her, entwining my tongue
with hers in the way I’ve learned makes her tremble with need.

“Felix,” she whispers against my lips, her tone pleading.

Arabella pushes against my magic, and much to my
surprise, she unravels it, undoing the ties around her wrists. No
one has ever been able to withstand my magic. I smile as her



hands roam over my chest, tugging at my uniform. My
beautiful wife has no idea just how strong she is. I can’t
imagine how much stronger she’ll get. I’m already in awe of
her.

“You’ve teased me quite enough,” she tells me as she pulls
my uniform open. I’m startled when she leans in, pressing a
kiss to my neck. Never once has she been this brazen, and I’m
enjoying every second of it. While her body has always
betrayed her desire, this is different.

Arabella pushes against my chest, and I take a step back,
curious. She grins and pushes me toward the bed, until she’s
got me standing right in front of it. “Not so fun being thrown
around, is it, husband?”

I smirk as she pushes against my chest again, making me
fall backward onto our bed. I lean on my elbows to look at her
and shake my head. “On the contrary, wife. I’m rather
enjoying this.”

“You see,” she tells me. “Elaine loaned me some of her
romance novels. They were quite a bit more graphic than the
ones we had in the library.”

I wonder if she realizes that she refers to everything as us
and we now. She calls my people hers, and my palace is
granted the same treatment. I wonder if she considers me hers
too. I’ve never found myself jealous of my own citizens
before, but today that’s exactly what I am. I’m jealous.

“Elaine, huh? I have a feeling I’m about to be grateful for
whatever wicked books she gave you.”

Arabella chuckles, the sound making my heart overflow
with feelings I don’t dare name. For so long I’ve associated
love with the curse, that I now don’t dare taint what I feel for
Arabella.

“I think you might just be. I’m not so sure. It all seemed so
appealing in the books, but it might not be quite as easy in
reality.”



“Good thing we have plenty of time,” I murmur, wishing it
was true. “I would be happy to subject myself to what I’m
certain will be torturous practise events.”

Arabella bursts out laughing, and I can’t help but chuckle
in return. I’ve never experienced anything like this; joy
entwined with lust, humor entwined with desire.

“Torturous… if I do this well, it might just be.” She leans
over me and runs her hand over my chest.

“Beloved,” I whisper. “I’m not quite that patient. If you
want my clothes off, just say the words.”

She looks at me through lowered lashes and nods, an
enticing smile on her face. I snap my fingers, and my clothes
end up on top of hers, leaving me bare and entirely at my
wife’s mercy.

She kneels in front of me, palming my erection without
hesitation, and I moan. “Fates, Arabella…”

She looks at me as she lowers her head, and I almost lose it
when she wraps her lips around my cock, her mouth wet and
hot. Arabella moves her head up and down, her touch hesitant
and determined all at once. She’ll drive me insane, which I’m
certain was her objective all along.

Arabella swirls her tongue the way she loves to kiss me,
and I groan, unable to take it. “My love,” I tell her. “Keep
going like that, and I’ll mess up your pretty little mouth.”

She has no idea what she’s doing to me. No idea what she
looks like, her breasts on display as she takes me in so deep.

I lift her up into the air, repositioning her so she’s on top of
me. “Felix,” she protests, but I shake my head. I can’t take
another second of the torment she’s putting me through.

“Grab it,” I order, and she obeys, guiding me inside her
slick wet heat. “Ride me, my love. Use me however you want
to.”

She starts to move on top of me, and I smirk as I use my
powers instead of my fingers, teasing her, until I feel her



muscles contract all around me.

I can’t get enough of her. I agreed to let her go if we
manage to mitigate the curse’s effects, but I’m not certain I
can. Losing her isn’t something I can survive.



Chapter Thirty-Three

ARABELLA

I bite down on my lip as I put down my quill, my heart aching.
It’s my sister’s birthday today, and it’s the first time she’ll have
to spend it without me. Usually, the day would be filled with
festivities father arranged for her, but she and I would always
find a moment to escape together. I’d sing to her, and we’d
share a slice of cake, just the two of us. We’d stand by the
window and reflect on the year behind us and all she wished to
accomplish in the next. Those moments we shared were filled
with hope and joy, and they belong among my favorite
memories.

The pain of leaving home is not as intense as it initially
was, but today the loss weighs heavily on me. I miss Serena,
and I miss the lead-up to her birthday, the talk of dresses and
color schemes, the trips we’d go on to find her the perfect
bakery and the perfect outfit. I miss her.

“What’s wrong?”

I look up at Felix, startled. “Nothing.” I shake my head and
clutch my letter to my chest. “Felix, would you please deliver
this to my sister?”

I hand him the letter with a sigh, and he takes it from me
with a frown on his face. He’s been delivering my letters for



me for weeks now, never asking me about them, but today he
looks curious.

“It’s my sister’s birthday today,” I murmur, my melancholy
leaking into my voice. “I can’t be with her today, but I’d like
to wish her a happy birthday nonetheless.”

Felix takes a step closer to me and cups my cheek, his
touch gentle. “Of course, beloved,” he says. “I’ll see to it that
it gets to her at once.”

I watch as the letter shimmers bright gold before it
disappears and sigh. I hope this will bring a smile to her face. I
hope it lets her know that I’m thinking of her today.

“You miss her,” Felix murmurs.

“More than you could ever know. My little sister is
everything to me. She’s all I had in a life that I never belonged
in. She was my confidante, my best friend.”

Felix looks away, his expression conflicted. “Once the
curse has been managed, you can go see her,” he tells me, and
I nod. Thoughts of returning home don’t come to me as
frequently as they used to, but days such as today make it hard
to resist the desire.

“Having said that,” Felix adds, his tone hesitant. “The
atrium was filled with snow this morning.”

My eyes widen, disappointment flooding me. All morning
I’ve felt heartbroken, and this just adds to it. I run a hand
through my hair and inhale shakily. “How could that be? It
was fine for so many days!”

Felix nods and brushes my hair out of my face, tucking it
behind my ear instead. “Take a moment to feel out your magic,
Arabella. Do you feel the connection you forged to the flames
in the atrium?”

My eyes widen when I realize that I don’t. Feelings of
sadness consumed my every thought this morning, pushing
aside the flame I kept in the back of my mind. “Oh Fates,
Felix! I did this!”



He smiles, a hint of relief in his eyes. “Arabella, my
love… it’s hard to consistently sustain magic. You did
incredibly well. The pipes are already in place, aren’t they? It’s
just a matter of reheating them. I suspected it was the curse,
that the pipes may have been destroyed altogether, but that
doesn’t appear to be the case. As we suspected, your magic
renders anything it touches immune to the curse. That’s good
news, beloved.”

I nod, but I fail to hide my disappointment. I was so certain
we’d succeeded, that we were a step closer to fulfilling our
plans. If the flames go out every time I get distracted, then
how are we meant to make this work? If sorrow pushes aside
the emotions that fuel my fire, then how do I sustain it?

“Come on,” Felix says, his hand finding mine. He
entwines our fingers and pulls me along. He snaps his fingers
once we get to the hallway, and both of our capes appear
around our shoulders.

“Gloves?” I ask, and Felix nods.

“Yes, my love,” he says, before closing his eyes for a
moment. When he opens them again, he’s holding both of our
gloves.

“Why is it that you usually snap your fingers when you
call upon your alchemy powers?”

Felix shakes his head. “I’m not quite sure. It helps me
concentrate my magic. Alchemy is the hardest of all types of
magic, and concentration is of paramount importance, or the
item being transported or transformed could be damaged.
When I first started learning, I lost things entirely. I’m
uncertain where items go while they’re in transit. I suspect it’s
some kind of limbo.”

I bite down on my lip, guilt settling deep in my stomach. I
never considered how hard it must be for Felix to constantly
use his magic. I always took it for granted, in part because he
makes it look so easy. “Is it hard for you to send my letters?”



He looks at me then, hesitating. “It would be harder for a
messenger to get through our woods to hand you her replies.”

I suppose that’s as clear of a yes as Felix will give me. I’ve
been asking him to send and retrieve letters for me every
single week since he offered. I know Felix’s magic comes
from within. How much must it have drained him to do this for
me?

“Thank you,” I tell him. “I’m sorry for not saying this
sooner. My sister’s letters have made my stay here bearable. I
would be terribly lonely without them.”

“Bearable, huh?” he repeats, and I pause.

“I didn’t mean it quite that way. You know what I meant.”

Felix stops walking and turns toward me, his expression
guarded. “No, Arabella. I don’t.”

I hesitate, unsure what to say. Truthfully, Eldiria still
doesn’t truly feel like home. How could it, when I know I’ll
leave someday? I might not be as lonely as I used to be, but no
matter how much I enjoy being with Felix, in the back of my
mind there’s always a niggling thought reminding me I was
forced to come here.

“Let’s go,” I tell him. “We should heat up the pipes as soon
as we can.”

Felix nods, his hands disappearing into his pockets. I’ve
grown so accustomed to him reaching for my hand that it
startles me, and I instantly feel guilty for being unable to
answer him in a way that might set him at ease. Lying didn’t
feel right, and I’m certain Felix would see straight through it.

“Your Excellency!” Elaine says, rushing over when we
reach the atrium. “Please, is there anything you can do?”

The desperation in her eyes fuels my guilt. I may have
been taken from my kingdom, but Elaine lost everything. If
she can fight the way she does every single day, then I must
too. Feeling sorry for myself for even a moment isn’t
acceptable, not when so much is at stake.



“I’ll try my best, Elaine. I swear it.”

She nods, but I see the way she trembles. I’ve never seen
her display a moment of weakness, not once. I never realized
just how much hope our success in the atrium gave her. A
quick glance around the atrium makes it clear that it isn’t just
Elaine whose faith is shaken. This happened because I lost
control over my emotions, because I allowed my self-pity to
overwrite the memories that fueled the fire.

I sink down to the floor, my hands pressed against the icy
grounds that felt warm against my fingers just a day ago. My
eyes fall closed, and I let my favorite memories of Serena and
me fill my mind, until my heart overflows with happiness
instead of sorrow. I smile to myself when I feel the threads of
magic all around me, and I pull them toward me with a
grateful heart.

I let the magic run through me, letting my body be a
conduit for the fire I’m sending deep down to the pipes, and I
breathe a sigh of relief when I feel them hit their target. I sit
there, on my knees on the floor, letting memories of my
childhood fuel my fire. I think of Serena and I sneaking away,
discovering parts of the palace we never knew existed. Those
memories turn into ones of us sneaking into town and trying
mead together for the first time. Then there’s us dancing and
laughing together, but perhaps my favorite of them all are the
memories of Serena and I just sitting together, dreaming of the
future.

I open my eyes when I’m certain the pipes are fully heated,
my heart filled with happiness of a bittersweet kind. “Happy
birthday, Serena,” I whisper. The quickest way for me to get
back to her is to complete Elaine’s project. Once we do, I’ll be
able to see her and wish her a happy birthday myself. I might
have missed this year’s festivities, but I won’t miss next
year’s. If I can have it my way, Felix and I will attend together.



Chapter Thirty-Four

FELIX

I walk through the dozens of wagons filled with steel pipes,
inspecting every batch we’re taking with us. It took weeks of
preparation to prepare a sufficient amount for our trip.

“I’m worried, Felix.”

I turn toward Arabella and lift my hand to her face, the
back of my fingers stroking over her cheek. “Don’t be,
beloved. You’ve kept the atrium heated for weeks now. Have
you not seen the plants Elaine has been growing? I don’t recall
the last time something grew in Eldiria, and you made that
happen. If you could do it in the atrium, you can do it in the
rest of our empire too.”

She shakes her head and clutches my cloak in her hands.
“The atrium is one part of the palace that you keep the curse’s
worst effects away from. The rest of the country won’t be the
same.”

She’s right, but for once, I’m certain we’ll be victorious.
“Have faith, beloved. I do. I have faith in you, in us. We’ve
come far further than ever before, and I suspect we have much
further to go still. Walk this road with me, Arabella, and we’ll
change more lives than you ever thought possible.”



She nods, but I see the insecurity in her eyes. It astounds
me that she doesn’t seem to realize how powerful she is.
Within a few months, she harnessed powers that were thought
to be extinct, teaching herself more than I ever could. Her
control over fire is unlike anything I’ve ever seen, and her air
powers are nearly as strong as mine. She’s now able to lift me
into the air for a few seconds at a time, when a mere few
weeks ago, she could barely lift snow. I wish she could see
herself through my eyes.

“Let’s go, my love.”

Arabella takes my arm and I wrap my hands around her
waist to lift her on top of Sirocco, my touch lingering. She and
I haven’t had many moments alone recently. Every waking
moment that I’m not working is spent executing Elaine’s plans
and preparing for the trip we’re about to embark on. Countless
regions of the empire should be receiving steel within the next
few days, accompanied by soldiers that will dig up the grounds
and place the pipes so Arabella and I can move through the
country at a quicker pace. I expect there to be many instances
where the pipes won’t have been placed yet because of the ice
or the curse’s effects. From what I’ve observed, the curse
doesn’t go near anything Arabella’s magic has touched, but
before it does, the curse might go rampant.

Arabella and I have done our best to be prepared for the
unexpected. This trip could last a mere few weeks, or it could
last a year. While we have prepared for both scenarios, I know
she’s still filled with fear, and I’m uncertain how to take those
fears away.

“It’s beautiful,” Arabella says, as we ride past empty fields
filled with snow, and I try to see it through her eyes. The stars
above us illuminate the fields, and I suppose there’s some
beauty to it.

“Many years ago, those were rice fields.”

She tenses, her back rigid against my chest. “I’m sorry,
Felix. I… I didn’t realize.”



I smile to myself and wrap one arm around her. “One day,
I’ll show you what they looked like. One day, you and I will
restore those fields to what they once were.”

She turns her head to look at me, her eyes finding mine. I
miss her. The last couple of weeks have been filled with late
nights and early mornings. I miss lying in bed with her in my
arms. I miss having her bare body against mine, and the way
she whispers my name late at night. I miss the way her eyes
shimmer with need, her pleas silent but effective.

I lean in and kiss her, startling her. Arabella freezes for a
moment, and then she lifts her hand, threading it into my hair
as she kisses me back. It’s been over a fortnight since I last
had her lips against mine, and the distance that has grown
between us since then makes me deeply uncomfortable.

I push aside the ache and deepen our kiss, losing myself in
her for a moment. I fear that the memories we’ll make
throughout this trip might be the last ones I have of her. I
hoped to change her mind, but I suspect she still has every
intention of leaving me the moment we return to the palace.
This trip might well be my very last chance to win her heart.

Arabella pulls away, her cheeks flaming, and I smirk. It’s
been so long since I made her blush. “Beautiful,” I whisper
into her ear. “I love the way your cheeks redden, beloved. It’s
been too long.”

“Felix!” she chastises, but the tone of her voice puts me at
ease. Arabella has been different lately. Ever since her sister’s
birthday, she’s been absentminded. I used to be able to read
my wife with ease, but lately she’s a mystery to me. I can’t tell
what she’s thinking, and I fear her thoughts are on Althea. I’ve
been tempted to read the letters she exchanges, for fear that in
truth it’s the boy she communicates with, but I’ve been giving
her my trust. I hope I don’t come to regret it.

“We’re here,” she says, her voice a nervous edge to it. I
glance around at the square in the first town on our journey.
The town’s people have gathered to welcome us, their faces lit
with hope.



Snow starts to fall as our horses come to a stop, turning to
hail the very moment my feet hit the ground. I look up, my
heart sinking. Arabella was right. The curse won’t let us
intervene with the same ease we experienced in the atrium.

My mood is grim as I lift her off Sirocco, my spirits falling
by the second. I can’t stay away from the palace for long. Each
time I’ve tried, the curse entangles me, suffocating me so
slowly I barely realize what’s happening, until it’s too late and
the damage is done.

