CHAPTER ONE

T

he Hart Curse
Kaeden Hart did not mean to fall in love.
In fact, he had been rather certain that he would not
for the bulk of his life—largely for two reasons:
1. People did not see Kaeden Hart.
2. Not in the typical way, at least. Not as they
saw his brothers. People knew Kaeden was a
king, of course, but he was far more often
than not too forgettable or softly spoken for
them to remember much else about the
young man and, all things considered, he
was glad for that. Largely because he never
knew how to stand, the right words to say, or
god forbid the right place for him to look.
3. The Harts family was cursed anyway, so
even if, by some miracle, Kaeden were to be
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noticed, it would likely end in despair
anyway—so why bother falling for anyone if
you knew it would end badly, Kaeden
wondered.
Though one could argue, of course, that Kaeden was
not a formal part of the Harts family, but rather the
dreadful Cornelius Thames’s bastard—Phineas had told
Kaeden that to him, Kaeden was his son, and that made
him as good as a Hart.
And, though Phineas did not say it, Harts very often
met a very unhappy end.
It was hard for Kaeden to miss the connection
between his stepfather and the guillotine that sat close
to the center of Hearts, or his mother’s madness, and her
continued devotion to the land’s former king. Even
before Phineas, others had met their untimely ends in
the land of Hearts, not a single one of them married or
unloved. He thought of his adoptive grandfather, Henry,
who had been poisoned shortly after receiving his new
bride, or Henry’s succeeding brother, Harry, who lasted
only a month before being stabbed to death by Henry’s
former bride, a love triangle unfortunately revealed
when she took the opportunity to poison herself in the
rose bushes—
Kaeden grimaced, trying to hide the motion by
looking down at his tea.
“I’ve o ended you, haven’t I?” The woman sitting
across from Kaeden said, and he tried just as quickly to
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look up again and school his face of any and all emotions
regarding such awful things.
“Oh no, of course you haven’t, Alice,” he said,
though in a roundabout way she had— “My mind is far
too overwhelmed with other things,” he lied, knowing all
too well that it was not.
Kaeden could only think about one thing as of late,
and it was distressing him. A part of him thought that
she had to know, but…
A large, chocolate-covered biscuit plopped on the
plate in front of Kaeden, a ‘digestive’ as Alice called
them. Alice had insisted on giving him an awful lot of
them during his short, impromptu visit, and a part of
him wondered if she thought he had stomach problems
or something of the sort—“I like them,” she explained
the moment that her eyes met his, “I wanted you to have
them, because I think that they’re awfully good,” she
informed him promptly, a small glimmer in her eyes
showing despite the fact that just moments before,
Kaeden had been worried that what he had done yester‐
day, showing her her father, had left her downtrodden
and dismayed.
She snorted at Kaeden’s lack of motion, pointing
towards the biscuit meaningfully. “Well? I like them, so
I want to share them,” she reiterated, pushing his plate
slightly closer to him. Kaeden couldn’t help but wonder
if she’d noticed how quickly he’d eaten the ones before.
He tentatively picked up the biscuit and told
himself it was only to be polite, and not because he
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rather liked Alice’s hobby of picking up sweets and
sending them his way without any regard for whether or
not he had asked for them.
It most certainly was not because of the way she
gave a victorious smile with his every bite and sat up a
little straighter, pleased to have succeeded in feeding
him—and identifying things that he may have liked. It
was only because he was there alone, and she was
already feeling a bit o that she acted that way, Kaeden
reminded himself. If it was more than just the two of
them, she would not lean towards him the way that she
did, nor sit right beside him and inch closer to him as if
she were lonely.
He did not understand why the others did not visit
her during this time.
Or rather, he did understand, but found himself
disagreeing with it from the very rst day, and was
therefore so inclined as to check on her for days after‐
wards—perhaps even years if that was what it took—
because he knew how it felt to lose someone. To lose a
father, particularly.
His eyes slid over to Alice as she sat on the couch
beside him and looked away from him, her legs crossed
at the ankles and her back gone pin straight in a way
that made him concerned. Unfortunately, her eyes had
caught on something again as she looked away from him,
and she had frozen once more, awkwardly taking the
sight in—a portrait of Reginald balanced atop the
replace.
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He really wished she did not keep a portrait of him.
If he was a di erent person, he probably would have
just stood up and ipped it over. That was what Fitz
would have done—But he was Kaeden, and he couldn’t.
“I’m sorry,” she blinked after a moment, and her
voice was awkward and strained, her mind obviously
elsewhere. “I’ve often thought about him, even before
you showed me,” she said, uncrossing and recrossing her
legs in discomfort. “For all these years, I did not know
where he was.”
Kaeden could not help but think that he would have
rather not known where Phineas was than be well aware
that he was buried in the front yard. That it would be
easier for him to look at the cherry trees if he did not
remember that his stepfather was amongst them—but he
wouldn’t tell her that.
He wouldn’t tell her any of the awful details of his
life.
He would just sit beside her and note the way that
she watched him, obviously making her own observa‐
tions and allegations in the back of her mind, perhaps
rushing to conclusions. He wondered what she thought
of him—then remembered what she’d said of him earlier,
and thought it better not to muse on such things.
What he thought of her was this:
She was remarkably pretty, far too smart, just a little
bit funny, a tad bit ridiculous, irrational, temperamental,
much too conversational, and over all nice to be around.
Very, very nice to be around.
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Particularly when she was happy, which she was
most certainly not.
