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   Fire and Ice
 
    
 
   Some say the world will end in fire,
 
   Some say in ice.
 
   From what I’ve tasted of desire
 
   I hold with those who favor fire.
 
   But if I had to perish twice,
 
   I think I know enough of hate
 
   To say that for destruction ice
 
   Is also great
 
   And would suffice.
 
    
 
   -Robert Frost
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
     Prologue
 
    
 
   War would end if the dead could return.
 
   -Stanley Baldwin
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   I stand before the pyre.
 
   Alone.
 
   And surrounded by people.
 
   The smoke gurgles from the top of the wooden alter like a fat, black snake slithering away from a fresh kill. It darkens my world with its decadence. The sky is a bleak soup of varying shades of gray, swirling around and collecting the ominous plume rising up. I have never seen anything in all these lands look so cold and unfeeling as that damn sky. It hovers there, soaking up what remains of the burning soldier, soaking up his soul, devouring it. Devouring me.
 
   Everything is burning all around us. I live in a land of fire, a land of smoke and cinder and ash and burning. Nothing that cannot survive fire lives here; even the trees burn. We live in a sea of fire and molten air, and never, never have I hated the fire. But looking at the pyre, engulfed in heady flames, for the first time, my eyes affix with hatred and loathing, and my stomach turns in utter rejection of the sight.
 
   We are behind the castle, behind that mighty and dark structure of hideous display. This is where the princes are burned. The kings and queens of old burned here in this place, in a pyre like the one that is now swallowing whole the last thing I had in this world.
 
   People are everywhere; everyone has come to witness this. Seas of red and brown and gold and orange and black are all around me. There is supposed to be singing—I cannot hear anything past the roaring hiss and growl of the fire, the creaking of the wood—but I know that at a burning, there should be soft, somber songs in the old language sung to Chelyah—our goddess, our goddess who let my brother die—prayers of protection for the lost soul. What does it matter—I think—he’s dead. What worse is there than death? I suppose…being the last one alive. I wonder if anyone will stop me if I jump into the fire with him?
 
   My father and I are closest to the flames. Around us are friends and family. The king and queen have come too; they are standing with the dancers who have come to offer blessings and prayers. Normally, I am among them, the dancers, but today, I am the one needing them. Today, I cannot dance. I do not have it in me. I do not know if I ever will again.
 
   I do not cry. I have forgotten how. My eyes are dry and my heart is sealed away in some vault to safeguard it from the nightmare before me. I stand stiff and still and watch, without moving my eyes, the way the dead smoke-snake swirls up from the wrapped body and into the sky, and I wonder if it carries my brother’s soul with it.
 
   Chelyah…keep him.
 
   How long have I been here? How long have I not? Has there ever been anything before this moment?
 
   I blink, and my eyes burn—ash and embers speckle my eyes, and they fill with tears that sting and ache. I breathe, and it is the first breath I feel in my lungs for what seems as though a very long time. With painful, agonizing clarity, I realize with the full embrace of my heart: I am still alive. My body reminds me that I am still alive. How cruel. The pain stirs me from my daze, and I blink and feel the dirty tears roll down my cheeks, traitorous. For the first time since they lit the fire, I turn my head, feeling as stiff and unyielding as an ancient, rusted crank being asked once more to move. I take inventory of my surroundings, look out with golden eyes at the clearing behind the palace.
 
   When did the sky turn black? There are no stars, no moon to be seen. Only a dark night remains, a rich shade of indigo. In this space, the roaring, flaming trees light up my world, each ember flickering up to the sky, reaching for something unseen before dimming out and falling to the hard ground, and I, standing here, had not noticed the bleak sky give way to an expanse of an abyssal hell. A shuddering breath slides down my upturned face, and my gaze falls from the black night to the ground where we Nephilim dwell.
 
   Almost no one is left. My father stands to my left, and he looks just as he had when they lit the fire. His hard, leather face is dark and gives away nothing. His lips are set in a scowl, deformed from the long scar running from the side of his nose to his chin, splitting his lip. His eyes are squinting dots, black like coal. I cannot even see them, so sunken into his face and shielded by his narrowed lids. His throat contracts, but it is the only motion to even indicate that he is still a moving, breathing thing. I cannot even see his chest fill and release with air. It is as though he is not even alive.
 