“It’s okay, Felix,” Arabella says. She slips her hand into
mine and smiles at me. “We’re going to be just fine.”

I nod as I follow her, willing myself to believe her words.
Arabella has never seen me lose control — few people have
and lived to tell the tale. I fear what I might do to her if we
stay away too long. Fates, she and I will never recover if it
gets that far. She might be able to see beyond my monstrous
exterior now, but once she sees the beast within, I’ll lose her.

“Felix?”

I look up at my wife, my heart aching. She’s so
heartbreakingly beautiful. It isn’t just her stunning face or that
body I can’t stop fantasizing about, it’s her heart.

“Are you ready, Felix?”

I nod and glance at the steel pipes already laid out for me.
Moving them will take so much of my magic… how many
times can I do it before I’m depleted? How much can I do
before I become a danger to everyone around me?



Chapter Thirty-Five

FELIX

I glance at Arabella as she’s bent over her makeshift desk in
our tent, writing so furiously that I can see specks of ink on
her cheeks from where I’m standing.

Her eyes shimmer with contentment as she pens a letter to
her sister, and I wonder if I’ll ever be able to make her smile
the way she does in this moment.

I’ve made her laugh, and there have been moments where I
brought her happiness, but it’s always been fleeting. Could I
ever make her as happy as a letter from her sister does?

Arabella sighs, her smile dropping for a mere moment
before she shakes her head and continues to write. I wonder
what thought just crossed her mind.

I’ve never before felt curious about a woman, but I wish to
know every single thing that consumes her. I want to know her
every stray thought, every reason behind her sighs. I suppose
it’s only fitting that setting my people free means losing her.
I’ve been cursed from the moment I was born, and I’ll die
feeling its effects. It is fortunate that I’ll be surrounded by
memories of Arabella in the end. I’m fortunate to have had her
for as long as I may.



Arabella looks up, her hand rising to her chest as her eyes
widen. “Felix,” she whispers. “I didn’t see you standing there.
How long have you been there?”

Far longer than I’ll admit to. “Not long,” I tell her. She
stares at me, almost as though she’s trying to read me, but then
she shakes her head, the movement so subtle I almost miss it.

“Could I please ask you to send this letter to Serena? I
promised her I’d stay in touch even while we’re on the road.
She’s worried. I hate the thought of her sitting there filled with
anxiety. I just know she’ll struggle to sleep until she hears
from me. No matter what I tell her, she’s certain I’ll freeze to
death or—” She stops speaking abruptly, her cheeks rapidly
turning rosy.

“Or what?”

Arabella looks away and shakes her head. “It’s nothing.
She fears you, and she’s convinced you’ll harm me someday.
No matter what I say, she can’t be dissuaded. I suppose it has
something to do with the way you handled Father on our
wedding day. That’s all she’s ever seen of you.”

“What do you think?” I ask, hesitating. “Do you think I’ll
hurt you, Arabella? Do you fear me?”

She looks up at me, wide-eyed. “You have never hurt me,
Felix.”

That’s not an answer, and she knows it. I suppose I should
be grateful that she isn’t lying to me outright. I wish I could
set her at ease and swear to her that no harm will ever come to
her, but the longer we’re away from the palace, the more
restless I feel. With every day that passes, I can feel my
control slip away. I feel the darkness pull at me, luring me
with thoughts I can’t keep at bay. From experience, I know I’ll
only be able to resist for so long, but I expected to last far
longer than I have.

It’s almost as though the curse is sentient and aware we’re
close to defeating it. Its pull is stronger than ever before.

“Felix? Will you send the letter for me?”



I nod and walk up to her, taking the letter from her
carefully, resisting the urge to touch her. My need for her
grows every second, but I fear being with her when I have so
very little control.

“Of course, beloved.” I stare at the letter as I focus on the
memory of the long table in Althea’s throne room, where I’ve
been sending all of Arabella’s letters. The letter shimmers
bright gold before disappearing, and Arabella smiles.

“Thank you, Felix.”

I nod and turn to leave, but Arabella grabs my hand and
stops me in place.

“Where are you going?” Her voice is soft, sweet, and
entirely irresistible.

“I need to check on the progress of the pipes. The soldiers
are still digging, and I’m wondering if perhaps it would be
better to utilize alchemy again after all. This is the third town
that hasn’t had the pipes in place for our arrival. It’s slowing
us down considerably.”

Arabella nods in understanding, but there’s a hint of a
smile on her lips. “Or you could just leave them to do their
job, and we can enjoy our evening together. We haven’t taken
an evening off yet. Aren’t you tired?”

I hear the unspoken words, the longing. She misses me as
much as I miss her, but I cannot push aside my fears.

“I’ll just go check up on them. I won’t be long.”

“Felix,” she says, my name a plea on her lips. She rises
from her seat and lets her hands slide up my chest, until she’s
got them wrapped around my shoulders.

She looks into my eyes, her gaze searching, though I can’t
tell what for. She hesitates, and then she rises to her tiptoes,
her lips finding mine.

I groan when she kisses me and thread my hand through
her hair, pulling her closer to me with a desperation I struggle
to contain.



She moans against my lips and I lower my hands to her
waist, lifting her up higher, until she wraps her legs around
me.

I push her against the wall, rolling my hips against her the
way I’ve been dreaming of. Her moans fuel my desire, and I’m
tempted to take her right here and now. I feel my control slip
for a single moment, my vision going black as the shadows
pull at me, taking away my consciousness. It takes all of me to
fight it, to remain right here with Arabella.

I pull away from her and drop my forehead against hers,
both of us breathing hard. She’s entirely unaware of my
internal torment, and though I wish to keep her in denial, it
isn’t safe.

“Arabella,” I murmur, my eyes falling closed. “I can feel
it. I feel the curse’s allure, and it’s hard to resist. It pulls at me,
tempting me to give into the darkness. I’m not as strong as I
wish I were, beloved. While you might win this fight against
the curse, I might lose it. And if I do… I can’t tell you what
the consequences would be, but I can tell you I have never
opened my eyes after one of those blackouts without being
surrounded by casualties. I can’t risk you being one of them.”

She places her hands palms flat against my chest and
shakes her head. “You won’t hurt me, Felix. You won’t.”

I cup her cheek and force a smile onto my face, in awe of
the trust I see in her eyes. It’s that same trust that’ll make it
hurt so much more. “You don’t know that, my love. I’m just
going to check on the soldiers, alright? I just need some fresh
air.”

She looks at me as though she wants me to stay, and
there’s nothing more I’d rather do… but I can’t. Not tonight.
Not when the curse’s allure is so strong.

Arabella’s expression haunts me all the way into the
woods, and with every step I take, I resist the urge to go back
to her, to fulfill the needs she left unspoken.



My hands tremble as I take a shard of the Mirror of Pythia
out of my pocket, holding it up in the moonlight. “Pythia,” I
whisper. “Has the future changed?”

Her face appears in the mirror, and she nods, her
expression not giving me any indication of whether the change
is positive or not.

“Show me our future.”

She nods again, and then she disappears, her image
replaced by the same flashes of the future I’ve become
accustomed to, the very same ones I’ve come to despise. I
watch as Arabella rides away on Sirocco, my palace fading
into the background the further she gets away. I see her
embrace her sister, and I watch her sitting down on her father’s
throne, a crown on her head. The image shifts to the one that
pains me most, and the darkness calls to me as I watch her rest
her head on Nathaniel’s shoulder, his arms wrapped around her
intimately.

“These are all visions I’ve seen before. Which part of our
future has changed?”

Pythia appears in front of me again, her face serene.
“Perhaps it is not a change, but a new image came to me. I
don’t believe it to be wise for you to see it.”

“Show me,” I order.

Pythia nods, and she fades away. Instead, I see Arabella
and myself, my eyes fully black, as though I’ve given in to the
darkness. The images are moving so quickly I can barely make
sense of them, but the one thing I see clearly is the cuts on
Arabella’s skin and the blood that flows from her wounds. The
images fade away, until it’s only Pythia I see in the mirror.

“I’ll hurt her,” I whisper. “Tell me there’s a way to prevent
that version of our future, Pythia.”

“I can’t, Your Excellency. This happens in every version of
the future I have been shown.”



“There must be something you can tell me, something you
can do.”

She shakes her head and bows, disappearing before I can
question her further. I clench the shard in my hand, coating it
in my black poisonous blood.

I stare at my hand, realization dawning. It’s only a matter
of time before I infect Arabella too.



Chapter Thirty-Six

ARABELLA

I glance over at Felix standing in the distance, every instinct
telling me that something is wrong, yet I can’t quite figure out
what it is. I’m certain Felix has been ignoring me for close to
two weeks, hiding behind the excuse of needing to help with
placing the pipes in every town we’ve visited.

“Is everything okay?” Elaine asks, and I turn toward her,
unable to wipe the frown off my face.

“I’m not sure. Felix… he’s been different. Has he ever told
you about the darkness calling to him?”

Elaine freezes and looks up at me, a hint of fear in her
eyes. “It’s happening so soon? He’s usually capable of keeping
its lure at bay for weeks at a time. We must move quicker if
that is true.”

I bite down on my lip, unable to ignore the niggling feeling
that I’m not getting the full story from either Elaine or Felix.
“What happens when he gives in?”

Elaine looks away and wraps her arms around herself. “He
is never harmed. The curse envelops him, but it never hurts
him. It’s everyone around him that suffers. When we were
desperate and our people were starving, Theon would let the
curse take him to aid us in conquering other surrounding



countries. He’d go by himself and return victorious. Theon
would decimate an entire army in a matter of hours, and he’d
never remember a second of it. All he saw was the blood on
his hands when the curse eventually loosens its grip, without
any indication of what might have happened. Once, when he
was going up against an army of tens of thousands of men,
Raphael and I followed him with our best soldiers in tow,
despite his warnings. I’ll never forget what we saw.”

She shudders and closes her eyes for a moment, as though
the memory is too vivid to bear. “He loses himself, truly. The
curse transforms his entire body into a creature unlike
anything I’ve ever seen before. His eyes turn black, and he
becomes a demon in every sense of the word. I’ve never
feared Theon, but I fear him when he’s like that. When the
battle was over and he was the last person standing, Raphael
and I tried approaching him. We thought it would help him
fight the curse’s hold on him, but it didn’t. We lost several of
our men, and if not for Raphael’s lycanthropy, we’d have lost
our lives too. When he’s like that, he’s not himself. It’s almost
as though he’s possessed. He didn’t recognize us, and he
couldn’t discern who did or didn’t wish to harm him.”

I look at Felix, unable to even imagine what Elaine is
describing. Even when Felix was at his worst, he was always
himself.

“We cannot let it get that far, Arabella. You must warn me
if it looks like he might be losing control, so I can arrange for
us to return. Our plans can wait.”

I nod in agreement and watch as Felix helps the soldiers
lift and place the metal. I’ve noticed that he’s minimizing his
use of his magic, and I wonder if it’s because he’s starting to
fear that using it will make him lose control.

I walk over to him, noting the way he tenses, yet he
doesn’t look up. It’s odd, but I feel like he’s barely been
looking at me. That’s an entirely strange thing to notice, but I
doubt I’m mistaken.



“I can help with that,” I tell the soldiers. They pause what
they’re doing, and almost as though in sync, they bow. “You
really need to stop doing that,” I tell them. They don’t bow to
Felix; they treat him like one of their own, yet they won’t treat
me the same. The soldiers look at me with reverence, and it’s
unnerving. It reminds me that we aren’t breaking the curse,
we’re only mitigating its effects. While I’m doing all I can,
I’m still falling short of their expectations. I always will be.

“Our apologies, Your Excellency,” one of them says.
Simon, I believe his name is. “It’s instinctive. Most of us have
waited for you our entire lives, and to have you here amongst
us is an honor.”

I smile as best as I can and raise my hands the way Felix
taught me to, lifting the steel into the air before lowering it
into the ground the soldiers dug up, taking minutes to do what
would take them hours.

The soldiers murmur excitedly among themselves, but my
eyes are on Felix. He’s facing his men, and he has yet to
acknowledge me. I’ve been making excuses, telling myself
that it was just the workload that was getting between us, but
I’m uncertain how much longer I can deceive myself. Felix is
avoiding me, and I don’t understand why.

His back straightens when I walk over to him, betraying
his awareness of me. “Felix,” I murmur. When he turns toward
me, he looks impatient, as though he doesn’t want to be
anywhere near me and I’m merely inconveniencing him.
“Let’s retire for the night,” I murmur nonetheless.

He looks at me, his expression guarded, and I find myself
wishing there was a way of knowing what he’s thinking. For a
while, I was certain that he and I were growing closer, turning
our marriage into a real one. The moment we embarked on this
journey felt like the start of the end, and with every day we’re
away from the palace, that feeling is reinforced.

“Very well,” he says, nodding politely. He gestures toward
the tents behind us, and I tense. I expected him to take my



hand or offer me his arm at least, but he’s keeping his distance
from me.

I smile tightly and turn to head back to the tent we share,
Felix right behind me. “Won’t you walk by my side?” I ask,
my voice soft.

Felix responds by falling in step with me, his cloak
brushing against mine. It hurts that I have to ask him for
something so simple.

“You’re pushing me away, Felix. I want to know why.”

He stares straight ahead, avoiding my gaze. “I’ve merely
been busy, Arabella. We all have been.”

“Why are you doing this to us?” I ask, my voice breaking.
“Is it because you’ve now accomplished your goal of
mitigating the curse’s effects? Now that I’m near useless to
you, you’re dismissing me?”

My worst fears escape my lips without conscious thought,
and I wrap my arms around myself in an attempt to shield
myself from the vulnerability I’m feeling.

Felix is quiet for a moment, and I regret saying anything at
all. I feel exposed and foolish.

“Does it matter?” he asks, his tone uncaring. “Once we
finish heating the grounds, you’ll return to Althea.”

I look up at him in surprise. It is what we agreed on when
he asked me for help, but somehow I expected him to ask me
to stay nonetheless.

“What if that’s no longer what I want?”

He looks at me then, a hint of an emotion I can’t identify
flashing through his eyes. “You’ll return home, Arabella.
You’ll have all you’ve ever wanted, everything I’ve promised
you. That was our agreement, was it not?”

“It was, but that was before…” I bite down on my lip,
unsure how to finish my sentence. It was before he and I



became a couple, before he took me to bed and showed me
who he truly is, beneath the monster he portrays.

Felix smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Before I took
your innocence? What is it you’re worried about? I’m certain
the boy will take you back the moment you return.”

I stop walking then, and so does Felix. For so long he
refused to even let me think of Nathaniel, and now he’s
seemingly accepted me being with him after I return to
Althea? It can’t be.

“I assumed you were staying away from me because of the
curse’s effects on you. I see the torment you’re in, Felix, and
I’ve tried to be patient… but perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps I
was just another woman in the long life you’ve lived.
Someone who has fulfilled their purpose and ceased to be of
interest to you. Perhaps I was seeing things that weren’t
there.”

He looks away, as though this conversation is a tedious
matter he must sit through, and it hurts. “What is it you’d like
me to say, Arabella? As part of our agreement, we tried
finding love together, and we failed. We’ve found a different
way to mitigate the curse’s effects, so naturally, our priorities
must shift in line with that.”

Arabella. He hasn’t called me my love or beloved in so
long. I stare at him, wondering whether I can trust his words. I
can’t tell if this is the curse’s doing, or if I’m merely being
naïve.

“Don’t do this,” I whisper, one last plea.

Felix smiles at me, regret in his eyes. “Our fate has always
been sealed, Arabella. We might fight it, but we only delay the
inevitable.”

“Do you truly believe that?”

Felix looks up at the sky and nods. “I know it.”

I stare at him and take a step away from him before turning
and walking away. Part of me hoped that he’d follow me,



showing me the part of him I crave, but he doesn’t.