Alice did her best to hide her bit of misery by
looking away, and he had learned very quickly that she
was feeling sad when she did not talk. She worried him.
For the rst time in his life, Kaeden ached to touch
someone. To weave his ngers through hers and stroke
the back of her hand, to pull her into his lap and hold
her until it all went away, and she could breathe easily
again, or even to just move the stray bits of hair from the
corners of her eyes so that her rolling tears would not
catch on her long blonde ends as they fell.
He imagined a world in which he could allow
himself to do such things, and then his mind rebelled
and he gave a start, trying to shake it clean of any
thoughts about taking things any further and kissing
her—
Him, Kaeden Hart, kissing Alice of all people!
“Are you alright? I’ve not made you uncomfortable,
have I? I know that I must seem to be a bit of a bore as of
late—” Alice asked, turning to look at him at that very
moment, and he could not help but think that she was
just a little bit beautiful— and that she was very very far
from being a bore.
“Just thinking about the time,” he said, because
Kaeden Hart was, all things considered, an enormous
liar.
He swallowed awkwardly as she turned to regard
him fully and stood up suddenly as her eyebrows lifted
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and scanned him with interest. He was walking a
dangerous line, Kaeden knew, and any thoughts like that
should have been a sign to leave, less than subtle hints to
get away from one Alice and remove himself as far from
her presence as possible.
Which is why her grabbing his hand was the last
thing he needed. Her ngers, once again tting perfectly
within his, were the last thing he needed. He ngers
feeling warm and inviting, almost making him want to
step towards her—that was the last thing he needed.
Alice would fall in love with someone else, after all.
With Thomas or Claude, William or Fitzgerald; if she
stayed, she would want one of them.
Not quiet, shy little Kaeden. Not Kaeden, who
made little eld trips to postmortem monuments or
chose to sit near her on his couch. Not Kaeden, who sat
at the end of an empty dining table every day and lived
only for his mother. Alice would never love Kaeden.
“You have to leave, don’t you?” Alice said, forcing
him to look back at her and realize a subtle, awful thing
that he had previously been in no danger of knowing…
He truly did not want to leave. He relished being
around her. Actually, he wished she would speak more
and more to him, even if he hardly ever mustered up the
courage to respond.
He was very much in danger of liking her with
repeat exposure without his guards going up— An ulti‐
mate fate which should not have been permitted. And
yet still, despite that, he let himself fall for her anyway.
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“I’ll come back tomorrow,” he said, though he really
shouldn’t have. It shouldn’t have been allowed— He
should have realized that already and changed his mind
on continuing to check on her.
He had talked to Thomas that very morning, and he
had told Kaeden not to visit her. That such actions
would only be a bother, that Kaeden would simply
strain her, and that she most certainly would be quite
the bore; Kaeden should have gone to the Spades
Garden with Claude and Thomas instead. Grieving
was, in Wonderland, a process that should have been
done alone.
And yet Alice smiled.
It was a world-weary smile, one that hardly reached
her eyes, but it made her look thankful all the same. It
was strained and imperfect, worried and reserved, and
very very far from Alice like, when one considered it all.
It looked like one Kaeden would give.
Maybe that’s why he did it.
Maybe that’s why he crossed the barrier and
resigned himself to allowing just a second of absurdity to
pass between them
Or maybe it was the fact that she was dangerous and
enchanting, or the memory of her laugh.
It didn’t matter, because he decided then to make
one last stupid choice, one last dangerous touch, and let
the madness begin.
Frowning at that smile, he used the leverage of her
hand and pulled her towards him, taking in her soft yelp,
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and holding her close to him. He hugged her momentar‐
ily, though really, he could have gone on for ages. He
tried to ignore the way that his heartbeat stuttered, and
his pulse quickened. He tried to ignore the sharp pangs
as he held on tightly and hoped it would be enough,
silently remembering when someone had once done the
very same to him… and trying not to inhale too sharply
when her arms went around him, her ngers clenching
at the white cotton of his shirt.
“Tomorrow,” he said just as her ngers began to
clench tighter and tighter around his heart, an urge to
kiss her crown almost overwhelming him as he rested his
head lightly against hers, not wanting to ever let go
of her.
Even if he knew that he would never have her.
“Tomorrow,” she said, and for a moment, he almost
wanted to try.
He almost wanted to lean down and capture her lips
with his own, to stay for longer than he had intended to
and treat her softer than any other woman he had ever
known, to get to know her and display more courage
than he had ever known.
But he didn’t.
Instead, he stepped away too soon, looked away too
suddenly, and walked away too abruptly—missing her
skin’s pinkened tone.
Instead, he walked down the long, winding pathway
towards home and wished brazenly that he was not
alone.
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Instead, he woke up the next morning and heard
Thomas talk about her like she was any other girl that he
had known, and then walked the path back towards her
on his own—
Day after day, night after night, until a week had
passed, and she started feeling alright.
And then he stood in the doorway with her lips
upon his ngertips, her blue eyes upon his brown, and
the urge to kiss her once again burning within him.
But he still did not.
And he regretted it. Kaeden regretted the hesitation
and uncertainty, and the way that she looked upon him
at that moment.
“We’ll always have tomorrow,” he remembered as he
walked down the road, his hands in his pockets and his
cheeks alight with furious heat. “The Harts truly are
cursed,” he muttered, shrinking further into himself,
“and that idiocy is my cross to bear.” He shook his head,
sighing as he let it fall back, “she’ll never look twice at
me now.”
Irony always suited him.