   “Night has settled in.” Jacob’s voice is painful to my ears.
 
   They grew up side by side, he and my brother. They played together. I overheard them many nights whispering, plotting some new venture sure to stir my father’s ire, bragging to each other of their recent conquests in pursuit of their betrothed Dai’lyn. And when they married, each took turns helping the other out of the many ditches they had dug for themselves. My niece was first to be born, and Jacob had been there to clap my brother’s back and make light of the tears that flowed freely that day.
 
   They are—were—forever inseparable. I will never forget the way Jacob held my brother when plague took his Dai’lyn and daughters. My brother screamed and raged and cursed the goddess. And Jacob, the only soul who could even reach my brother’s drowned ears, clutched him until it stopped, and then dragged him up and handed him a sword and shoved him out into the practice yard to fight until Sage couldn’t move and collapsed there in the dust.
 
   “La’centa?” I blink. Jacob’s face comes into focus again. Brown eyes, brown hair, brown skin. He could not be more plain. My red-headed brother used to tease him for having such a beautiful Dai’lyn. Cesera has yellow and red hair and dark, dark eyes and golden skin; Jacob with his stale colors could not be more plain beside her. “What are you thinking?” he asks slowly, since I do not seem willing to answer him otherwise, I suppose.
 
   I blink again and look back to the pyre. There is no real fire now. Only blackened wood and glowing embers. “How plain you seem next to your Dai’lyn…” My voice, as though it has not been used in centuries, is hoarse and raspy from smoke and choked tears. My throat is swollen and strained. I swallow, but it does little to ease the ache. He doesn’t say anything for a short while, following my eyes to the gleaming embers. We just stand there—Jacob, father, and I—watching as if something might happen.
 
   Nothing does.
 
   “Sage teased me oft for such.” His name is a physical blow to my chest, and I suck in a breath and recoil. He sighs. Moving in front of me and past me, he bows to my father. “I will take the Lady Scarlet home now,” says he, but my father doesn’t even seem to see him. He just keeps staring at that damn pyre.
 
   Jacob rises with a heavy look, sunken cheeks, hollow eyes, and turns to me, taking my arm. “Come, La’centa… Cesera will make some hot tea for you.”
 
   “No.” I yank my arm away from him, and he lets me go. “I can’t…can’t leave him…”
 
   “La’centa…” He puts his hand on my back, something warm and strong. “He is gone. He is gone, sister. Come away now…please…” The ‘please’ is what catches me.
 
   He is probably wishing Cesera was still here. She took their children home…a while ago, I suppose. If Cesera were here, I would fight her and kick and scream and refuse to move. But Jacob’s face is more ash than brown, and his cheeks are jutting sharply out of his face. He looks pale and sick. And even though I do not want to leave…I cannot summon the will to torment my friend so as to make him drag me back.
 
   My head drops, and so with it, my will and my hope. “Very well…” He visibly relaxes, and he puts a cloak across my shoulders and leads me away from the pyre.
 
   That damn pyre.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   There is a giddy energy in the house when Jacob pushes the old, wooden door in. His little girls are squealing and chasing each other through the living area, dodging furniture and a barking hound. There is something so offensive in the sound of their laughter, bright and happy. It slices through my empty despair worse than the sight of the furnace eating away at the remains of my brother. It is as though…nothing has changed. There is some comfort in my father’s mute grief and Jacob’s sallow face. Misery loves company, I suppose. But here, in this place, there is no trace of death or sorrow. These little girls do not understand the loss of something so dear. Far more interesting is their little game.
 
   Jacob moves inside and angles toward the sounds of a woman in the kitchen. Half way there, he pauses and realizes that I am still standing in the doorway. I have not yet taken a step into the house. “La’centa?” he asks, his voice softer than he has ever spoken to me. That soft coddling sparks a fire in me, and I snap my eyes to him and glare. I do not belong here. Here is a place of softness and light and laughter. Here is the warmth of a hearth-fire, and I feel like a violent fire storm ravaging the country side with merciless fury. I cannot step into the house.
 
   “Scarlet?” Cesera calls gently, coming around the corner with a dishcloth in her hands.
 