Chapter Thirty-Seven

FELIX

Arabella’s words haven’t left my mind since she spoke them.
They resound in my mind, taunting me with all I wish I could
have, day in and day out.

I lean back and watch her from the shadows at the tent’s
entrance as she sits and writes yet another letter to her sister.
I’m unable to resist my need for her. No matter how many
times I consult Pythia, our future never changes. I end up
hurting her and she leaves me, reuniting with the boy I tore her
away from. I fear what I’ll do to her if I go near her, but I can’t
stay away either.

She smiles at the parchment in front of her, and I try my
hardest to recall the last time she smiled at me. When was the
last time I heard her laugh? It’s an unsettling experience to
miss her when she’s right in front of me.

Every day, the distance between us increases. I can feel her
slipping away, and it’s hurting me more than this curse ever
will. I didn’t think happiness existed before her. I thought it
was a myth, or something elusive at best, a thing people
convince themselves they must achieve in an effort to make
life more bearable. It wasn’t until Arabella walked into my life
that I understood why humans go to such great lengths to find



what Arabella and I did. Despite my long life, I don’t think I
was truly alive before her.

Arabella sighs as she folds her letter, her touch gentle as
she slides it into an envelope, sealing it with wax. Her control
of fire has become so strong that she manages to do it without
needing to concentrate, and once more, I’m in awe of her.

How many times have I stood here, watching her as she
writes? I’ve lost count. It’s the only moment she takes for
herself, my only chance to watch her without the mask she
wears for my people.

She rises from her seat, her envelope in hand and a dreamy
expression on her face. I wonder who it is that put that smile
on her face. It certainly wasn’t me. The boy, perhaps? Lately
it’s taking her longer to write her letters, and I wonder how
she’s sending them, because she’s stopped asking me to do it
for her. Many times, I’ve been tempted to find out who she’s
writing to, but how could I stand in the way of her happiness
after all I’ve already done to impede it? I’ve taken so much
from her, and if Pythia is right, I’ll bring her more sorrow
before she finds happiness of her own.

“Felix!” She freezes in place when she finds me leaning
back against the wall. Her eyes find mine, but the intimacy
I’ve grown accustomed to is missing. She forces a smile for
me, and all it does is anger me.

I push away from the wall and walk up to her, my eyes
dropping to the letter in her hands. “Who is the letter for?”

Her eyes flash as she tightens her grip on it, a stubborn tilt
to her chin. “Does it matter?”

It shouldn’t, but it does. “Our agreement still stands,” I say
against better judgment. “I have yet to let you go, Arabella.
Until the day I do, you’re mine.”

She grits her teeth as she looks up at me, anger lighting up
her eyes. “Am I, Felix? Am I yours? You can’t control who I
think of, who I dream of.”



I take a step closer to her, expecting her to take a step
back, but she doesn’t. My body brushes against hers, and she
looks up at me, her eyes filled with defiance and fury. “I once
told you I have no problems reminding you who you belong
to, and that still stands.”

“You do remind me every single day,” she tells me. “Every
time you brush me off or ignore me, you remind me that I
never meant anything to you. You remind me that all I ever
was to you was someone to use and discard. Nathaniel never
once made me feel that way. Not once.”

I grit my teeth and thread one hand through her hair, my
touch rough as I cup her cheek with my other hand. “I don’t
want his name on your lips, Arabella.” My thumb brushes over
her lip, as though that might wipe away the words she just
uttered.

“Too bad, Felix… because Nathaniel is all I’ve been able
to think about. Every time you dismiss me, you remind me of
the gentleness he showed me. When you make it clear you
don’t want me, I find myself wondering if he’d ever—”

I lean in and cut her off, taking her lips the way I’ve been
dreaming of. She moans against my lips and kisses me back,
her hand roaming over my body with the same impatience I’m
feeling. I pull away from her and lift her into the air, pushing
her back until her back hits the wall behind us. Arabella’s eyes
are dark with desire, and the way she looks at me undoes me. I
walk up to her and smile as I reach her, my hands wrapping
around the top of her chemise, ripping it apart, the sound of
the fabric tearing loud in our quiet tent. I inhale sharply when
her chemise falls away, revealing her breasts. “I doubt that boy
of yours has the strength to do this,” I murmur as I yank her
corset off her, letting it drop to the floor. I lean in and suck
down on her nipple the way I know puts her at my mercy, and
she moans loudly in protest when I pull away. I smirk and snap
my fingers, her eyes falling closed when the feeling is
mimicked by my powers while I move my touch lower. “He
certainly can’t do that, can he? Even if you’re ever with him, it
won’t feel as good as it does with me.”



I tear her skirt off her and let it fall to the floor, smirking
when I slip my fingers between her legs. “Let me guess…
you’re already wet for me. Do you think he’ll ever make you
feel this way? Even if you ever let him touch you, it’ll be me
you think of.”

I slip a finger into her, enjoying the sounds she makes for
me. “Do you really think so, Felix? Do you think I’ll
remember you when he’s making me forget my name?”

A low growl escapes my throat, the sound inhuman, an
omen of the evil we’ll unleash if I don’t walk away. I let go of
her and take a step away, needing space and distance to collect
myself. I move to walk away from her, but she’s got me
trapped and unable to move.

Arabella’s eyes are ablaze with anger when my gaze lands
on her, and she shakes her head. “No,” she says. “You don’t
get to touch me like that and walk away.”

She lifts her hand and before I realize what’s going on,
she’s got me pressed against the same wall I just held her up
against, her control over the air around us formidable.
“Arabella,” I warn her.

“No,” she repeats. She snaps her fingers, and my clothes
burst into flames, the flames eating at the fabric yet leaving me
completely unharmed. I try to resist smiling, but I fail. I’m in
awe of her. As she stands before me, her clothes ripped and
her lips swollen, her eyes blazing with anger and desire… I
don’t think my beloved wife has ever looked more beautiful.

“Be glad it was just your clothes this time, Felix.”

I chuckle and rest my head against the wall as the fire
takes away my last remaining clothing, revealing just how
badly I desire her. I watch her through my lashes, unable to
resist her. One hour… if I can fight the darkness for a single
hour, I’ll get to see her look at me the way she used to. I’d
give the world for one more memory of her.

Arabella rises to her tiptoes, her lips finding mine. Her
touch is gentler now, more hesitant. I kiss her back, and her



body relaxes against mine. She releases her hold over me, and
I push away from the wall. “Arabella,” I whisper, and she
shakes her head as she presses her finger against my lips.

“Don’t say a word, Felix. Not now.”

I pull on her hand and turn us over so I’ve got her pressed
against the wall. She moves her arms around my neck, and I
lift her into my arm, my hands on her waist. Arabella wraps
her legs around me, and I breathe a sigh of relief when my
erection brushes against her wet heat.

“I need you, beloved.”

She nods and reaches between us, guiding me into her.
“Oh Fates,” I murmur as I slip deep inside my wife. “I missed
you more than you’ll ever know.”

I pull back almost all the way, my eyes on her as I thrust
back into her. I watch the way her eyes widen, the way her lips
fall open when she moans, the fire in her irises. I try my
hardest to commit this image of her to memory.

“More,” she whispers, her hands threading through my
hair. She pulls me closer, her lips finding mine, and I lose
myself in her. I’ve never wanted a woman more than I do her.
I’ll never get enough of her. I take her harder, giving her what
she’s asking for, and the way she moans has me losing it.

I feel the darkness claw at me, and I close my eyes for a
single moment, exhausted from fighting and wanting just a
single moment with my wife.

When I open my eyes again, Arabella is on her knees on
the floor, blood staining her skin red. She looks up at me in
fear and horror, and I take a step away from her. This. This is
what I saw in the mirror of Pythia. There are cuts all over her
skin, blood flowing freely from her wounds.

I did this. I knew I’d hurt her, and I let myself go near her
regardless. “Elaine…” I whisper. “I need to get Elaine.”



Chapter Thirty-Eight

ARABELLA

“I can’t believe we managed it,” Elaine says. Our soldiers are
packing up around us, and I look around in awe. It took us
several months, but we placed pipes in the most important
parts of the country.

“The wounds are healing nicely,” she remarks, and I lift
my hand to my throat. Memories of Felix’s eyes turning black
come to mind, and I shudder. For a moment, it wasn’t my
husband whose eyes I was looking into. The way he smiled
was terrifying. Felix has never scared me before, not truly, but
in that moment I feared for my life. Before I could even
scream, darkness enveloped me, thick and sticky, suffocating
me. The next thing I know I’m on the floor, cuts all over my
skin and flames engulfing me protectively, chasing away the
shadows.

Color returned to Felix’s eyes, followed by panic when he
found me lying on the floor, drenched in blood. Within
minutes, he’d brought Elaine to me, begging her to heal my
wounds. I’ve never seen him that panicked before, that
terrified. He left as soon as Elaine bandaged my wounds, the
cuts immune to her magic. I haven’t seen him since, though
each town we passed through informed us that Felix had
already placed the pipes we needed.



He’s been ahead of us by a few days, so I suspect that he’s
already back at the palace by now. I can’t help but wonder if
he pushed me away early into our trip because he feared the
curse’s pull. He warned me he felt it, but I failed to realize it
was to this extent. I’d gotten so wrapped up in my own
insecurities and fears that I failed to support him with his.

I’m lost in thought as I lift myself on top of Sirocco. The
horse and I have become reluctant allies, united by our mutual
abandonment.

“He’s okay, Your Excellency,” Elaine tells me. “I’m certain
he’s waiting for you at the palace. I think he might just have
needed some time to process what happened. The curse… it’s
hard on all of us, but it’s different for Theon. While you and I
can acknowledge that he wasn’t himself in that moment,
Theon can’t make that same distinction. He’ll blame himself
endlessly, and he’ll fear hurting you again. I beg of you, Your
Excellency, don’t let him unravel the future the two of you
have woven. Don’t let him untangle your lives. He will, if he’s
given the slightest chance.”

“Arabella,” I tell her. “I’ve told you countless times that
my name is Arabella.”

She nods, but I know she’ll refuse to call me by my name.
She insists on formality and propriety.

Elaine sends me a pleading look, refusing to let me change
the topic, and I nod. “Don’t worry,” I tell her, unsure what else
to say. I can’t make her false promises. I don’t fear Felix, but I
fear what he became. Can I protect myself if it happens again?
I believe I might be able to, but what I saw was nothing
compared to what Elaine has described in the past. Was it
Felix who pulled himself out of the darkness’s clutches, or was
it the flames that expelled it?

I’m lost in thought the entire way home, for once grateful
for Sirocco’s inhuman speed that allows me to reach the palace
long before the others do.



I’m tense as my feet hit the floor, unsure what I should do
or say.

“Where is Felix?” I ask as I cross the palace’s threshold,
confident that the palace will lead me to him.

Candles flicker on, illuminating a path toward the east
wing, a part of the palace I thought was long abandoned. I
follow the path the palace lays out for me, chills running down
my skin as the temperature drops. The palace is always kept
warm, but it is ice cold here. I glance at the covered golden
portrait frames, curious what’s underneath, yet certain this
place is best left undisturbed. I’ve never felt such strong evil
magic. Not even my father’s torture devices felt this vile. This
must be where the curse originated. What would bring Felix
here?

I pause in the hallway as I realize that the Felix I might
find could be the one that haunts my nightmares. I bite down
on my lip and shake my head, reminding myself that Felix told
me the palace restores his magic and soothes the curse’s worst
effects.

I climb the stairs toward a tower eerily similar to the one
I’ve so often been held captive in, my heart hammering in my
chest. In the remaining weeks of our trip, I’ve replayed our last
few moments together countless times, wondering if there’s
anything I could have done. If I’d called upon my fire, would
that have kept Felix safe?

I’m nervous as I push open a door that was left ajar, the
hinges creaking. I find Felix throwing a cover over what looks
like a mirror before turning to me, and I breathe a sigh of relief
when I find his eyes the same turquoise color I love.

For a moment he looks at me as though I’m a mirage, but
then his eyes clear, and his shoulders straighten. “You can’t be
here.”

He walks past me, his expression as haunted as mine must
look. “Felix,” I say, my voice soft. “It wasn’t your fault.”



He pauses and turns to look at me. “It was, Arabella, and
it’ll happen again. You aren’t safe around me. You never will
be. You have to leave.”

“I can protect myself. I’m no longer the girl you brought
here from Althea. I can defend myself from the curse’s effects
if I need to, Felix.”

He runs a hand through his hair and looks up at the ceiling.
“It isn’t the curse you need to protect yourself from, Arabella.
It’s me. There’s darkness within me — there always has been.
There’s no escaping it. It’ll always be there, and you’ll always
be at risk.”

He looks at me, his gaze sorrowful as he cups my cheek. I
feel him tense, darkness slithering into his eyes. The whites in
his eyes disappear, black slithering into it, taking over. I step
back defensively, gathering my magic around me as his
expression changes.

He laughs, the sounds shrill, and a shiver runs down my
back. “You can’t fight me,” he says, his voice unlike his own.
“You can’t stop this. His soul was always mine to take. He’s
fought all his life, but once he sees his precious little wife
bleed out, dying at his own hands… he’ll give in, and this
world will be bathed in darkness at last.”

I stumble back, feeling sick to my stomach. Felix takes a
step toward me, his movements inhumanly fast. Before I can
call upon my powers, he’s got his hands wrapped around my
throat, the black veins on his skin moving, slithering onto my
body, as though it’s trying to infect me.

I can feel the spark of fire, yet I can’t reach it. I can’t reach
beyond the darkness that’s rapidly enveloping. “Felix,” I
choke out, trying my hardest to call upon the elements around
me and failing.

Felix freezes and lets go of me, his eyes clearing. He looks
at me in horror and takes a step back, stumbling. “You… you
aren’t safe around me, Arabella,” he whispers.



I sink to my knees, tears in my eyes as he rushes away, the
door slamming closed behind him. I held onto hope for as long
as I could, but I have nothing more to give. Felix might be
right, and I truly might not be safe around him. What’s worse
is that I doubt he’s safe from the curse himself. The more we
worked to mitigate the curse’s effect on the land, the more it
appears to have targeted him.

“Arabella of Althea.”

I look up when I hear a woman’s voice. She sounds far
away yet close all at once.

“The mirror.”

I rise to my feet, my heart racing in fear. My hands tremble
as I pull off the cover I saw Felix place over the mirror when I
walked in, revealing a woman in a white gown. Her eyes are
milky white and unseeing, but she’s mesmerizing.

“My name is Pythia,” she says. “Along with the people of
Eldiria, I have been awaiting your appearance.”

“Pythia,” I repeat. “You’re the seer that saw me, the one
that said I’d break the curse.”

She nods. “The future is fluid, never written in stone. Your
future has changed countless times from the moment you
stepped foot in this palace. Most people have a general path
that was pre-written and that they cannot diverge from, but
you do not.”

I stare at her, unsure what to make of her words. “If my
future is not pre-written, does that mean I might never break
the curse?”

She nods. “I can only see the future as it is presented to
me. In the current version I see, you will be in torment until
the day you die, never finding the love and happiness you
crave. Your presence here was a direct result of my vision, and
though I cannot take back the words I spoke as a result, I urge
you to heed the Shadow Emperor’s words. If you stay, your
blood will spill on these very floors, and your life will be lost.”



“I don’t —” before I can finish my sentence, she
disappears, the mirror only reflecting myself. I stare at my
reflection, the scars on my skin, the haunted look in my eyes.
The vision Pythia had will never come to pass. I will never
break the curse, and I will never be able to set Felix free.



Chapter Thirty-Nine

ARABELLA

Pythia’s words keep resounding through my mind, keeping me
awake in the bed I expected to share with Felix.

Your blood will spill on these very floors, and your life will
be lost.

I’ll die here without ever breaking the curse. I had so many
more questions for her, and after she vanished, I waited for
hours in hopes of her returning, but she never did.

