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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, no poisons I have yet to consume. Without fail my body mends itself. This curse refuses to let me leave its clutches—there is no escape, not for me, and not for my people.


Despair seeps deep into my soul as I approach the tall mirror hidden in the depths of the east wing, icy winds whipping across my skin as my footsteps echo ominously in my moonlit palace. Dark magic clutches at the tarnished silver mirror, wispy tendrils of black smoke swirling around the edges, threatening to knock off the icicles that have formed around the delicate golden floral ornaments that disguise what lives within.


When I look into the mirror, it isn’t my reflection I see. Bitterness claws at me as I stare into the milky-white eyes of the seer that inhabits it. “Show me the girl.”


Pythia smiles, her expression eerie and foreboding as she slowly 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, something akin to wistfulness written all over her face. 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’s rarely seen in Eldiria.


The girl smiles to herself as she flips the page, and my heart squeezes tightly. She is unaware that none of her dreams will come to pass. Arabella of Althea has yet to realize that sorrow beyond anything she’s ever known is to befall her. After all, her fate is entwined with mine.


“You’re certain it’s her?”


The image blurs until once more, Pythia stands before me, her unseeing eyes keeping me pinned in place. “Only she is capable of breaking the curse,” the seer confirms. “Arabella of Althea is destined to become your empress.”


My gaze roams over her pale face, doubt taking root deep inside my chest. Seers are known to be deceptive, but I’ve come to believe that Pythia is different. The decades in torment have worn her down as much as they have me. She’s as tied to this curse as I am. Until it’s broken, she’s trapped in the mirror dimension—in this very mirror.


“She’s so young,” I murmur, my mind drifting back to Arabella. “She looks weak.”


The edges of Pythia’s dark-red lips turn up into a semblance of a smile. “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 the slightest chance, I owe it to my people to try. Perhaps I should rethink the plans that have been in the making from the moment I learned of her, three months ago. I could have her captured and brought to me before dawn. Had she been anyone else, that’s exactly what I would’ve done.


“She must come of her own free will,” Pythia reminds me, her tone sharp. I raise a brow in surprise, instantly wondering whether it’s my expression she read, or my thoughts. Fates, it wouldn’t surprise me if it was the latter.


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’s future.


Arabella of Althea.


My future wife.


She’s a glimmer of hope in an otherwise dark and bleak world. She’ll save us all, and it’ll cost her everything.


My heart feels heavy as I walk toward the palace’s atrium, the walls filled with blood-red roses—my mother’s favorite flower. The mere sight of them nearly brings me to my knees, shame and regret coursing through my dark veins. I can’t help but wonder if my mother’s spirit is looking down on me today. If so, she’s no doubt enjoying my misery. Her curse played out exactly as she wanted it to.


“So you’ll go through with it, then?”


I look up to find Elaine standing to my side, her fingers gently caressing the frozen petals of a rose, her gaze filled with longing. “I have no choice.”


She averts her face, but for a moment, I’m certain I saw a hint of anguish in her expression. “There is always a choice,” she says, her voice soft yet firm. “You will not endear yourself to her if you see this through. Love cannot bloom under threat of force.”


“Love,” I scoff. It’s a common myth among those that heard Pythia’s prophecy—they believe true love will break the curse.


A true union between the emperor and the woman fated to wield from within shall set you free.


Elaine is certain that true union must mean true love, but she should be more concerned about the wield from within part. Neither she nor I have been able to decipher those words, and time is running out. Everyone knows that magic can only be drawn and controlled from the ether, and never from within, so it isn’t a sorceress we’re looking for, nor an alchemist. If Arabella of Althea truly is the prophesied one, what does she wield? I’ve watched her for months, and I have yet to see anyone weaker than she is.


“Yes. Love,” Elaine repeats, her tone firm, unyielding.


I sigh as I raise my face to look into her eyes. I never understood how Elaine holds on to 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, the only one that looks at me and sees more than just a monster. My black, vile, 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 her destruction helplessly, and to live with the misery that lies in knowing I would never experience true love. She cursed me to live the life she did.


I didn’t know what that meant until the rolling green hills I’d known in my teenage years withered away, right along with my father. By the time I was fifteen, his body had become riddled with poisonous black veins, an unknown illness making him rot away and beg my mother for mercy each day, until he became bedridden and so delirious, the only thing he could utter was her name. Not long after, the sun set and never rose again. By the time he passed away, days short of my twentieth birthday, the entire empire had become covered in treacherous ice, making growing crops impossible. The forest had begun to close us in as though it wished to trap us, making trade equally impossible, and our people were perishing at a rate higher than I ever could have imagined.