   I take a step back and away. No. Not yet. I am not ready yet. I turn and take off running, heading for the main road. It is late and everyone is probably in bed, mourning their dead or cherishing what is left of the ones who returned. I meet no one on the road, and Jacob’s call dies in the sound of the night. Everything hurts. I had gone from moving only in the barest motions to suddenly sprinting in my red and black gown. I trip over the hem and swear, hauling up my skirts and running harder, faster. I do not know where I am going. I just keep running. Out of the city. Past the fortress walls. I run and I run and I run.
 
   My legs begin to ache, and I pull at the strings behind me, loosening the dress before I take my Shift. My waiting lady is going to be angry that I destroyed this dress, but honestly, I do not think I ever want to see this damn thing again. The shoulders droop. The bust loosens. The hem drops even further. Running while Shifting is neither efficient nor intelligent. The Shift takes longer, and each strike on the ground sends a ripple of pain up my leg and into my body. But it feels good. Goddess, it hurts, but it feels so good. Muscles rip and bones pop, joints groaning in protest. I stumble, crash onto the ground, no longer capable of the coordination to run while my body adjusts. I lay on my side and finally roll to my hands and knees, panting. It shouldn’t have taken this long, but as I said before: running while Shifting is not smart.
 
   My scream stretches into an unholy sound, not quite animal or human, and as a tigress, my maw opens wide in vicious agony before snapping into place, the last of the puzzle to come together. Staggering, my mind slips from two legs to four, and I begin running again. I am eager for a hunt, a kill. But nothing seems to suffice. My mind is too hot and hazy to be the patient predator I need to be. So I run. I am no longer on the main road. I turned off that road a long, long time ago. It doesn’t matter. I can always find my way home. All roads lead to the Den. Instead, I jump over felled trees, dodge little rivers of lava, scatter slumbering phoenix and disturb the hunting foxes. They growl at me, but I do not linger long.
 
   At long last, my muscles are screaming and threatening to tear. My joints are stiff and swollen. My head feels heavy, and it bobs from side to side as I run, everything before me a hazy blur of blackness in a puddle of molten red. It all spins in my vision, and the next thing I know, I land with a heavy thud on my side. A rock embeds itself in my hip, and I give a small wiggle of protest, but that is all the effort I have for my discomfort. I lay there, panting, chest heaving and tongue lolling out of my mouth, tasting the dry earth beneath me. The flames are warm and offer some small comfort to my golden-red fur.
 
   Surely these are not the same flames that cannibalized my brother’s remains. Surely…they cannot be…
 
   I watch them. Like little serpents they are, winding and slithering up the sides of the trees. The tall towers do not mind. The fire for them is as natural as leaves and vines I have seen on other trees. The bark leaks a flammable oil that feeds the hungry fire, and the fire burns away the impurities and protects the trees. The one nearest me houses a firebird, and the mother glares at me before snuggling closer to her nest. Firebirds are not a part of my diet, but in a better state and in a more playful mind, I am prone to chasing them.
 
   She doesn’t like me lying here, but I don’t think that I can get up even if she does decide to act on her displeasure and threaten my eyes with her sharp talons. I watch her, and she watches me, and the fire sings a soft, cackling lullaby that rocks me softly. It sings me to sleep.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
    “His name!” I scream, throwing Fahren back against the wall. He looks at me with great uncertainty, glancing from me to the rest of the room behind me. He’s not afraid. And why should he be? He knows that he is stronger than me. Without a bow and quiver of arrows, I’m not much threat against him. “Tell me his name, Fahren!” I have him by the collar of his shirt, and I yank him towards me and slam his back against the wall once more. The things hanging on the wall bang and clatter together, and the wooden wall makes an unhappy grunt of a sound. Fahren can easily push me aside. But he doesn’t. He lets me shake him and scream at him, and he knows that I know that he never would have been so accommodating of my outburst a month ago.
 
   I hate it. Everyone is afraid. The dancers coo and coddle me. The archers insist I rest. Father won’t leave his room; he hasn’t left since the burning. Hardly anyone will speak to me. Every day, all I hear is whispers in the quiet of the fire when the others think I cannot hear, soft warnings to their friends and to those passing by:
 
   “Poor dear…”
 
   “I wonder how she is…”
 
   “Don’t upset her…”
 
   “Give her time…”
 
   Fahren sighs uneasily. “Your father has given us all very specific instructions. We’re not supposed to disclose anything about your brother’s battle.” He gives a failing attempt at an apologetic smile. “La’centa…maybe you should—”
 
   “Rest?” I bark, letting go of him, practically shoving him away from me. I glare, my nostrils flaring with rage. “I’ve had enough rest. What I need is the name of the bastard who killed my brother!”
 