How do I die? Do I die at Felix’s hand? Will the darkness
consume him now that I’ve made so many parts of the country
inaccessible to it? Will it concentrate right here in the palace?
Were our attempts to mitigate the curse’s effects doing more
harm than good?

There is so much I need to know, so many questions
unanswered. Oddly enough, the thought of dying doesn’t scare
me. What I fear more than anything else is what it’ll do to
Felix if I were to die by his hand, even if not by his choice.

I understand it now. I understand why he became more
distant the longer we were away from the palace. If I’d known
that he pushed me away in an effort to protect me, I’d never
have provoked him the way I did.



I sigh and slip out of bed, my eyes roaming over the
bedroom I’ve come to consider mine. Tonight isn’t the first
night I’m in Felix’s bed without him being here with me —
this is exactly how we started our marriage. I still remember
his words, his plea to give our marriage an honest chance in
case it might break the curse. It was a foolish notion, and it
seems even more so now.

I lift my hand and let my robe float throat the air until I
step into it. I was powerless when I arrived here, and despite
all I’ve learned, I’m still powerless today. I can’t save my
marriage, and I can’t break the curse that will eventually take
my husband. If Pythia is to be believed, I can’t even save
myself.

I step out of my bedroom, pausing when the candles in the
hallway light up, clearly trying to guide me somewhere. I
smile to myself, at ease with the palace’s quirks now when
once it terrified me.

The doors to the library swing open as I approach it, and I
pause in the doorway. Felix is seated behind his desk, his eyes
filled with profound torment as he looks up. “Arabella,” he
whispers.

I suspected he was still at the palace, but I wasn’t certain,
since he made every effort to avoid me in the last three days. I
smile tightly and walk in, noting the way Felix’s eyes roam
over my body. It isn’t just desire I see in them, there’s a
different, deeper kind of longing too.

He drops his quill and leans back in his seat, the sadness in
his gaze resonating with the aching of my heart. “I thought
you were asleep.”

I pause in front of his desk and shake my head. “No. I’ve
been unable to sleep for weeks now.” He tenses, guilt flashing
through his eyes, and I shake my head. “I’ve grown so
accustomed to being in your embrace that I struggle to sleep
when you aren’t there.”



His eyes roam over my face, as though he can’t quite
believe I’m standing in front of him. “What are you doing up
so late?” I ask, my eyes dropping to the papers on his desk.

Felix inhales deeply as he pushes a piece of parchment
toward me. “This is what you asked for when we came to an
agreement. I’m ready to grant it to you now.”

I lift the document, my heart stopping. “Annulment
papers,” I murmur. I look up at him in shock. “Why?”

“I received reports from the cities we’ve visited. The
grounds are heating, and the snow has melted in most places.
There are no more reports of natural disasters or misfortune.
Your magic is keeping the curse at bay, just as we suspected.
When I asked for your help, I told you I’d let you go if you
were able to help me lessen the curse’s effect on my people,
and you’ve done just that. There’s nothing more I can ask of
you. I took you from your kingdom, from the man you love,
and despite that, you’ve given my country more than we ever
should have asked for. The only thing I can offer you in return
is freedom.”

I stare at him, anger rising from the pit of my stomach,
until I can feel the pressure in my head. I set the parchment on
fire and watch it burn to dust before brushing my hands off.

“I didn’t mean a word I said to you about Nathaniel, Felix.
I was angry that you’d been pushing me away. I was hurt, and
I set out to hurt you in return. I wasn’t thinking clearly at all.
You may have told me that you struggled with the curse’s
effects, but you never told me how bad it’d gotten. Instead of
continuing to confide in me, you pulled away, leaving me to
make assumptions about what might be on your mind.”

He nods as he pulls out another sheet of parchment. “I
suppose I’ll have to draw up another annulment document,” he
says, his voice devoid of emotion.

“You may if it pleases you, but know that I’ll set that
ablaze, too.”

“Arabella, this is what you asked for, isn’t it?”



I look away. “Felix, that’s what I asked for before I even
got to know you. My dreams and wishes have evolved since
then. Our marriage has become a true one. You once asked me
to give our marriage a chance, and I now ask the same of you.”

“I have,” he says. “I gave it a chance, and we were unable
to break the curse. I don’t see the point in continuing this
charade. You’re young, Arabella. You have a whole life ahead
of you, but not here, not with me. You aren’t the only one that
looked into the Mirror of Pythia and asked what our future
holds.”

I freeze, a chill running down my spine as I recall Pythia’s
words.

“If you stay here, you’ll die, Arabella. I’ve seen what your
future holds if you leave, and your happiness lies in Althea. I
suppose you and I always knew that. You were always meant
to return home to the life that’s waiting for you there. I can’t
be around you. Even as you stand here in front of me, I feel
the darkness rise within me. I suspect that it knows you’re the
one reining it in, and I can’t protect you from it, not when it
resides within me.”

Your blood will spill on these very floors, and your life will
be lost.

No matter how badly I want to stay, I can’t. For a moment
I felt like we’d defeated the curse, giving our people some
relief from the damage it causes… but with every win comes
devastating personal defeat. I should have known that we
couldn’t win. Not truly.

I look into Felix’s turquoise eyes, his expression
unreadable. I inhale deeply as I drop my gaze to the stack of
parchment on his desk and turn around, snapping my fingers
as I do so, engulfing his desk in flames as I walk away.

It doesn’t soothe my aching heart, but it brings me peace to
know he’ll struggle to draw up another annulment document
tonight.



Chapter Forty

ARABELLA

I wake up to noise in my room and sit up in shock, only to find
my clothes flying through the room, folding themselves and
dropping into open suitcases. I look around, but it doesn’t
appear to be Felix’s doing.

My heart races as I lean back against the headboard,
keeping still as my belongings float through the room, packing
themselves. It takes me a moment to realize what’s going on.

“You too, palace?” I whisper. “You want me gone too,
huh?”

Everything stops in place and my belongings slowly lower
to the floor, and for a moment I could almost swear I feel the
palace’s sadness. I smile when my curtains swing from the left
to the right, almost as though the palace is trying to shake its
head.

“Then why are you packing my belongings when I haven’t
even decided if I’m leaving?”

I raise my hand to my heart when magic concentrates in
the middle of the room, shimmering gold until a woman stands
before me, her skin translucent. What is she? An apparition? I
stare at her in shock, unable to look away. She’s beautiful,



with long golden hair and beautiful emerald eyes, a golden
dress making her look ethereal.

“Who are you?” I ask, my voice trembling.

She smiles at me. “You’ve always referred to me as
palace, and that’s all I am. A physical manifestation of the
walls that surround you. I’m packing your things because I
want you to live, Arabella. I want Felix to be free of torment.
If you stay here, I’ll lose you, and in time, I’ll lose Felix too.
So long as you’re alive and happy somewhere in this world,
that’s enough.” She pauses as her skin becomes more
translucent, almost as though she’s fighting to stay corporeal.
“If you die, the curse will take Felix, and history will repeat
itself. It tries to take root in him, and if it does, that will be the
end of the world as we know it. Felix will be gone, and we’ll
never get him back. If you stay, you’ll both die.”

She fades from view, and my belongings rise back up into
the air as she continues to pack my suitcases. I sink to the floor
beside the bed, my heart aching. I don’t even know when my
wants and needs shifted. When did going home stop being
something I yearned for?

The candles near the bathroom flicker on and I rise to my
feet, taking the hint. I never knew the palace could take on a
form, and I’m left with even more questions than I went to bed
with.

By the time I step out of the bath, all of my belongings
have been packed, a riding outfit on the bed, the cloak and
gloves Felix gave me beside it. My heart breaks as I get
dressed in Felix’s colors, the gold on my coat shifting patterns,
from Eldiria’s crest to Felix’s, over and over again. I used to
love watching this, but today it hurts my heart knowing I
won’t belong to either once I step foot out of this palace.

I’m startled out of my thoughts by knocking on my door,
and the door swings open before I can even call upon my air
powers. Elaine steps into my room, her eyes filled with the
same ache I’m feeling.



“You’re leaving.”

I nod and she walks up to me, taking my hands in hers. “I
must, Elaine.”

“Felix told me what Pythia said,” she whispers. “I
understand that you must go, but I’ll miss you more than you
could know. I just… I truly believed love would break this
curse. I believed it with all my heart.”

I look down, unable to face her. “I’ll keep training, Elaine.
I’m going to do everything in my power to grow stronger, to
keep the fire in the lands going. I’ll keep researching as much
as I can… I might be leaving, but I’m not giving up. If I can
bring Raphael back to you, I will.”

She inhales shakily and wraps me in her embrace, startling
me. I smile and hug her back, resting my head on her shoulder.
“Don’t go,” she whispers, and I tighten my grip on her.

“I wish I could stay,” my voice trembles, and I squeeze my
eyes closed. “Every time I’m around Felix, the curse puts him
through torment. If I die… I fear the curse would take him.”

She pulls back and grabs my arms. “You write to your
sister,” she says, hesitating. “Would you… would you consider
writing to me every once in a while, too?”

In the time I’ve been here, Elaine and I have grown closer,
and though no one could ever take Serena’s place, I’ve come
to love has as a sister. I’m not sure I could have gotten through
the last couple of weeks without her. I smile shakily and nod.
“I would love to, Elaine. You kept me together after I fell apart
throughout our journey, and I’ll always be grateful to you.”

She shakes her head. “Eldiria and I owe you a great
gratitude of debt. Thank you… Arabella.”

I grin at her. “At last you’re calling me by my name. Did
you know that I used to idolize you when I was younger?
You’re so much more, so much better than I expected you to
be. Someone once told me to never meet my heroes because
they might let me down, but you never have. I’ll miss you,
Elaine.”



My suitcases lift into the air, hovering by the door, and I
shake my head. “That’s my cue,” I tell Elaine, and she nods,
her expression sorrowful as we walk through the long corridor
she once guided me through when I first arrived.

She and I both pause when we find Felix standing beside
Sirocco. “Don’t take a carriage,” he tells me. “I’ll see to it that
your suitcases arrive to Althea before you do. Take Sirocco.
He’ll keep you safe, and he’ll get you back to Althea in very
little time.”

“How do I return Sirocco to you?”

He shakes his head. “Don’t. He’s yours to keep. I’m
certain he’s grown more fond of you than he is of me.”

The edges of my lips tilt up into a reluctant smile, and
Felix stares at me for a moment. I’d give the world to know
what he’s thinking. He leans in and wraps his arms around my
waist, his hands lingering as he lifts me on top of Sirocco.
That’s as close to me as he’s gotten to me in weeks.

Just as he’s about to speak, Felix freezes and yanks his
hands off me. I watch as darkness slithers into his eyes, and he
takes a step away.

The more I took away the curse’s effects, the more it’s
started to affect him. I’m poisonous to him, to the point that he
and I can’t coexist. I wrap my arms around myself for a
moment, trying my hardest to keep from falling apart. “If my
love for you could have broken this curse, it already would
have,” I whisper.

Felix looks up at me, my heartbreak reflected in his gaze
as he nods. “Go,” he murmurs. “Forget about me, Arabella.
Build a life for yourself you can be proud of, find happiness of
your own. Knowing you’re out there in the world, chasing the
happiness I know I’ll never give you… that is all I could ask
for.”

I look into his eyes, wishing I could kiss him one last time,
but knowing I can’t risk it. For so long, I wished I could return



to Althea, and now that the time has come, I want nothing
more than to stay right here with him.

We thought we’d won when we realized our plan to heat
our grounds had worked, but in the end, the curse is
demanding the ultimate price for our intervention. We might
have saved our people, but we’re losing each other.



Chapter Forty-One

ARABELLA

I stare ahead as the castle I grew up in comes into view, trying
my hardest to latch onto the sliver of happiness I feel at the
thought of seeing my sister again. The closer I get to the
palace, the more lonely I feel. I miss Felix already. I miss the
palace itself and all her quirks, and then there’s Elaine.

My eyes widen when I see my father’s entire court
standing outside the palace, and then realization dawns. I
arrived here unannounced, riding Sirocco. My father’s relief is
palpable as Sirocco comes to a stop in front of him.

“Arabella,” he says, a hint of surprise in his voice. I watch
my father from a moment, seated atop Sirocco. It’s clear he
never expected to see me again. When he sent me off, he sent
me to die. I glance toward the tower Serena and I had been in
when Felix first arrived here. While I can’t see her from here, I
just know she’s standing there today too.

I take my time dismounting Sirocco, leaving everyone in
suspense. They have no idea what brings me here, and I’m
unsure what to say.

“I assume you’ve missed me, Father?”

He snaps out of his stupor and looks from me to the woods
behind me, as though he expects Felix to appear at any second.



“You’ve come alone?”

I nod. “I thought it was time to visit. It’s been months since
I last saw Serena. It was unfortunate that I had to miss her
birthday, but I couldn’t step away from my duties.”

He nods at his advisors, and they return inside. It doesn’t
escape my notice that they failed to greet me properly. None of
them curtsied the way they would have done for Felix.

“The Shadow Emperor sent you here alone? Without any
servants or protection?” I hear the disbelief in his voice, and
for a moment, I wonder if he’s worried about me. “Did he send
you away? What have you done? This had better not affect
Althea.”

Ah, there we go. “And here I thought you’d be happy to
see me, Father.” I turn toward Sirocco and stroke him between
his brows, easing some of his tension away. Though Sirocco
has stood beside me quietly, it’s clear to me he dislikes my
father. I can hardly blame him. “Do you think he’d send me
away on his beloved horse?” I ask, my voice calm despite my
inner turmoil.

I’m well aware that our marriage is over, but I refuse to
acknowledge that to my father — in part because I haven’t
given up hope yet, even though Felix has.

He looks at the horse, and the fear I see in his eyes brings a
smile to my face. When I was younger, my father always
seemed all-powerful. I was desperate for the love and approval
he gave Serena. I saw the way he treated her and always knew
he had kindness in him. It just took me years to realize that it
would never be directed at me.

Because he was so clearly capable of it, I always assumed
that I must have been doing something to make me unworthy.
Standing in front of him today, I can finally see what I failed
to for so many years. He’s just a man who fears what he
doesn’t know and cannot control. That’s what I’ve always
been to him. It’s what I’ll always be.



“Tell me the truth, Arabella. Did he tire of you like I
expected he would?”

I smile at him. “Why don’t you try asking my husband that
question? I’d love to see how you fare.”

I walk past him and take Sirocco to the stables. “I know,” I
whisper when he neighs. “He’s always been like that. I just
never realized it.” I take off Sirocco’s leash and saddle,
grooming him the way Felix always has. “If you want to go
back to him, you can. You know the way home, Sirocco. I
might be stuck here, but you don’t have to be.”

Sirocco neighs angrily, and I grin despite the tears that
gather in my eyes. Sirocco brushes his nose against my
shoulder, and I wrap my arms around him. “We’re going to be
fine, aren’t we?” I whisper. He nudges me, and I take that as
agreement.

“Arabella!”

For a single moment, joy overtakes the heartache I feel,
and I turn toward Serena as she comes running up to me. I
open my arms wide as she crashes into me, nearly sending us
both flying into the haystack behind us.

“I can’t believe you’re back,” she says, her eyes filling
with tears. “Oh Fates, I was so scared I’d lost you. If not for
the letters, I’d think you were gone. I missed you every single
day. I can’t believe you’re truly here!”

I hug her tightly, resting my head against her shoulder. “I
missed you too, little one. So much.”

She strokes my back, letting me hold on to her for a
moment. “What’s wrong, Arabella?”

I sigh and shake my head, blinking away my tears before I
pull back and force a smile onto my face. “I’ve just truly
missed you, Serena. I’m so sorry for missing your birthday. It
was the first one we didn’t spend together, and you have no
idea how lonely I was all day, how much I thought of you.”