If only that’d been the worst of it.


Because of my mother, 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 if we’re caught,” I murmur, my trembling voice betraying my building anxiety.


My little sister merely lifts her index finger to her lips, amusement dancing in her eyes. “If we’re careful and quiet, Father will never find out,” Serena promises, reaching for my hand. My heart thumps wildly as she pulls me into a long-forgotten hallway that leads to a set of stairs in dire need of repair. “No one comes here,” she reassures me, “and this is the perfect vantage point. Don’t you want to find out if the rumors are true?”


I hesitate before following her up the long winding stairs, unable to cast aside the unease I’ve felt all day. I’m used to sneaking around, and even when I’m not, I’m mostly ignored, my existence barely registering to the castle staff, let alone anyone else. It’s different for Serena—she’s almost always accompanied by her personal guard and her ladies in waiting. It won’t take them long to realize she isn’t in her bedroom. Then what? I’ll be punished for getting her into trouble, no doubt. I’m always the one to blame, even if I have no hand in her mischief.


The wood creaks under my weight, and my breath hitches. “Nearly there,” Serena says, looking over her shoulder. She pulls me along the last remaining steps until we’re standing in front of a small window that overlooks the castle’s courtyard, the view stretching for miles beyond it.


“There,” she whispers, raising a trembling hand to point out the unmistakable army marching toward us, each and every soldier dressed in an unnatural shade of black. They look as inhuman as they’re rumored to be. “It’s really him.”


“The Shadow Emperor,” I whisper, my voice tinged with fear. I’d hoped the rumors were just that—rumors.


“What do you think the Shadow Emperor is doing here? Why would he come here of all places—and without notice, too,” Serena whispers, excitement slowly bleeding from her voice, leaving nothing but the same fear that courses through me.


I force a smile for my younger sister, uncertain how to answer her question truthfully, without causing her to descend into a panic. How am I to tell her that there is no positive reason for him to come here?


The Shadow Emperor is the most powerful man in the world—the last alchemist in a world that has largely outlawed every form of both magic and alchemy following the plague that spread across the world five decades ago and killed hundreds of thousands of people, yet never a single magical being. It wasn’t long before a sorceress handing out potions to aid with some of the symptoms was blamed for the plague, and then another, until they were all burned alive for fear they’d summoned the plague to rid the world of those less powerful than them, or to profit off those wealthy and desperate enough for a cure.


Though the plague is gone, they remain hunted. It is widely taught not only that they are deceptive, but that magic has begun to bring misfortune to its users and those around them. It is said that magic itself has turned against its users and cursed them, as repayment for bringing forth a plague that disrupted the natural order of life. Those who possess magic are to be reported to the authorities and condemned to a lifetime of captivity, where they can do no harm.


Just within the last decade, the Shadow Emperor has conquered most of the countries surrounding us, exploiting their natural resources and trade routes under the guise of creating magical safe havens. It’s not hard to guess what might bring him here, but it’s no easy feat explaining something like that to my sheltered sister, who knows nothing of politics, despite being only three years younger than me. I have often envied her naïveté, 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 castle with every second that passes.


Even from afar, it’s easy to recognize the Shadow Emperor’s uniform. He looks exactly as the history books portray him, his clothes darker than black ink, embroidered with gold that moves along his clothes, magically crafting 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 as embroidery thread, and I’m starting to believe it. 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, and I have always wondered how that could be possible. How can it be that no one has ever seen and documented his face?


“His horse looks … demonic.”


There’s fear in Serena’s voice, and I wrap my arm around her shoulder in reassurance. “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 appears not.” I’ve never seen a horse like Sirocco. Rumor has it that he came straight from the underworld, alongside the Shadow Emperor.


“They’re here,” Serena whispers, her voice shaky, the confidence that led her up here depleted. She grabs my hand, and I entwine our fingers, holding on to 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 the deepest crevices of the underworld. I can’t help but wonder if it’s true.


My heart skips a beat when I spot Nathaniel standing behind my father. Deep concern for him eradicates every hint of butterflies when the Shadow Emperor’s soldiers come to a stop and begin to dismount. “Come with me,” Serena whispers as I watch Nathaniel disappear from sight, along with the members of my father’s court. He’s begun to shadow his father lately, in preparation for his own role as one of the kingdom’s strategic advisers, so it shouldn’t surprise me to see him here. Even so, I can’t shake this niggling feeling that it would’ve been better for him to stay out of the Shadow Emperor’s sight. “They’ve entered the castle far sooner than I expected. I was hoping to see more from here,” Serena adds. I hesitate, but she pulls me along before I can object. “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?”