   “Claque.”
 
   We fall silent, Fahren and I, standing in the armory like two youths caught in a tryst. Blaze doesn’t even bother looking at us, standing no more than five feet away, and we had not even heard him come in. He fishes through the practice weapons, the wooden swords clunking on the sides of the barrel. Finally, he finds one suitable and draws it out. He takes it by the hilt and slides his gaze to us. He is missing one eye; the other is a vibrant orange. Sage always hated Blaze, said he was a sadistic sonofabitch, and looking at him and knowing his savage temperament, I cannot help but to agree with the assessment. Blaze continues quietly, “Claque is a general in the Crystalice army. He’s close to the royal family. He’s the one who cut your brother’s throat.” He looks back to the sword and flips it in his hand before taking a swipe at the air. Satisfied, he turns and, with thundering steps, prowls once more out of the armory and into the yard.
 
   For a moment, I just stand there, exactly where I had been moments before, allowing this knowledge to resonate in my mind. I am a military daughter. I was raised knowing the constructs of battle, of armies, of nations. I am familiar with every commander in every army in the neighboring countries, their battle plans and tactics, their remaining heirs, their available monetary contributions. I know the man he speaks of. My blood turns to ice. Claque. The Shadow Wolf.
 
   Fahren is muttering to himself and runs a hand through his hair. “Why do you even need to know anyth—Scarlet?”
 
   My feet move before my mind can realize what I am even doing. I take off after Blaze, jogging out of the armory and into the practice yard. “Blaze!” I cry without censor, staring at the back of his head. His hair is black and looks as though he tried cutting it himself, chunks of it dangling at uneven lengths. A few pieces reach down enough to scrape his thick neck where a vein slithers from one ear to the center of the back.
 
   The few soldiers in the nearby field pause and glance over at me, murmuring to themselves. There is a somberness to the air today. Sage was not the only one killed in that battle. Out of a few hundreds of soldiers, only a handful of them returned. Many are grieving today. Many are watching me now, the rampage of a fallen sister. I do not care for them. I do not care for any of them.
 
   Blaze stops but does not turn his head. I come up just behind him, breathing softly, fixing my eyes with resolved intent upon him. “What do you want?” His voice is a bark, short and clipped.
 
   I jump but narrow my eyes. “Train me.” I am struggling to catch my breath, not because the jog to catch up was anything difficult but because my heart is hammering so hard in my chest that I can hear it in my ears.
 
   “What?” He whirls on me, looking at me like I had spit in his food and he was ready to grab me by the throat.
 
   “Train. Me.” I clench my fists and narrow my eyes. “In the sword. In combat. I’m going to become a Knight Protector. I’m going to avenge my brother.”
 
   He turns fully towards me now. Tall, broad, terrifying. His skin is tanned leather, cracked and worn in places, covered in pink and white scars, one long strip across his face, gouging his eye. “You’re an archer. Women can’t join the offensive ranks.”
 
   “Then I’ll go alone,” I snarl, standing my ground.
 
   His frown deepens, and fresh lines appear on his face. He is glaring at me now. “Your father is going to kill you.”
 
   “I can handle him.” An over-protective father is the least of my worries.
 
   He raises a brow, and his face sinks into a deeper scowl as if he could kill me on the spot with his orange eye. “Your father is going to kill me.”
 
   I scoff. “Not my problem.”
 
   For a long while, we do not speak, and that orange eye moves back and forth over my face, demanding… something, and then he turns and begins walking away. “Go and grieve, Scarlet. There is no place for you on the battlefield. That is a place for the dead who have not yet died.”
 
   “I would rather die!” I scream at him, clenching my hands until my nails bite into my flesh. The wind flings honey and copper hair into my face, shielding half of it, hot and heavy against my skin in the humid day. I do not bother moving it away. The bite in my palm has now begun to draw blood. “I have nothing left, Blaze! My mother! My husband! And now Sage! I have nothing left!” I am shrieking, my voice reaching a painful pitch and ripping through the air.
 