“Me too,” she murmurs, grabbing my hands. “It wasn’t the
same without you at all. I always thought it was the party I
enjoyed, but in truth, it’s all the preparations we did together,
the time we got to spend together every year, without any
other obligations.”

I nod and wrap my arm around her shoulder as we walk
toward the palace. It looks foreign to me now, when it was
once my home.

“How long will you stay? Your luggage appeared in the
throne room moments before you arrived, and it looks like it’s
a lot. It actually looks like it’s all of your stuff.”

I smile at her as brightly as I can. “Felix told me to stay for
as long as I want. He realized how lonely I’d gotten after your
birthday and told me to spend some time at home while he’s
inspecting the empire. That’s the amazing thing about magic.
He was able to send me all of my things so I wouldn’t have to
worry about leaving anything behind.”

Serena nods in understanding. “I always hate it when I
forget things, or when I can’t take everything I want to bring.”
She hesitates before looking up at me. “So he… Felix, he
treats you well? Are you happy?”

I pause, unsure how to answer that question. For a while, I
experienced true happiness, of a kind I’ve never known before,
but with it comes devastating agony. “Yes,” I tell my sister.
“He treats me very well. Our marriage didn’t start off that
well, considering I’d just tried to run away with another man,
but we got through it, and eventually we found happiness
together.” It didn’t last, but we found it.

Serena pauses and bites down on her lip. “Nathaniel,” she
whispers. “One day he was just released and reinstated without
a word of explanation. I spoke to him, and not even he
understands why.”

I nod. “I asked Felix to have him released,” I admit.
“Nathaniel was merely trying to help me, and I didn’t want
him to suffer for his good intentions.”



Serena frowns, her gaze searching. “You asked, and he just
agreed?”

I smile at her disbelief, reminding myself that all she’s ever
seen of Felix is what he showed everyone on our wedding day.
“Yes, my darling,” I tell her. “Of course he did. I’m his wife,
after all.”

It wasn’t quite so simple, but Serena doesn’t need to know
that. I can’t justify to myself what I’m doing, pretending that
everything is okay between Felix and I. At some point, the
truth will come to light, and my reputation will suffer for it.
Even so, I prefer that over acknowledging that Felix truly did
send me away.

“Oh!” Serena says. “There was a letter on top of your
luggage. There’s something in it, I believe? It was heavy. I
asked the staff to move all of your things to your old bedroom,
so it’ll be there for you.”

A letter? Who could have possibly sent a letter? Felix,
perhaps? I’m reminded of the annulment agreement he
attempted to draft, and my heart sinks.

My heart races all the way to my room, scared of what I’ll
find when I open that letter.



Chapter Forty-Two

ARABELLA

I breathe a sigh of relief when I recognize the handwriting on
the parchment, and I smile as I run my finger over it. Elaine.

I’m impatient as I tear it open, eager for a piece of home
even though I’ve only just left. Much to my surprise, a sharp,
jagged piece of glass slips out alongside the letter. I hold it up,
my eyes widening. It’s a piece of a mirror. If I’m correct, it’s
not just any piece… it’s a shard of the Mirror of Pythia.

My hands tremble as I unfold Elaine’s letter, my thoughts
racing. Why would she send me a piece of the mirror? Could it
show me Felix?

Dear Arabella,

This letter won’t reach you until you arrive at Althea, but
as I’m writing this, you’ve only just left. It has been a mere few
minutes, and the entire palace already mourns your loss —
though none more so than Theon. I stood beside him as he
watched you ride off on Sirocco, the two of us staring into the
distance until you disappeared from sight.

Before you entered our lives, I was certain that the only
human part of Theon was lost alongside Raphael. I watched as



you thawed his heart, and I sat back as he became fascinated
by you, watching you when he thought no one was looking.
Slowly but surely, you won him over, stealing parts of a heart
he was certain he didn’t possess. Watching you two together
was one of the most glorious things I’ve ever had the honor to
witness, and I’m certain this is not where your story ends —
just as I’m certain that my story with Raphael is far from over.

Enclosed you’ll find a piece of the Mirror of Pythia. It’s
Theon’s, and he’s unaware that I took it from him, but I’ll
gladly bear his wrath. It’s near impossible to make her appear
at will as she answers only to Theon, but I have a feeling she’d
come to you if you call for her. I refuse to believe that your fate
is to separate from Theon, and I hope that the future will shift.
I hope that one day, Pythia’s answer changes, and you’ll
return to us.

In the meantime, I’ve instructed the staff to keep all
parchment away from Theon unless I’m present. Interestingly
enough, they informed me that the palace has already seen to
that. It appears that I’m not to only one that wants to keep him
from creating an annulment agreement. Perhaps it is a touch
childish, but I do not regret my behavior, and I will see this
through till the end. This is not how your story ends, Arabella.
I know it.

With all my love,

Elaine

I clutch the letter to my chest, my heart aching so terribly that
the pain spreads through the rest of my body. I miss Felix and
Elaine, and I even miss the palace. Had I been home right now,
I’m certain my clothes would have already unpacked
themselves, making me feel welcome without a word.

My hands tremble as I place the letter on my bed and pick
up the mirror instead. “Pythia,” I murmur.



The mirror mists over, and I tense when she appears. “Your
Excellency,” she says.

“Has our future changed?”

She pauses for a moment before speaking. “If you remain
where you are now, you’ll live a long life, filled with glory.”

“I don’t want glory,” I whisper. “Will Felix be able to get
the curse under control while I’m away? Will I be able to
return to him?”

“In the future I see before me, you cannot return to Eldiria.
In every version of your future that has been shown to me,
returning to Eldiria results in your death, and the subsequent
absence of your magic combined with the Shadow Emperor’s
loss of control, fully unleashes the curse. That is as far as I can
see, Your Excellency. My inability to see beyond the moment
the curse is let loose is an omen that should not be ignored.”

It’s clear. I cannot ever return to Eldiria. “Can you show
me Felix?”

Pythia disappears, the small shard filling with Felix’s face
instead. I watch him as he sits on our bed, his hand brushing
over my pillow. I see the sorrow in his eyes, and it matches my
own.

Before I’ve had a chance to truly commit his image to
memory, he disappears, the mirror becoming an ordinary one
once more.

“Pythia!” I call, but she doesn’t return, no matter how
many times I repeat her name. I bite down on my lip harshly
as I place the mirror on top of Elaine’s letter, my eyes burning
from unshed tears. I gave my all in an effort to save Eldiria,
and in return I lost the person I love most.

I glance around the room I grew up in, finding not a single
memento. The room looks untouched, as though it was never
mine. It could’ve easily passed as a guest room. That’s how
much of an impact I made while I lived here. Just like I used to
be, this room is unassuming and quiet, wary of standing out.
Felix never once made me feel the way I felt while I lived



here. Even when we were at odds with each other, I never felt
unwelcome or insignificant. I never felt silenced.

The room I shared with Felix is so unlike the one I’m in
right now, and it makes me miss home even more. There were
memories all over Felix’s room. They were in the small burn
marks on the curtain from a fire I accidentally started, and the
damaged bed post from when Felix took me against it, neither
of us aware of our strength. I miss the tattered rug by the
fireplace, where Felix once laid me down and undressed me,
and I miss the way the palace laid out outfits for me and
supplied me with my favorite meals, the way I imagined a
mother would.

Our room in Eldiria holds so many memories, though I’ve
spent so very little time there compared to this one. I inhale
shakily as I walk over to the desk in my room, finding an
untouched quill in the drawer. It looks as though everything
I’ve ever used has been replaced.

I let my eyes fall closed for a moment before I pull myself
together to write a letter to Elaine. Felix always used to get my
letters from Serena from the audience room at four in the
afternoon exactly, giving me exactly thirty minutes to pen a
reply.

Dear Elaine,

I wish I could adequately convey how grateful I was to find
your letter waiting for me when I arrived. It’s strange, since
this is where I grew up, but I’m terribly homesick already.
Though it shouldn’t be, it’s a consolation to hear the palace
mourns me. This morning, as I prepared to leave, she turned
corporeal. You’ve never told me that the palace could take on
a form, nor did I know that she’s so incredibly beautiful. It was
an honor to be sent off that way.

I’m equally grateful for the mirror you sent me. It won’t
come as a surprise to you that I’ve asked already, but the
future hasn’t changed. If I return to Eldiria, I’ll be walking



into certain death. You are right to say that the future shifts,
and I will keep asking, hoping for a better answer. In the
meantime, I too will continue to find a way.

I refuse to let our stories end this way, both yours and
mine. We came so close, and I’m certain we’ll be able to
defeat the curse. We just need to find a way. I won’t stop until I
find a way to return to Eldiria. Until I do, please keep an eye
on Felix. The curse is affecting him more than it ever has
before, and I’m endlessly worried.

As for the annulment, I have not informed anyone of the
state of our marriage. I have every intention of returning to
Eldiria, to Felix. I’ll fight to make it happen every second of
every day.

All my love,

Arabella

PS. I failed to mention that I set all of his parchment on fire
when he first mentioned the annulment, and you have my full
permission to do the same should he mention it again. I’ll
happily take the blame.

Though the heartache isn’t gone, writing a letter to Elaine
soothes my restless spirit. I find myself smiling as I fold the
parchment, filled with renewed motivation to return to Eldiria.
There must be a way, and I’m intent on finding it.



Chapter Forty-Three

ARABELLA

I browse through the countless books in the library, not finding
a single one that could teach me anything about curses that I
don’t already know. The information here is outdated and
elementary, at best.

“Arabella.”

I pause at the sound of Nathaniel’s voice and turn around,
finding him standing in the doorway. He stares at me as
though he can’t quite believe I’m truly here, and I smile, the
feeling bittersweet.

“It really is you,” he whispers, walking up to me.
Nathaniel pauses in front of me, and then he wraps his arms
around me, embracing me. I tense for a moment, and then I
hug him back, finally at ease with my feelings for him. What I
felt was never romantic love — it was a combination of
comfort and the acceptance I so badly desired, wrapped in
years of friendship. Years of insinuations about the two of us
made it easy to assume that everyone must be right, that we
were in love, but I know better now.

True love is all-consuming and maddening. It’s selfless,
yet selfish, all at once. It’s unconditional and uncontrollable.
I’ve never felt that kind of love for anyone but Felix.



He pulls away, placing his hands on my shoulders. “You’re
wearing his colors,” he says, his voice laced with disgust, and
I frown.

“I’m his wife,” I tell him, straightening the dark cloak I’ve
grown accustomed to wearing.

Nathaniel takes a step away from me, his eyes roaming
over me. “So you are.” We both fall silent for a moment,
neither of us sure of what to say. “I suppose I owe you my
gratitude for the unexpected release and reinstatement,”
Nathaniel says, his voice soft.

I shake my head. “It was Felix who gave the order.
Besides, I’d never let you suffer for attempting to help me. I
never should have agreed to go with you in the first place. I
knew we wouldn’t get away with it, but I was scared and
tempted by hope.”

“Felix,” he repeats, his expression filled with venom.
“Arabella, I can’t stand the idea of you being with him. Do
you have any idea how worried I’ve been about you?
Countless times I’ve considered chasing after you in an
attempt to free you from him. I’ve thought of the two of us
running away and creating a life of our own, one where no one
knows who we are. I’ve dreamed of it so often that some
nights I woke up, certain I’d find you by my side.”

I take a step away from him and look away. “You’ve
always been my best friend, Nathaniel… but that’s all you and
I ever really were. I believe you know that, too. If you felt
differently about me, you’d have proposed marriage when I
came of age, but you didn’t. You didn’t act at all until you felt
it was the only way to keep me safe.”

He looks into my eyes, startled. “No, Arabella. No, of
course not. You were the Crown Princess of all of Althea, and
I… I was merely the son of a Duke. I didn’t feel qualified to
ask for your hand. I didn’t dare.”

I smile at him. “If you’d truly loved me, you wouldn’t
have cared. Someday, Nathaniel. Someday you’ll understand.



When you find someone you truly love, you’ll understand that
what we shared was never romantic love. It was love, for sure,
and it still is, but it was love born out of friendship.”

He stares at me, a hint of anger making its way into his
expression. “Surely you don’t… you can’t care for that beast.
You can’t truly believe you love him. Arabella, did you not see
what he did to your father? He’s a monster, a brute.”

I grimace, wishing Felix reined in his temper that day. All
my people have ever seen of him is his ruthlessness. Because
of his actions on our wedding day, I feared him too. It took me
weeks of getting to know him and seeing the way his people
loved him before I changed my view of him. I can’t expect
anyone in Althea to understand.

“Nathaniel… he’s my husband,” I say instead.

His eyes roam over my face, his gaze searching. “You’re
different,” he says. “He must have you bewitched. You’re
colder, and though you try to hide it, I see your sorrow. Say
what you will, but it’s clear to me you aren’t happy.”

I look away, wishing I could explain that I’m unhappy
because I’m away from Felix. No one outside of Eldiria knows
anything of the curse, and it must stay that way for Felix to
remain in control of our vast empire.

“You don’t have to go back, Arabella. I’m not asking you
to be with me, but I can help you disappear if that’s what you
want. I might not be the Shadow Emperor, but I have
connections that can help you stay off his radar. There’s
nothing I won’t do to take away the pain I so blatantly see in
your eyes.”

I smile at him, unable to help myself. It’s no wonder I
thought I was in love with him. “Trust me when I say that it’s
not possible to evade Felix, and I wouldn’t even if I could.”
One single glance in the Mirror of Pythia, and he’d find me.
Though I suspect he wouldn’t even need to do that much. I
firmly believe that he’d be able to feel my presence, the way
Elaine feels Raphael’s.



“Arabella…”

I shake my head. “I know that it’s hard for you to
understand, but I swear he treats me well. I’m happy in my
marriage, Nathaniel. He hasn’t bewitched me, for such a thing
is not remotely possible, nor am I his prisoner. I’m here now,
aren’t I? He let me go home because I missed Serena so
terribly.” The white lie falls off my lips with such ease that it
astounds even me. “I don’t need you to save me, Nathaniel.”

He looks into my eyes and I can’t hold his gaze,
vulnerability washing over me. “If you’re happy in your
marriage, then why do you look so miserable?”

I look up at him, not wanting to hurt his feeling yet unable
to lie to him. “Because I miss my husband more than I missed
Althea. I’m here now, and all I want to do is go back, but I
can’t. I can’t return so soon after arriving here, because Felix
will just worry that I was made to feel unwelcome.”

It isn’t the entire truth, but there’s enough truth in my eyes
for me to speak with sincerity.

“He truly treats you well?”

I nod. “He treats me like the empress he made me.”

“Empress,” he repeats softly. “I suppose that’s what you
are now. Empress of Eldiria.”

I smile, the title feeling foreign to me. Though our empire
is vast, we spent all our time in the parts that made up Eldiria
before Felix conquered half our world. I was always treated
with reverence, but there was a certain kind of familiarity with
the people, all of us united through joint suffering. I never felt
like I was their Empress — I never felt as untouchable as my
father always has. Instead, I took pride in the bond I developed
with everyone I met throughout our journey through the
country.

“I can’t tell what it is you’re lying to me about, Arabella,
but I know there’s something you’re keeping from me. I won’t
rest until I know what it is. I won’t stop worrying about you
until the pain in your eyes disappears.”



I smile at him, but I struggle to push down my fears. How
long will I be able to keep smiling and pretending everything
is fine? I can’t keep up this charade forever, and I’m terrified
of facing a life without Felix in it.



Chapter Forty-Four

FELIX

I sigh as a cup of tea flies in my direction, landing on my desk.
“I don’t want tea,” I say, my face tilted up to the ceiling. Ever
since Arabella left, the palace has been accosting me, forcing
food and drinks on me.

The teacup rattles on my desk, and I’ve learned the hard
way that it won’t stop until I take a sip. Lately the palace has
become more temperamental, almost as though it’s trying to
lessen the pain caused by Arabella’s absence.