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 castle 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 blond 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 carefully 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, and 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, and his usual pride and arrogance are notably absent today. So is Nathaniel, much to my relief.


“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? Could he really be a monster from the underworld?


I struggle to tear my gaze away from him—it’s as though the air is buzzing around him, and my gaze remains fixed on him, as if I have no choice but to give him my full attention. My chest tightens, and the strangest sense of longing rushes through me as I draw a steadying breath. I bite down on my lip harshly and force myself to look away, my eyes landing on the woman seated next to him.


“That is Elaine,” I whisper, taking in her jet-black hair and her piercing violet eyes. She doesn’t look much older than I am, but I’ve been reading about her conquests ever since I was twelve. “She is his most trusted adviser. She commands his army in his absence, 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 a powerful sorceress. I read that she once took on fifty men who raided her army camp and killed them all. She never leaves witnesses.


Before I even realize it, 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 swear I can feel his gaze on me. It lasts only a moment, and a sudden sense of loss washes over me when his attention is drawn away.


“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 that only makes it worse.


“Cursed,” I hear one of the maids mumble under her breath as she rushes toward us, trying to douse the flames with a bucket of water. Shock crashes through me as I stumble back, my eyes roaming over the disarray the kitchen is in. It’s clear the fire spread quickly, and had the maid not been there to douse the flames, Serena and I would’ve been in danger.


“Don’t listen to her,” Serena tells me. “I’ll ensure that you’ll never see her again. Come. Let’s go back to our rooms before Father finds out.” I snap out of it and let her lead me away.


“She’s right,” I whisper as we round the corner, my heart heavy. “I’m cursed. Misfortune befalls me wherever I go, 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


My steps echo 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 this room. If Father found out I was once again nearby as an incident occurred in the castle, the consequences would be dire, especially because Serena was with me this time. She could’ve gotten hurt.


Nausea takes hold of me as my breaths become more shallow the closer I get to the wide wooden doors. The fact that there are no guards to let me in makes me even more anxious. I inhale deeply and push the doors open with trembling hands, 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 this way before, like he really sees me.


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. All I am to him is a constant reminder of my mother, the sorceress he claims enchanted him. Father has ordered for her name to be stricken from our records, but he doesn’t know about the archives kept hidden in a forgotten tower. If those records are to be believed, he fell in love with her at first sight, and the two were married within a year. Every portrait that he’s hidden away and every record kept about them indicates they were happy—until the night I was born, six weeks sooner than anticipated. My mother used her healing magic to ensure I’d live, and she paid for my life with her own.


Father had her executed, certain she’d bewitched not only him but his court, too. He feared she had him under her spell, that her ultimate aim was to gain power in order to aid those just like her—magical beings who sought refuge. He was convinced she’d been funding a rebellion with his coin, and the magical attacks on our kingdom following her death only further fueled his beliefs.


To my father, I’m nothing but a shameful cursed being with cursed blood, one that is to blame for my stepmother’s illness and subsequent death. He won’t acknowledge the fact that she died of a failing liver, or that I was never alone with her and couldn’t possibly have caused her harm.


Perhaps it would’ve been easier if I’d possessed my mother’s magic, but I don’t. The only thing I was born with was a penchant for misfortune, a curse that my father continuously reminds me befalls those of magical lineages. I’ve always been taught that the endless prosecution and eventual death that follows is a fair price to pay for the harm done by those who came before me, especially since our mere existence still brings illness and misfortune to our loved ones. But how could that be? I didn’t choose to be born this way, and unlike the many sorceresses that have been burned all over the world, I don’t have powers of any kind.


“Arabella,” Father says as I curtsy, his voice soft. My heart starts to race nervously as I look at my father. He looks pained and tired. Weak. My father has never once looked regretful or anguished. According to the recordkeepers, he was impassive when he executed my mother for possessing magic, and I’m still haunted by the expressionless look on his face when I was pulled out of the lake I nearly drowned in a year ago. He’d looked at me like he’d been disappointed I survived at all. So why does he look so troubled now?