   My legs can no longer hold the weight of my burden, and I crash onto my knees. My head drops, limp and heavy, golden eyes glaring into the blurry vision of dirt beneath me. My hands have caught me, and my nails dig into the earth, my whole body shaking, rooted into the ground. My vision is spinning and my head feels hot with a rage foreign to me. It is not like fire. Fire is warm and life-giving. This is painful and sharp and poisonous, and it is devouring me.
 
   “You have your life.” Blaze takes a step, I can hear his boot crunch into the hard, clay ground. He is right in front of me. I can see his leather boot just past my hand.
 
   Trembling, I shake my head, using all of my will and effort to do so. “I give it freely. I have nothing to live for.” My first sob chokes me, the first sob since my brother’s death. It struggles in my chest and rattles in my throat, fighting for dominance with my need for air, and it finally erupts from my mouth with a gasp. “All I have to live for now…is that his death will not be in vain. I will slay his murderer.”
 
   “We are all murderers,” he growls, tipping his head and looking down at me with contempt. “We have all taken a life and we will all give our own. The line between murderer and soldier isn’t so black and white on the field, Scarlet. It’s blurred, and when it blurs too much, you can never come back to a normal life. Ever.” He spits on the ground beside me. “You are a dancer, Scarlet. You were made for life.” He crouches down in front of me and grabs my jaw, yanking my head up until my neck feels like it is going to snap. I meet his gaze with my own. “Why me? Why not Jacob?”
 
   I look back at him with hollow eyes. “Because you do not care if I live or die. You won’t hold back.”
 
   His orange eye jumps back and forth between my two. Then, he smirks. “Damn right I won’t.” He stands. “If you whine, I’ll kill you. If you’re weak, I’ll kill you. If you miss a single moment of practice, I. Will. Kill. You. If you cannot survive the test to become a Knight Protector, it will kill you. And if, Scarlet, by some damn miracle, you don’t die before you even reach the battlefield—you’ll have your revenge. No one will stop you.”
 
   He turns and starts walking again, boots thudding in the dirt, and I blink up at the garish day until I realize that the impossible has happened, that I am not dreaming only to awake to the misery left to me. He has accepted my demand. No longer will I weep. I can do more than wait for time to pass, more than wait for the war to end itself. I am going to end it. I am going to kill them all.
 
   I scramble up out of the dust and bolt after him.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Nine Years Later
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   “Prince Gabriel,” a councilor greets me, and I turn and give a tight smile, preparing myself for the onslaught of his verbose purpose.
 
   I cannot think of a less important way to spend my time than listening to this bunch of old fools growl and bark like mad dogs. I have better things to do than peaceably quiet their petty fears and nonsensical concerns. Each wants more than the other. Each thinks they deserve more than everyone else. How many sons and fathers and brothers have they given to this war? Few. One of the privileges of being a councilor is the pardon from military service which extends to the immediate family as well. Only a select few have given their family to preserve this country. As far as I am concerned, they do not have anything worth complaining over. Let those who have lost husbands and sons and fathers decide what is the best course of action. Let those who barely have money for meals and who have children dying from illness decide what is needed. These fools who have suffered nothing—what could they know?
 
   But still…I glance to my father. The meeting adjourned a half hour ago, but many councilors are seeking private audiences with my father and I. Kale has come as well, although he is really more of an advisor at this point. Still, as the king’s son-in-law, many think to sway him to their cause. We both know that it wouldn’t matter if they succeeded or not. No one can convince my father for or against anything he does not wish. Perhaps they are hoping that Petara will become queen instead of our brother becoming king. True, our country is mostly a matriarchal society, but the monarchy has, by tradition, been male for many generations now—since the war began again. I would most likely be named heir before Petara, and thus Kale is behind two other males in line of becoming king.
 
   My father is currently in hot debate with a senior councilman who has been in service since my grandfather’s day. And when I say heated, I mean that neither of them have so much as raised their voices but are in a current battle of glares and severely rigid body language. My father is standing ramrod straight and frowning down his nose at the older, shriveled man who is pointing a finger and nearly glaring. Such open conflict is unheard of amongst my kind, but I doubt it would be wise to tell my father so.
 