I sigh and raise the cup to my lips, taking a small sip.
Everything I do reminds me of her. Something as simple as
this reminds me of every time she’s brought me tea while I
was working, the memories flashing through my mind,
keeping me in torment.

I sigh and rise to my feet, unable to spend a moment longer
in this room that’s filled with memories of her. I try to resist
temptation, but I fail. Every day since she left, I’ve found
myself standing in front of the mirror with the same request.

“Pythia, show me her.”

The mirror turns milky white before clearing, and I smile
as Arabella comes into view. My heart skips a beat as I watch
her walk through the palace in Althea, a cloak that matches



mine around her shoulders. It’s far too warm for Althea, yet
I’m glad to see her wearing it. Her wearing the cloak I gave
her means she still holds me in her heart. One day, I’ll look
into this mirror, and I’ll find her in someone else’s embrace.

“Has our future changed?”

“No. The day she returns to Eldiria is the day her life
comes to an end.”

I nod, having grown accustomed to her words, yet I can’t
keep myself from asking in the hope that someday she’ll tell
me that the future has shifted, and Eldiria no longer poses a
threat to Arabella.

I long to go see her, but I can no longer step foot outside
the palace without losing control over my hold on the curse. If
I were to see Arabella, I’d put her in danger.

Even as I stand here, watching her in the mirror, I feel the
darkness within me trying to claw its way out. I know that I
only have a few more moments before the weight becomes too
much to carry, yet I cannot look away.

She’s beautiful, and though there’s sadness in her eyes,
there’s strength in the way she holds herself. She’s a sight to
behold, a far cry from the scared girl she was when I first met
her.

I groan when my vision blurs, pain shooting through my
body. From the corner of my eye, I can see my hands turning
black, and I take a step away from the mirror. Removing the
curse’s access to our lands has made its effects on me far
worse than I admitted to Arabella. Each time I see her in the
mirror, I lose consciousness for a few moments, the curse so
eager to get to her that I can barely control it. I drop to my
knees and clutch my head, trying my hardest to push down the
feeling of dread and horror climbing its way up my throat.

I lift my face to look into the mirror and watch as darkness
slithers over my body until it reaches my eyes. I fight to hold
on to my consciousness, but it’s a fight I’m doomed to lose.



The last thing I feel before the world goes dark is my body
hitting the floor.



Chapter Forty-Five

ARABELLA

“You’ve been cooped up in the library for days now,” Serena
says, pulling out a chair beside me. “You’re here, but it’s like
you aren’t here at all.”

I look up from the book in front of me, regret rendering me
speechless. She’s right. I’ve been working on finding a way
back to Eldiria without taking a moment to enjoy the time I’ve
got here. For months I missed my sister terribly, and now that
I’m here, I’ve barely taken any time to be with her.

“I’m sorry, Serena,” I murmur, my hand wrapping over
hers.

“What’s going on with you? You haven’t been the same
since you got back. You’ve always been reserved and quiet,
but never with me. You’re right here with me, so how come I
still miss you?”

I bite down on my lip, a fresh wave of guilt washing over
me. “You’re right,” I tell her, closing the book I was reading.
“I’m sorry, sweetness. I’m yours for the rest of the day, okay?”

Her eyes drop to the book on the table and she grimaces.
“Why do these books about Eldiria’s history fascinate you
so?”



I look away, unable to look her in the eye as I lie to her. “I
thought it would be good to learn more about the country I call
home now. I know what Eldiria is like now, but I wonder what
it used to be. The way it’s grown is fascinating, and I was
hoping to learn more about the evolution from the small
country it once was to the empire it is today. Besides, I
suppose I’m a little homesick.”

“This is your home, Arabella,” Serena says, sounding
offended. “What is going on with you? That monster took you
from us, breaking father’s fingers before taking you away
without giving us a chance to say goodbye. You tried to run
the day before your wedding, and now that you’re finally
back, you’re dreaming of Eldiria? Of him? What has he done
to you?”

I look her in the eye, unable to push aside the discomfort
and anger I feel. “The question you should ask is what has he
done for me,” I tell her, my voice soft despite my anger. “Did
you ever stop to think about why he reacted the way he did on
our wedding day? Felix has never hurt me, Serena. All he’s
ever done is stand up for me against those who have hurt me. I
stood there on our wedding day, in excruciating pain, because
our own father whipped me until I passed out, leaving me
lying on the cold stone floor, locked in a tower. Yet you’re
surprised I’d favor the man who’d avenge me and protect me
over the people who have always condemned me?”

Her face blanches, and she looks away, her arms wrapping
around herself. “Arabella,” she whispers. “Magic is illegal in
Althea. It always has been, and you know that. I don’t
condone father’s actions. I never have, but it’s the law.”

I stare at her in disbelief. For years, I thought she was
simply unaware of the extent of my punishments, and I was
always happy to keep blissfully unaware. “You knew what
he’d been doing to me throughout the years, and you never
spoke up. Not even you would stand up for me.”

Serena looks away, her expression betraying her torment.
“I couldn’t, Arabella. I’m powerless against him. We both



are.”

“If you couldn’t stand up for me, then the very least you
can do is appreciate that someone will.”

Serena rises to her feet, tears in her eyes. “It isn’t like that,
and you know it. Fates, Arabella. All I wanted was to spend
some time with you, perhaps sneak into town now that father’s
court is in session, the way we always used to. I don’t
understand why you’re so antagonistic these days. What have I
done to deserve your wrath?”

Father’s court is in session, and I wasn’t notified? I rise
from my seat and shake my head. “Nothing, Serena. You did
nothing.”

I used to think that she couldn’t help it, that she was
unaware, or that she was merely young, but she isn’t. “You are
a princess of our country, Serena. It is your duty to stand up
for those who cannot stand up for themselves. It is your plight
to be the voice of those who are silenced. It’s about time you
take those duties to heart.”

I grab my cloak and wrap it around my shoulders, my heart
softening as I tie it closed. I’ve had months to learn and grow,
to see the suffering of my people, and to fight against injustice.
I can acknowledge that Serena has never seen any of that —
but that does not absolve her of her responsibilities.

“I love you, sister. I admit that my time in Eldiria has
changed me, but in my opinion it’s for the better. I’ll make
more time, alright? In return, you must promise me to think of
what I just told you. This is no longer the Althea you used to
know. Althea is part of Eldiria now. Magic is no longer
prohibited, and one of the strongest women I have ever known
commands our army. There is a place for you in our empire, if
you dare step up to the role.”

She looks startled, the gears in her mind turning. I smile at
her as I walk away, leaving her alone with her thoughts. I can
only hope she leans into her potential. I may be able to push
her in the right direction, but I can’t make her act.



“Where are you going?” she calls as I reach the large
library doors, and I look back at her with a smile on my face.

“The throne room. How could I possibly miss father’s
court session? I am, after all, the Empress of Eldiria.”



Chapter Forty-Six

ARABELLA

My cloak trails over the floor as I walk to the throne room, the
hallway quiet. Sunlight streams through the windows on my
left, and I glance at it, taking a moment to appreciate what I
used to take for granted.

I wish Felix was here to see this. I’d love to see the sun
turn his dark hair a brown hue. One day. One day, he and I will
find ourselves bathing in sunlight. I smile at the mental image,
my heart longing for it with such vehemence that I have to
pause for a moment, letting my eyes fall closed as I swear to
myself that I’ll find a way to make it happen.

I take a deep breath and pause in front of the throne room.
It’s taken me some time to get used to the loss of the palace’s
cute quirks. The doors here don’t open by themselves, and
every single reminder of the palace makes me more homesick.

I let my air powers loose, using them to open the door
forcefully. The room falls quiet when I walk in, and my
father’s eyes widen. For a moment, he looks surprised, but that
surprise quickly makes way for anger.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he asks, his voice
controlled, though it in no way hides his anger.



I smile at him sweetly. “I’m sitting in on this session with
our court,” I tell him as I walk toward the long table in the
room, taking a seat nonchalantly. “Proceed,” I add with a wave
of my hand.

My father looks infuriated, and oddly enough, it amuses
me. I stare at him, taking in the wrinkles, the graying hair. He
isn’t even a particularly tall man, and over the years he’s
become severely overweight. Yet not too long ago, I feared
this man more than anything.

He looks at me, clearly attempting to decide whether or not
he’s going to ask me to leave, but after a moment or two, he
decides to leave me be. The look in his eyes tells me this is far
from over, and I clench my jaws in anger. I’m more angry at
myself than I ever have been at him. It’s surreal to me that I let
him terrify and hurt me throughout my childhood, simply
because he feared my powers.

Father nods at one of his advisors, and the man rises to his
feet. Thomas, I believe his name his. He’s been a member of
my father’s court since I was a child, but that’s as much as I
know about him. Despite being a former princess of this
country, I know nothing of those who rule it. “We’ve given a
quarter of our kingdom’s proceeds to Eldiria,” he says, sending
me a furtive glance. “Per your request, I’ve created a plan that
will keep more of our gold in our coffers.”

I tense and look at my nails, pretending to be bored in an
effort to keep them talking. My father is attempting to evade
Felix’s tax requirement.

“Due to the increased trade contracts we were given, we
have, in essence, become a transit city for many of Eldiria’s
carriages. The increased traffic has also increased our own
income, however, there is every possibility of us understating
the additional coin we make, as I suspect that Eldiria will at
most compare our numbers from before…” He swallows down
the remainder of his sentence, and I glance around the room to
find everyone tensing. Looks like my father is none too happy
about the conquest, despite the benefits the country has



received. I never realized just how selfish he is. He’s only
interested in filling his pocket, potentially at the expense of his
people.

“How much additional coin has Althea earned over its
previous average since it became part of Eldiria?” I ask.

Father’s head snaps up, and he slams his palm against the
table in anger. “I allowed you to sit in on this meeting because
I’m indulging you, Arabella. I did not give you permission to
take part. Be quiet lest I have you removed.”

I lean back in my seat, my eyes meeting his. He looks
startled, as though he expected me to cower, and a hint of
insecurity crosses his eyes.

“Your Excellency,” I tell him. “You will refer to me as Your
Excellency. I did not permit you to call me by my name.” My
voice is calm, without a trace of the fear I thought I might feel.
Compared to all Felix and I have had to face, my father seems
inconsequential.

“Guards!” he shouts. “Have her removed at once! Escort
her to her bedroom until I have time to deal with her
impudence.”

My father’s royal guards jump into action, two of them
approaching me without a moment of hesitation. Everyone
present knows that I’m Felix’s wife, yet they dare treat me this
way. I suppose that in this moment they fear the man in their
presence more than they fear Felix. It’s a terrible mistake on
their part.

I sigh and call my air powers to me, gripping onto my
magic tightly as the guards are lifted into the air forcibly. I
leave them hovering in the air and cross my arms over my
chest, my gaze dropping to my father.

“I’ll forgive you for misspeaking on account of our
familial relationship. I will not condone this behavior ever
again.”

His eyes are wide with shock, and something I’ve never
seen before crosses his eyes. Fear.



I turn back to Thomas and nod. “I asked you a question. I
expect an answer.”

“I… I… we…”

I frown. “Words, please, Thomas. Speak in full sentences.”

He looks down and nods. “Our income has tripled, Your
Excellency.”

“And how much of that has Felix asked you to contribute
to Eldiria?”

“A quarter, Your Excellency.”

“So even if you pay what Eldiria is due, you have gained a
considerable amount from the trade Eldiria has facilitated?”

“Yes, Your Excellency.”

I nod and lean in, resting my chin on my elbow. “And what
is the punishment for non-compliance?”

He swallows hard. “Death. The punishment is death.”

“For who?”

“For every member of the court, Your Excellency.”

I look around the room, my gaze slowly roaming over
every single member of my father’s court. “You’d all risk your
lives to save a quarter of the proceeds? You would do so at the
risk of losing all additional trade, costing the country endless
opportunities? In the end, it’s the people of Althea who would
suffer. None of you are competent or qualified for your roles. I
wonder what my husband will have to say about this.”

The hush that falls over the room would amuse me if I
wasn’t so deeply unhappy. The state of my country saddens
me, adding to the torment I feel. I rise to my feet and tighten
my cloak, the gold on it sparkling with my every movement.

“I’ll be reconsidering your roles. I want a description of
your job roles and the value you’ve added to our kingdom in
the last twelve months. You have one week to prepare it. I
expect to receive your reports at the next court meeting.”



Some of them nod, but most of them stare down at the
table as though they’re chastised children, and it astounds me
that they’re in charge of our country. I sigh and turn to walk
away, my gaze meeting my father’s as I walk away.

I recognize the venom I see in his eyes, but I don’t have it
in me to care. I have bigger battles to fight.



Chapter Forty-Seven

ARABELLA

I trace my fingers over Elaine’s handwriting before opening
her letter. I expected a reply far sooner, and I admit I was
starting to get restless and worried. Countless times I’ve asked
the mirror to show me Eldiria, but each time life was as usual,
dismissing my fears.

An old yellowed piece of parchment slips out of the
envelope, and I freeze when I recognize the woman drawn on
it. My mind is racing as I unfold Elaine’s letter, its contents
short this time.

Arabella,

Forgive me for the late reply. It took me several days to
find a portrait that Theon hadn’t destroyed. Was the woman in
the illustration the one you saw the day you left?

If that is the case, then it is Theon’s mother you saw - the
caster of the curse that plagues us. Powers we are unaware of
might be at play. If she sent you off, she must want you far
away from Eldiria. Theon’s condition has been deteriorating
rapidly since you left, and I’m uncertain if you being away is
beneficial to him or not.



I fear what your response might be. Please, Arabella, write
to me at your earliest convenience. I have asked Felix to check
for letters from you at dawn.

With all my love,

Elaine

I think back to the woman I saw in my bedroom, her energy
the same as the palace’s. She looked vaguely familiar, but I
mistakingly assumed it was her energy I recognized, rather
than her face. I’ve seen a torn image of her in the East Wing
once. It was a mere glimpse, but it should have been enough.

Guilt courses through me as I pick up my quill to reply to
Elaine. How could I possibly not have realized something of
such importance? What have I done? Did me leaving put Felix
at risk?

My hands tremble as I seal the envelope, my gaze trailing
to my window. We’re several hours away from dawn. Now,
more than ever, I wish I possessed Felix’s alchemy powers.

My heart races as I walk over to my bed, reaching inside
the drawer beside it. The shard of the mirror of Pythia
glimmers in the moonlight before she appears, her eyes milky
white.

“Show me Felix,” I say, my voice breaking.

Pythia nods and fades away, her image replaced by one of
Felix. I watch him as he sits behind his desk in the library,
staring out the window. He rises to his feet and walks over to
the sofa I used to read on, his fingers trailing over the fabric.
He sits down, his eyes falling closed, and I sigh. There’s
nothing I wish for more than to be in his embrace right now.

“Pythia, has our future changed?”



She appears and shakes her head. “No, Your Excellency.”

I nod and put the mirror away with shaking hands, feeling
utterly powerless. The more powerful I become, the more I
lose. I’d give up every bit of magic I have if it means I get to
spend the rest of my life with Felix.

I inhale shakily, a tear dropping down my cheek as I lay
down, imagining that I’m back home in the bed I share with
Felix, his arm wrapped around me. I lie in bed like that, my
thoughts on Felix as I await dawn.

The sound of a soft click startles me not much later, and I
tense, expecting it to be Serena. Instead, my sheets are pulled
away, and handcuffs click closed around my wrists before I
have a chance to react.

“We’re sorry, Your Excellency,” one of the soldiers says,
his expression betraying his fear. “We have no choice. The
King would condemn our families if we were to refuse his
orders.”

My magic rises within me, pushing against the cuffs and
failing. Panic engulfs me, and for a moment I struggle to
breathe.