“Sit,” he tells me, pointing to the seat opposite him. I do as he asks, barely able to keep from shaking. Every fiber of my being is telling me to be terrified, and my intuition has never failed me before. Most nights I’m haunted by the memory of each form of punishment I have suffered through due to my curse. 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 voice. Nathaniel is the only light in a world that’s rapidly descending into darkness. I’ve never fought for anything. I’ve performed my duties, never asking for anything in return. I endured the rumors, the whispers, the pain.


“It’s that curse of yours,” my father says, sneering. “Why else would the Shadow Emperor’s attention fall to our small kingdom?”


My eyes close as I inhale deeply. 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 this moment of weakness has cost me any chance I had of getting out of this engagement. My father has always punished weakness in his children and his court, and this is the ultimate punishment.


His head snaps up, and I cower in fear when he rises to his feet. “You will marry him,” he warns, his eyes filling with malice. “So help me Fates.”


I lower my head, terror and despair battling for dominance, each adding to my mounting distress. 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 who deceived him. The only thing that’s keeping me alive is the fact that his blood, too, runs through my veins.


For a moment, I wonder if Serena was ever considered for this match, but then I smile wryly. 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 inhale deeply as I rise to my feet and bow to my father before stepping away, well aware 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 a man who 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. Shock. Disbelief. 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 emotions I just saw in Nathaniel’s eyes. It oddly brings me a small amount of relief to know that there are people who will miss me, people who 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 the only other Princess of Althea he’ll take. I could never watch my little sister marry a beast—not when I can take her place. I’d do anything for Serena. 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 incessant 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 had 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.












CHAPTER
FOUR



Arabella


I flip through the pages of the oldest history books in the castle, 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. Based on what I’m seeing, he mostly conquers lands with fertile grounds and crops, but we don’t have any of those. Althea is known for its trade, and compared with 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, nor are there accounts of mistresses or concubines. The only woman he has ever been mentioned alongside is Elaine, who seemed to appear by his side a decade ago. She is as shrouded in mystery as he is. Why would he take a wife now? And why a Princess of Althea?


I’m trembling as I reach for yet another book about the Shadow Emperor, fear chilling my skin. Will I survive? If I marry the 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. I don’t stand a chance against him.


My eyes widen as I flip the pages and begin to read about his alchemy, my fear making way for intrigue. The Shadow Emperor is one of the last known alchemists alive, and according to this book, he’s able to perform alchemy without needing to draw transmutation circles—circles that can be drawn on any surface, often with a pentagram inside, along with equations and ancient written text that allow an alchemist to channel the energy required to perform alchemy. It’s unheard of, and if it’s true, his alchemy wouldn’t just look like magic to bystanders. It’d make him even more powerful than the rumors suggest.


Alchemy is a forgotten science—it’s similar to magic, yet different in its nature. While sorceresses can often conjure things out of nothing but the energy in our atmosphere, alchemy relies on the laws of equal exchange, which dictate that something cannot come out of nothing. For example, gold must be transmuted from another type of metal, and cannot be conjured with energy alone. The law of equal exchange is different from the natural balance sorcerers are subject to, which dictates that magic cannot be used for nefarious purposes without a hefty personal sacrifice.


Magic is limited by spells, potions, and a caster’s natural ability to channel and manipulate the life-force that magic utilizes, but alchemy is limited only by the alchemist’s environment. To create a spear, an alchemist would need metal, yet a sorceress might be able to use energy in the ether. The difference, however, would be that the sorceress’s spear is only as strong as her powers, and eventually, the spear would return to the ether, often at a most inopportune moment. An alchemists’ spear would remain forever.


I bite down on my lip harshly as I continue to read about the Shadow Emperor’s ability to manipulate sunlight into hot beams that cut straight through people, his command over the shadows that surround him, and his rare ability to use alchemy as a means of teleportation, moving objects at will. It appears he has found a way to weaponize even the most mundane things in ways magic users are simply incapable of, such as the air we breathe and the blood that courses through our veins.


If he so chose, he could suffocate me without so much as blinking, or render me completely immovable without the need for spells. All he’d have to do is displace the air in my lungs, or solidify it around me. My life would end before I even realize what’s happening.


“Arabella?”


I look over my shoulder 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 over to me and drops a bag beside my chair. “Let’s go,” he says, his voice soft as he pulls me to my feet. “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, living 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 Serena’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.


“Yes. You.”


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


He shakes his head. “I’m certain. My father was present when the decree 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 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, to a future where Nathaniel and I are 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 outlawed.


“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 adviser. 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 leave at once.”


He’s trying to tell me that I can’t bid my farewell to Serena. I’ll never see her again, and her last memory of me will be the devastation in my eyes as I found out about my impending marriage. “She’ll forgive me, won’t she?”


Nathaniel entwines our fingers and tightens his grip on my hand as he nods. “She just wants you to live, Arabella. To be happy.”


I nod hesitantly and squeeze his hand, and for the first time since my father told me the news, I’m filled with hope instead of despair. My mind is racing as Nathaniel pulls me through hallways I didn’t even know existed, expertly leading me down to the tunnels within minutes. It’s clear he’s been planning this from the second he found out, yet somehow, I can’t shake the unease I feel. “These routes are 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,” I whisper, uncertain who I’m even referring to. Our lives are forfeit regardless of whether it’s the Shadow Emperor or my father that intercepts us.


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. “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 recognize the soldiers running up to us, our kingdom’s flag stitched to their uniforms. Nathaniel’s father is at the head of the group, but his eyes aren’t on me. They’re on his son. “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 whenever I find myself at the center of misfortune in the kingdom. This room holds nothing but horrible memories, yet I have a feeling that nothing I’ve been through compares to what is to come.


My head begins to pound in line with the hammering of my heart, and my vision begins to blur just as the two men dragging me up the tower begin to struggle to hold me down. The torches that illuminate the spiral staircase begin to burn brighter, courtesy of my curse, no doubt, and they tighten their grip on my arms, their movements becoming more frantic.


The soldiers let go of me to open the heavy metal doors, and neither of them looks me in the eye as they hold the door open for me. Part of me wants to beg them to save me, but I know I’m beyond salvation. I stopped begging years ago.


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 visible scars. Of all my punishments, this is the one I hate most, and I suspect he knows it.


“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, black tendrils of dark magic seeping out of the metal. For a moment I try to resist, wishing that I truly had my mother’s magic, as he’s always accused me of having. Maybe then, I’d be able to fight back. Maybe then, Nathaniel and I would’ve made it out alive and well.


My father binds my hands together using the enchanted cuffs, and I’m instantly immobilized, my body stiffening unnaturally. I have no doubt he’d make me wear them every day if it weren’t an item he shouldn’t even possess.


Father smiles as he pushes against my shoulder until I tumble onto a cold metal stool, my movements stiff and unnatural. I’ve been here countless times, yet it never gets easier. I used to fight him, before he acquired the cuffs, but in time, I learned that my punishments only get worse if I do.


I try my best to brace 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 curse 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. It feels like fire burns underneath my skin, coursing its way through to every last nerve ending, and I clench my teeth to keep from screaming. It’s futile, but it’s the last bit of control I hold.


“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.


“N-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 suddenly rushes through my lungs. Much like the fire that flooded my body earlier, burning me from the inside, the air I breathe is now trying its best to suffocate me. The whip’s powers are so reminiscent of what I’ve read about the Shadow Emperor that I can’t help but choke out a laugh, the irony not lost on me. I’m moving from one tyrant’s household to another. I won’t die here tonight, but if I’m lucky, I’ll die at the Shadow Emperor’s hands tomorrow. Maybe then I’ll finally know real peace.


“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 cheeks. 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. “She’d have condemned this kingdom to ruin by welcoming in those who bring misfortune if she’d had a chance, and you’re just as selfish. You, too, would 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 it didn’t resist, nor have there been reports of misfortune befalling the countries he’s established safe havens in. It’s not the kingdom my father is 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 have always endured the punishments he gave me for merely being who I was born as, never daring to ask for his love. 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 have 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 fiercely wish it truly could burn me until I’m nothing but ashes. My vision begins to swim as my father’s last hit makes me fall off my seat, and my eyes fall closed as I welcome the darkness, my broken heart bleeding out on these cold stone floors.












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. Besides, 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’ll see anyone in this castle.


“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 miserably. “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. It took only a few hours to erase all proof of my existence, and I have no doubt I’ll be forgotten before long.


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, my voice hoarse, 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 close. 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 posted at her bedroom door,” 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 hostage. If I attempt to escape, if I so much as veer off course, it’s Nathaniel and Serena who’ll pay for it.


I never thought my father would involve Serena. The fact that he has proves 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. I’ve never felt so abandoned, so discarded.


“Take a look,” Mary says as she leads me to a mirror. I stare at my reflection in confusion, 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.


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. If I could guarantee Nathaniel’s and Serena’s safety, I’d try to burn this entire castle down.


Father is 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. We pause in front of the doors to the ballroom, and 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?
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