Memories flood my mind, each of them featuring the cuffs
I’m once again trapped in. My breathing turns shallow as the
soldiers pull me to my feet, forcing me to the door. I have no
doubt they’re attempting to take me to the tower my father has
always used to punish me.

The hallway is lined with soldiers, my father and members
of the court standing at the end.

“I wish it didn’t have to be this way, Arabella. We cannot
risk you reporting back to the Shadow Emperor. There is no
doubt in my mind that he will not let us live.”

I look him in the eye, my heart filling with venom. “What
do you intend to do with me?”

My father grimaces and looks away. “You’re my daughter.
I won’t kill you, Arabella, but I cannot let you return to the



Shadow Emperor.”

I laugh, the sound betraying the panic I feel. “And you
think he won’t find me? Your punishment will be so much
worse once he does.”

Father smiles and shakes his head. “He won’t find you.
I’ve made sure of it.”

He turns and walks toward the tower I suspected he’d take
me to, and with every step I’m forced to take, I try to call upon
my magic. It’s different now. I’m able to call upon my magic
rather than having it flood me in response to my emotions. I
feel it deep within, but the cuffs keep it inside my body, unable
to flow out the way it wants to. I struggle against my restraints
as I’m led up to the stairs, but to no avail.

“We renovated the tower,” my father tells me proudly.
“Since the Shadow Emperor declared that magic is no longer
forbidden in Althea, I expected trouble and prepared for it.”

He opens the door, and I look around in shock. The tower
has been turned into a large golden cage that hums with magic.
I’ve never seen anything like it.

“You don’t even need those cuffs,” he says, smiling as he
closes the door behind him. The two soldiers step away from
me and join my father. “The tower itself will contain your
magic.”

I look around, a shrill laugh escaping my lips. “You built
this for Felix, didn’t you?”

My father looks caught off guard, and I burst into laughter.
“Do you truly believe this could ever contain him? Father
dearest, I doubt it can even contain me, let alone my husband.”

“It will, Arabella. I’m sorry it had to come to this. I’ll see
to it that food and water are brought to you every day. If you
behave, I’ll let Serena come visit you someday. In time, I
might consider letting you go, once I’m certain you won’t go
back to the Shadow Emperor.”



I stare at him in disbelief and shake my head. “I’m afraid
that won’t work for me. I have a letter I must deliver to Eldiria
at dawn, so I cannot stay here.”

My father smiles. “It appears you fail to understand what is
happening, Arabella. I’m not giving you a choice.”

Elaine is expecting a reply, and I need to ensure it gets to
her. I cannot stay here too long, or Eldiria will be in danger. I
can already feel the flames that burn throughout our empire
waning.

“The only reason I’ve indulged you is because I was rather
curious about what you’d do,” I tell him.

I look around, disappointment filling me. It astounds me
that he and I share the same blood. “You know nothing of my
magic. Had I been a regular sorceress, you would indeed have
been able to trap me here. Unfortunately for you, I’m not.
Though this room might trap my own magic within me, it does
not take away my ability to call the elements outside of this
room to me.”

I smile at him then and lift my shackled arms, letting the
air around me rip the cuffs apart. The winds rise outside the
palace, making the bars of the cage rattle. I tilt my head when
the wall starts to crack as the first bar is yanked away by the
wind, breaking the cage.

My father takes a step back, but I shake my head. “You fail
to understand that I’m no longer the daughter you sent away.
You sent her to die, and she did.”

I inhale deeply as several more bars fly away, taking
chunks of the tower’s wall with them. I don’t feel an ounce of
remorse as I lift my father into the air and send him flying
through the gap in the wall. I let him fall, his screams loud and
far more satisfying than I could have imagined.

I turn my attention to the two soldiers who are desperately
trying to open the door behind them, but the wind keeps it shut
tight. “Don’t worry. I didn’t kill my father. I merely left him
hanging mid-air. I would never let him get away with such a



brief punishment. He has never granted me the same courtesy,
after all.”

I smile as I lift my hand, sending them flying out of the
window too. My anger is barely contained as I whip the door
open, letting it slam into the wall. I don’t have long before
dawn, and I have every intention of making every second
count.



Chapter Forty-Eight

ARABELLA

I place the letter on the table in the throne room seconds
before dawn and inhale shakily, terrified I missed the time
window. I stand back and watch the letter, praying it gets to
Elaine safe and sound.

Just as I’m certain that I’m too late, the letter glimmers
gold before it turns translucent, disappearing entirely within
seconds. I breathe a sigh of relief and take a step back, my
attention shifting back to the task I put on hold. I considered
adding today’s predicament to my letter, but the last thing I
want to do is worry Elaine and Felix over such an insignificant
matter. A moment of panic aside, I didn’t feel like I was in any
true danger.

I sigh as I walk toward the large, heavy wooden doors at
the entrance of the palace, pushing them open with a blast of
air. I didn’t even realize that I’d refrained from using my
powers since I got to Althea, scared of upsetting my father. He
was never deserving of my thoughtfulness, yet I gave it to him
out of familial obligation.

My father’s calls for help seem to have attracted the entire
court’s attention, and I smile when I recognize several faces
that were lined up outside of my bedroom not too long ago. I



snap my fingers the way Felix always does, sending them into
the air too, keeping them immobile.

Several of the people still on the ground take a step back,
and I take my time to look around, noting the fear they exude.

“Those currently suspended in the air are guilty of treason.
They conspired against their emperor and empress, attempting
to imprison me in an effort to hide their plans to embezzle
money from our empire.” I hear some people gasp, and I
commit to memory those that look guilty. “My father built a
cage meant to contain those who possess magic, but just as
many of you, he failed to understand that magic is not
inherently evil. You need not fear what you do not know.
Instead, take steps to educate yourselves on the new world we
now live in. I am not the first sorceress to walk amongst you,
and I will certainly not be the last. Times are changing in
Althea, and those of you who adapt will thrive. Joining Eldiria
has opened up many new avenues of trade — it has given us
connections to parts of the world that would otherwise be
entirely inaccessible to us. What you make of the opportunities
you’re granted is entirely in your hands. Will you and your
family thrive, or will you act out of fear, punishing not only
yourself but also your loved ones? The choice is up to you, but
it is choice you must make.”

I lower my father and his men to the floor, keeping them a
touch above the ground and entirely immobile. “Let my
father’s behavior be an example to you. There is a price to be
paid for fear and ignorance. For years Althea has punished
those who are different, and it ends now. Effective
immediately, I am implementing a prison sentence for anyone
who attempts to harm an innocent sorcerer or sorceress. An
office will be opened where cases can be heard, and a
Truthseeker will be employed. Truthseekers cannot speak a lie,
and they discern truthfulness and falsehood with ease. Should
you be found to be lying when your case is heard, your
sentence will double.”

I hear the grumbles around me, but I ignore them. Without
protection, magic cannot flourish in Althea. Those who grew



up fearing their power as I did, will continue to hide their
talents, robbing Althea of what it could be.

“By my royal decree, my father, Rynhelm of Althea, is
officially stripped of all titles. He will be imprisoned for his
crimes, and the same punishment awaits those who aided him
tonight.”

Shocked gasps erupt all around me as I turn and walk back
into the palace, my father and his men floating behind me. I
walk straight to the gallows, not hesitating for even a moment.

I flick the door to a large cell open with a sharp gust of air
and lean back as the men float in. I drop them to the floor
seconds after I push the door closed.

My father rises to his feet and pushes against the bars,
trying to rattle them, it appears. “Release me at once, Arabella.
I’m your father. I’m your King.”

I stare at him, wondering how it ever got this far. Has he
always been irresponsible as a ruler, and if so, why did the
members of his court let him get away with it? Althea has
always had elected officials that are meant to act as an
opposing force to the monarch, creating balance in the way the
country is governed. We appear to have failed our people in
multiple ways.

“No,” I tell him. “You severed all ties with me the moment
you attempted to imprison me, and no, father, you are no
longer the King of Althea. As of today, you are barely an
ordinary citizen — you’ve been convicted of treason. You’ll
never see daylight again.”

He has no idea what he almost did. If my connection to the
elements outside had been fully cut off, the fires in Eldiria
would have doused. I can still feel them burning brightly, but
for a moment, they waned. Thousands of people have started
to grow crops, and the curse has left countless towns intact due
to the presence of my magic. That could all have become
undone, simply because my father wanted to get away with
stealing from his country. Felix and I have had to sacrifice so



much to get Eldiria to where it is, and he nearly undid months
of work.

“You cannot convict me,” he says. “There was no official
judgement. I’ve not been given a chance to plead my case.”
His voice wavers now, as though reality is finally sinking in.

I reach between the bars and lift his diamond and ruby
encrusted crown off his head, placing it on my own instead.
“I’m the Empress of Eldiria,” I tell him. “I can do what I
want.”

It’s obvious there’s no talking reason into him, and I will
not expend any energy trying. Throughout my life I’ve
repeatedly given my father chances he did not deserve. I can
no longer continue doing so, not when I can clearly see that
it’s not just me suffering from his actions — it’s our people,
too.

“Arabella?”

I look up to find Nathaniel standing in the doorway, his
expression guarded as he looks past me and into the cell.
“What are you doing? What is all this commotion?”

He genuinely looks confused, and it gives me a moment of
consolation. At least he was not conspiring against me too. It
would pain me to imprison one of my oldest friends, but I’d do
it if I had to.

“They’ve been convicted of treason. They’ll remain there
until I decide otherwise.”

I follow his gaze, realizing that his father is in the cell too,
standing right next to mine. “I suppose I’ll have you officially
take over your father’s job. Congratulations on becoming the
country’s strategic advisor.”

He glances at me, his eyes wide. “Advisor to who? Your
father is in there too.”

“Me,” I say. “Until I decide on a better monarch, I’ll be
taking over my father’s duties myself.”



He walks past me and pauses in front of the cell. I watch
him, considering him for a moment. I can’t risk him or anyone
else setting these men free.

“Stand back,” I warn him, and he obeys. I look my father
in the eye as I snap my fingers, engulfing the metal bars in
flames until they burn bright red, before adding a sharp layer
of air in front of it that’ll be impossible to penetrate — in case
any of them is smart enough to realize that heated metal bends
easier than regular metal. The only part I’ve left unaffected is
the food window.

“Just like the cage you tried to imprison me in, this cell is
nearly impossible to escape. I invite you to try it, but know
that you’ll be doing so at the risk of your lives.”

I take one more hard look at my father before walking
away, a small part deep inside finally at ease.



Chapter Forty-Nine

ARABELLA

I’m weary to the bone as I walk into the throne room, hoping
that at last I’ll receive a letter from Elaine. I’ve spent days
reviewing my father’s documents and speaking to his advisors.
My father always seemed so certain of himself that I’m
surprised to find how much of a mess Althea is in. We’re
spending coin we barely have on things that do not matter. Just
last year, my father spent half the coin that came in on events
and renovations, when that money should have gone toward
rebuilding our economy. With the new trade routes Felix has
opened up for us, we’ll be able to recover quicker, but there’s a
lot of work to do, and I need to find someone capable of doing
it. My intentions haven’t changed. I can’t stay here. Someday,
I’ll make my way back to Eldiria.

I breathe in shakily as I sit down on my father’s throne.
For days now, Pythia has refused to answer my calls. If not for
the fires I can still feel burning deep within, I’d go mad with
worry. I suppose, in that sense, the mess Althea is in has been
a welcome distraction.

“I compiled the reports you asked for and identified our
most profitable exports,” my sister says as she walks up to me,
handing me a stack of papers. I smile at her before browsing
through them. Serena appears to have taken my words to heart.



I can tell that it pains her to see father imprisoned, but not
once has she questioned my decision. If anything, she’s shown
a great depth of understanding. Though I don’t dare reveal my
hopes, I envision her as Althea’s future monarch. She has a lot
to learn, but she has it in her. The work she’s put in from the
moment I took over from Father has proven it. She has
tremendous insight and a strategic mind that rivals Elaine’s.

“This is good, Serena. Tell the treasurer to invest in
supporting the merchants with our most profitable exports.
There are more routes for them to explore now.”

She nods and hands me another report. “These are the
industries I believe have great potential for growth, provided
we have the funds to support them. I believe investment in our
people could help Althea grow, and in turn, we could become
more valuable to Eldiria, resulting in further support and
growth.”

I take the report from her with a smile on my face. I can
see it clearly. My sister is going to make a great monarch. All
she needs is some training. I’m blessed to have witnessed
Elaine and Felix performing their respective duties, learning a
great amount from each. Once my sister has been given similar
opportunities, she’ll become the kind of monarch my father
should have been. I have no doubt.

I look up when I see gold shimmering from the corner of
my eye, and I rise from my seat when an envelope appears at
the other end of the table, the papers I was perusing falling to
the floor as I take a trembling step forward.

My hands shake as I pick up the letter with Elaine’s
handwriting on it. At last. I’ve been worried endlessly. My
heart races as I tear the envelope open impatiently and unfold
the parchment inside it.

Dear Arabella,

Following your confirmation, I questioned Theon about his
ability to keep the curse at bay within the palace. From what I



understand, he has been able to contain the curse to the East
Wing using alchemy, displacing every hint of ill intent, but that
does not explain how you were able to see the former empress
in your bedroom. I have spent several days attempting to
unravel this development of the curse, but was unable to do so.

I was told that the palace’s enchantment developed over
the years and was fully in place by the time Theon reached age
ten. I have never felt malicious intent from it, so I failed to
recognize it as part of the former Empress. In doing so, I have
failed both Theon and you.

Theon and I both assumed that the palace’s enchantment
was part of the balance that must be part of everything we do;
we assumed it was the remnants of positive magic being
trapped in the palace at the time the curse was cast.

It worries me that she sent you away, for I do not know
what her purpose is. From the moment you left, the curse has
been haunting Theon in a way it never has before. The curse
has never before attempted to leech Felix’s magic, but it is
doing so now. I believe removing the curse from the lands has
weakened it sufficiently for it to act in an attempt to preserve
itself, but it appears it has chosen Theon as a target,
attempting to concentrate around him in an effort to inhabit
him. Once before, it has succeeded in doing so for several
moments before Theon was able to push back. He still has
bruises on his temple from the way the curse clung to his body.
If the curse were to find a host, the results would be
unimaginable, and I fear Theon would be forever lost to us.

I have asked Pythia to show me Theon’s future and mine
every week for years now, in hopes Raphael might appear in
either. Neither of our futures has changed in as long as I can
remember, but yesterday Theon’s did. It changed for the worse,
Arabella.

I’m uncertain how to proceed, or what to say. Pythia
warned me not to say anything to Felix lest it accelerate his
new fate, but I cannot keep this from you.



I plead that you reply at your earliest convenience, so we
may reevaluate the choices we made. I fear that you leaving
has condemned us all. I fear that we played into the empress’s
plans. I cannot ask you to return, for I know what the cost
would be, but I need guidance, Your Excellency.

I await your reply.

Elaine

I clench the letter in my hand as I turn and rush toward my
bedroom, my thoughts spiraling. I too, felt no ill intent from
the apparition I saw. She’s had years to mask her energy and to
match it to the castle’s. Was I sent away for a reason?

I pick up the mirror with trembling hands and sit down on
my bed. “Pythia,” I say. “As your Empress, I command you to
appear.”

The mirror turns milky white, and after days of silence, she
finally appears, her expression carefully blank.

“Show me Felix’s future.”

She appears to hesitate before she nods, and the mirror
turns milky white once more before visions flash through it.

I watch as darkness attacks Felix, turning his skin black,
until at last his eyes are fully black, too. His posture changes,
and it’s clear that the man looking back at me in the mirror is
not Felix. Not anymore.

The figure tenses and looks down, the black color draining
away from Felix’s eyes as his white shirt rapidly turns red, a
sword pierced through his chest.

“No!” I yell, unable to keep my agony contained. I watch
as he drops to the floor, blood rapidly staining the wooden
floors.

The mirror turns milky white before clearing, and I shake
it in desperation. “Pythia!” I yell. “When does this happen?



Tell me when!”

“I cannot tell exactly when this will be, Your Excellency.”

Pythia disappears, and I find myself staring at my own
reflection. When I saw Felix’s face just now, he had a bruise
on his temple, similar to what Elaine described. The visions I
just saw must be coming to pass soon.

I grab the mirror and slip it into my cloak as I head out the
door, my heart strangely calm as I pause in front of the throne
room. My sister looks up when I walk in, her brows rising.

“What’s wrong, Arabella?”

I shake my head. “I must return to Eldiria at once. While
I’m away, I’m leaving Althea in your hands.”

Her gaze is searching before she nods. “I won’t let you
down.”

“I know you won’t.” I take in my sister, knowing this
might be the last time I’ll ever see her. “I love you, Serena.”

She bites down on her lip and shakes her head. “You’ll be
back soon, won’t you?”

I smile and turn to walk away. I don’t want the last words I
speak to my sister to be a lie. Returning to Eldiria will cost me
my life, but it’ll be worth it if I can save Felix’s life.



Chapter Fifty

ARABELLA

“Please, Sirocco,” I murmur as the horse speeds toward
Eldiria, the pace otherworldly fast yet not swift enough for me.
I can feel it deep in my soul — danger is looming. I can feel it
creeping in, almost as though it’s moving along my skin,
slowly suffocating me.

I breathe a sigh of relief when we reach the woods that
separate Eldiria from the rest of the world. Sirocco charges
straight ahead, and the trees part for us, darkness falling over
us the closer we get to the palace.

The snow covered building I now consider home comes
into view, and I inhale shakily. “Please, Felix,” I whisper.
“Please be safe.”



Chapter Fifty-One

FELIX

With each day that passes, the shadows become harder to
fight. If I could end the pain and take the curse with me, I
would. Each day without her is more difficult than the last. I
spent a lifetime without her, never truly feeling alive, and part
of me wishes I could go back to those days, back when my
heart was as cold as my country is.

The doors slam closed as I walk up to the East Wing, and I
sigh. For a few days now, the palace has been trying to keep
me away from the East Wing, where the curse is at its
strongest… but I can’t stay away. Not when that’s the only
place I get to see Arabella.

I inhale deeply and push against the doors, my magic
counteracting the palace’s, until they swing open. The curse
has gotten so strong within these walls that I can see shadows
pulling at the mirror, attempting to leech some of its magic. I
raise my hands and push my magic against the darkness, until
it slides back onto the walls, hiding away in natural shadows.

“Pythia,” I say, my voice rough. “Show me Arabella.”

Pythia appears in front of me and shakes her head.
“Forgive me, Your Excellency. I cannot do that. Each time you
see her, the darkness overtakes you for a moment. The curse is



at its weakest right now — never before has it been this
fragile. It is trying its hardest to concentrate its magic, and it
has chosen you as a vessel. Each time you see Arabella of
Althea, you seem to give in to it, letting it possess you. If the
curse were to gain access to a vessel as powerful as you are,
the world as we know it would end. I cannot let that happen.”

I stare at her, my brows raised. “You are compelled to obey
me and mine,” I murmur, the gears in my mind turning.

“The curse weakening means it has also weakened its hold
on me. The binding spell between us was meant to keep me
alive and safe from the curse, imprisoning me in this mirror as
a result. The curse is no longer a threat to me. It’s more
interested in the magic the mirror contains than it is in me.”

She smiles and takes a step forward, stepping out of the
mirror. I freeze in surprise and take a step back, my eyes
widening when I notice the dagger in her hand.

“I cannot be killed, Pythia,” I tell her, my voice soft. I’ve
tried several times, thinking it might set my people free, but
it’s all to no avail.

She shakes her head and raises the dagger. “If the curse has
weakened enough to let me out of the mirror, then it must have
weakened its hold on you too. It has kept you alive, but now
that it can barely preserve itself, it can no longer do so. I
cannot risk it taking you as a vessel. The future I see is one
that cannot come to pass. I’ve tried, Your Excellency. For days
I’ve scoured every possibility, every version of your future,
and in each one of them you let the darkness possess you. In
turn, it possesses our world. You must die to rid the world of
this curse. It’s you who keeps it alive — it was always meant
only for you. The curse was fueled by your mother’s lifeblood,
and to break a curse of this magnitude, a life must be
sacrificed. It started with you, Your Excellency, and it must
end with you.”

I raise my arms, my thoughts whirling. If what she says is
true and death is truly is upon me, then what I regret most is



that I did not get to say farewell to Arabella. Perhaps in a
different life, she and I might find our way back to each other.

Pythia pulls the dagger back, her hand trembling. She
inhales deeply and strikes, but before the dagger reaches me,
her wrist is held in place.

“No!” a loud scream resounds through the room, the
windows in the tower shattering as the spirit of a woman
appears in front of me, her hand on Pythia’s wrist. “Run,
Felix! There is no escaping death this time,” she shouts as she
pushes Pythia away, flickering out of existence moments later.
Pythia falls to the floor and scrambles for her dagger, her
resolve seemingly strengthened.

“Felix!”

I turn to find Arabella in the doorway. She runs up to me,
pushing me aside moments before Pythia strikes again, and I
pull all of my magic together to try and push her out of harm’s
way, but it’s too late. Pythia’s blade pushes through her chest,
and Arabella falls to her knees, her eyes on mine.

“No, no, no,” I murmur, taking her into my arms. I try my
hardest to take her wounds away, to absorb them within me,
but it’s too late. “Arabella, please. You cannot leave me,
beloved. I’m begging you, please. Hold on for me, my love.”

I take her into my arms, and she lifts a trembling hand to
my cheek. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “T-this isn’t how our
story was meant to end, but I..I’m grateful I don’t have to live
a life without you. I..I love you, Felix.” She inhales shakily,
and then her eyes fall closed, her body collapsing in my arms.
I cry out as I feel her fade away, her magic fading from our
lands, its subtle hum gone.

I hold my wife as rage overwhelms me. I let the darkness
take me, in hopes that I might join her. Its first aim is Pythia, a
sharp sliver of darkness going straight through her heart,
mimicking Arabella’s wounds.

I start to lose consciousness as the shadows slither into me,
but then Arabella is lifted into the air by magic so pure that it



chases away the shadows. Water circles around her, shortly
followed by circulating air. I watch as vines rise from the
floor, circling her too, the three circles moving over each
other. Fire erupts around her body, forming a fourth circle.

My eyes widen when the sky around us lightens, until
sunshine illuminates the room through the windows, chasing
away the last remnants of darkness. “The curse,” I whisper.

Arabella opens her eyes, each of the elemental circles
disappearing one by one, until she’s lowered to the floor, her
wounds gone. She inhales sharply, and my heart starts to race.

I rise to my feet and run my hands over her body, terrified
I might be hallucinating. “Felix,” she says. Could this be true?

“Fates, Arabella,” I murmur, pulling her into my embrace.
“I thought I lost you, beloved.”

She looks into my eyes, her gaze roaming over my face.
“Felix,” she whispers. “It’s gone. The black veins, it’s all
gone.”

I raise my hand to my face and look around. Arabella
smiles and wraps her arms around my neck. “We broke the
curse, Felix.”

She pulls away and leans in, her lips finding mine. I kiss
my wife the way I’ve been wanting to from the moment she
left, and not once does evil reach for me. I lose myself in her,
relishing her touch. For a moment, I thought I’d lost her
forever.

“I love you, Arabella,” I murmur against her lips.

She pulls away and smiles at me. “I know,” she whispers.
“The curse could not have been broken otherwise.”

“You came back of your own free will, and a life was
freely given out of love,” I whisper. “You broke the curse.”

“We did,” Arabella tells me. “We did.”



Chapter Fifty-Two

ARABELLA

Felix holds my hand as we walk through the palace, the two of
us in shock as people step out of the shadows in the hallway,
the palace filled with embraces and rejoiced tears.

“All of these people,” Felix murmurs. “They were all lost
to us throughout the years, taken by the curse.”

I nod as I watch couples reunite, my heart racing as I try to
find Elaine. “There,” I whisper. I watch her standing in the
corner, her eyes on the shadows moving along the wall. She
places her hand on one of them and I watch breathlessly as a
man steps out of the shadow.

“Raphael,” she says. She takes a step closer and runs her
hands over his body. He looks at her, mesmerized for a
moment before his eyes clear. Raphael grabs her wrists and
holds them in place.

“Who are you?”

His voice is loud and clear, and I recoil just as Elaine does.
“Raphael?” she whispers, her voice breaking.

Felix walks up to her and places his hand on Raphael’s
shoulder while I wrap my hand around Elaine’s waist. She
leans into me, her eyes meeting mine. I recognize the sorrow I



see in her expression and tighten my grip on her. “It’s okay,” I
whisper. “Give it time.”

“It’s good to have you back,” Felix says, but there’s no
recognition in his eyes.

“Where am I?” Raphael asks, looking around.

Elaine tenses and looks at him as she straightens her
shoulders. “We’re in Eldiria. Do you know who you are?”

He nods. “Raphael of Iridea, Crown Prince of Iridea.”

From what I understand, Raphael lost his titles when Felix
conquered his country. “Take him to a healer,” I tell Elaine. “It
looks like his memory has been affected.”

Why is it he remembers who he is, but he doesn’t
remember Elaine? From what she told me, the two of them
knew each other before they arrived here.

“Yes, Your Excellency,” Elaine says as she leads him
away.

Felix and I watch the two of them, and my heart sinks as
they turn the corner. “He doesn’t remember her,” I murmur.
“How could that be possible? Look at all of these people
around us, all of them embracing and rejoicing. Why is it that
Raphael doesn’t remember Elaine or you?”

Felix wraps his arm around me and shakes his head. “I
don’t know, beloved, but we’ll figure it out. If we could break
the curse, we can resolve that, too.”

He tightens his grip on me as he leads me out of the
palace. We both freeze in shock as we walk out the doors. As
far as we can see, our empire is bathed in sunlight, green grass
and flowers growing everywhere. In the distance, I can see a
stream flowing that has always been frozen, and I turn to look
at the palace itself, its limestone bricks exposed at last.

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper. Felix nods, and I smile at the
emotion in his eyes. “You once told me you’d show me Eldiria
in all of its glory, and you did.”



He smiles at me and cups my cheek. “We did, beloved. You
and I did the impossible. You set us free.”

I grin at him and rise to my tiptoes to wrap my arms
around him. “I suppose true love broke the curse after all.”

Felix chuckles then, leaning in to kiss me. “I love you,
Arabella of Althea. Let the world you see around you be proof
of it. I love you more than words will ever convey.”

My lips meet his and I can’t help but smile. I thought I’d
lost him, and that I’d never get him back. Yet here we stand
together. “I love you more, Felix Theon Osiris.”



Chapter Fifty-Three

ARABELLA

Molly pauses casting her beautification spells and tenses as her
baby starts to cry in its basket. “I’m so sorry, Your
Excellency,” she says. “I think she’s hungry.”

I shake my head and place my hand on her arm. “It’s okay,
Molly. You go and feed your little one. I think this is quite
enough for today’s event,” I murmur as I look into the mirror.

She nods gratefully and picks up her daughter, my heart
warming as I watch the two of them.

“She looks cute, but she torments me, Your Excellency.
You’ll find out soon enough how exhausting these tiny little
things are.”

I place a hand on my stomach and smile to myself. My
pregnancy is showing now, and there’s not much time left until
our own child makes it into this world.

“I can’t wait,” I tell Molly. I glance into the mirror, taking
in the maroon dress the palace selected for me today. It drapes
perfectly over my stomach, neither drawing attention to it nor
hiding it. Molly matched the color of my lips perfectly, and I
can’t wait to see how Felix might respond when he sees me. A
golden crown with rubies sits atop my head, completing the
outfit.



I glance back at Molly and her little one as I walk out of
the room, mouthing thank you. She smiles and attempts to
curtsy, but I shake my head. Seeing her with her daughter is
one of the greatest joys I’ve been granted. Eldiria changed so
much in so very little time, and it astounds me every single
day.

I pause atop the large staircase, my eyes dropping to the
portrait of my mother-in-law. Her spirit might be gone, but her
magic lives on in the palace, keeping it enchanted. Felix
refuses to speak of her still, but the fact that he had such a
large and stunning portrait of her hung in the palace speaks
volumes. He’s slowly been renovating the east wing,
recovering many of her belongings. Though he might not talk
about her, I know he’s processing her role in the curse in his
own way.

“Arabella.”

I turn toward him when I hear his voice, a smile tipping the
edges of my lips up when his eyes widen. “Ethereal,” he
whispers when I reach him. “You are beyond beautiful,
beloved.”

I stare at my husband, my heart racing. I still haven’t
gotten used to seeing him without the poisonous veins trying
to obscure his appearance. I take in his strong jawline and
cheekbones, his straight nose and the slight stubble on his
skin. He’s beyond handsome, even more so than I imagined.

I rise to my tiptoes to kiss him, and Felix wraps his arms
around me, deepening the kiss. I pull away reluctantly and
sigh. “We’re going to be late to Elaine and Raphael’s
wedding,” I whisper against his lips, and he sighs.

“Very well,” he mutters reluctantly. “Hold on tight,” he
says, before closing his eyes.

I gasp, and moments later, we’re standing in the palace in
Iridea. Without the curse to battle, Felix’s powers have
become stronger, as have mine.



“Are you certain this is a good idea?” I ask Felix, referring
to the way he’s pushed Elaine and Raphael together.

Felix shrugs. “He wants his country back, doesn’t he? The
only way I’ll give him that is if he marries Elaine. We’ll let
their countries join together, as the two of them will.”

I sigh and shake my head. “He still doesn’t remember her.
I’m worried for her, Felix.”

He looks at me and smiles. “Don’t be, beloved. Their love
was like ours is. While I don’t know why he doesn’t remember
her, I know that in time he will. Besides, don’t we owe it to
Elaine to help in any way we can?”

I nod as we walk into the chapel, everyone around us
rising to curtsy. Felix and I take a seat in the front row,
alongside Elaine’s family, my heart racing as music begins to
play.

I turn to watch Elaine walk in wearing a stunning white
gown with a trail suited for the princess she is. She looks
beautiful, but she looks terrified. Her eyes roam over the room,
and her shoulders relax when her gaze settles on me. I nod at
her, offering her a reassuring smile, and she nods back as she
straightens her shoulders.

Elaine looks ahead, and I follow her gaze. Though there is
hatred in Raphael’s eyes, there’s also blatant desire. He might
not admit it to himself, but even if he doesn’t remember
Elaine, a small part of him wants her. I have faith that Elaine
will win him over the way she once did. I just wish she didn’t
have to.

“They’ll be okay,” Felix whispers as he wraps his arm
around me, and I nod. They will be. I have faith that they’ll
find their way back to each other no matter how slim the odds
are, just like Felix and I did.

We watch as they exchange vows and then rings. My heart
stops for a moment when the priest pronounces them husband
and wife before ordering Raphael to kiss Elaine. He hesitates,



but then he leans in and captures her lips, cheering erupting
around us, though my own cheers might well be loudest.

I see what Elaine once did. Though it might take time for
them to find their way back to each other, I know that they
will.

Felix presses a kiss on top of my head as we watch the
newly wedded couple turn toward us. “I love you,” he
whispers.

I look up at him with a smile on my face. “I love you
more.”

The End

Want to see a scene in which Felix gets to speak to his mother
before her spirit moves on? Grab it from my website! Elaine
and Raphael’s story, A Curse of Magic and Sin, is coming
soon.

https://landing.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/k5g8t5
https://alsoby.me/r/amazon/B0BBLWVWSG?fc=gb&ds=1
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