   “…and so you see, Prince Gabriel. The Brooke sector simply cannot afford to…” Out of the corner of my eye, I spy my future brother-in-law. He is standing at the doors that have been opened since the meeting’s close, and he lowers his chin a bit, eyes locked on me. His hands are clasped behind his back purposefully. I know by the way his shoulders are squared and his jaw is set that there is something of great import that disturbs him so. He is not here for a casual chat; he is here as my leading general. Claque.
 
   I look back to the councilor and offer my most winning smile. “You must forgive me, sir. There are urgent military matters to which I must attend. Your concerns for Brooke are completely valid and understandable. I will draw up some propositions for you to look over and have them delivered by the close of two days if that is acceptable?”
 
   The councilor who had not even really hoped that I would be swayed in the least, I am sure, is more than willing to forgive my abrupt and rather rude departure for the opportunity to have my political attention. “Of course, your highness,” he says and bows with the respect he struggled to show a moment ago.
 
   My tight smile remains. “Thank you, your honor. Please, excuse me.” I give my own small, proper bow and move past him to my general. Claque hasn’t slept in nights. I can tell by the way his hair hangs in haphazard arrangement about his face and how his pale complexion shows hints of a pink flush, a sign of malnourishment among our kind. Dena must be in a fit over him. My face is straight but my eyes curious as a few heavy strides bring me to the doorway, and I stand before him.
 
   He does not answer my concern and says shortly, “A word, my prince?”
 
   To speak with such formality is not so uncommon for him, but the sharpness of his words alarms me. He is from a very strict family set upon rules and strict observances of order. Rarely has he ever spoken to me so quickly or without a formal greeting and blessing. My stomach drops. I give a short nod and move past him, leaving the chamber and going down the hall to my own study. A heavy, frosted glass door is pushed aside to lead into my study. It is littered in papers arranged in particular piles on the desk, the available chairs, the tea table, all in a very particular arrangement with which only I am familiar. The windows are closed, and I should like to open them except that it will surely result in my papers being scattered to the four winds.
 
   Thinking on my haphazard room, my attention wanders to the room down the hall. My son is playing there, waiting for me as I promised to visit him. I wonder if he is playing with the new soldier and horse I purchased for him. His nursemaid is a sweet girl but quiet. I wonder if she will play with him. Perhaps I should look into finding him a playmate his own age, since I cannot always be there and his mother…It pains me to know that Enté is in the other room. I promised him that I would be done an hour ago and would see him. I have another meeting in less than an hour, and I have not yet read over the notes prepared. I will not be able to visit him.
 
   Claque does not allow me to brood long. “Another battle,” he says, “like the other. No survivors. The bodies were all burned up to ash.”
 
   I frown and growl, rubbing my chin. I need to shave; I can feel the prickle of white hair on my jaw, and the more I rub it, the more I want to scratch it. “I do not understand it.” I sigh, leaning back against my desk and crossing my arms. “These last three. No survivors. No bodies. Nothing. Usually we have regular updates, but they’re intercepting the reporters from the campaign?”
 
   “It appears so, sire,” says he, standing in a formal soldier’s pose by the door: back straight, head high, one hand clasping his wrist and his heels together. “I do not know how they are doing it yet, but I do have more information for you this time.” I raise my eyes to him, hoping that it may be something. “The Knight Protector leading the battalion. Mind you, I have not been able to validate this information, but it is better than what we had.”
 
   Growing tired with impatience, I say, “Well, go on then. What is it?”
 
   He looks me in the eyes with a peculiar expression for a moment, and it looks like confusion. “They call him Scar. A commander dressed in red leather, birthed from the bowels of hell itself.”
 
   Now I understand his confusion. He cannot make sense of the information. “Scar?” I ask, knowing that I had not misheard him but unable to help myself from asking. “I have never heard of such a commander. I am familiar with all of the top-ranking soldiers in their army.”
 
   Claque inclines his head. He is probably much more familiar than I am. “He is newly appointed as far as anyone can tell. There is no record of him at all before these incidents.”
 
   “Could he be a military son appointed to the position?” I ask, running a hand through my long, white hair and swearing in every language I know in my mind, trying to put the pieces together, but I am not even certain if all the pieces are from the same puzzle.
 
   Claque shakes his head. “All of the sons from the Knight Protectors’ families have been killed or they are currently in service themselves; all accounted for. We have no idea where this Scar came from. But he is considered the most vile and ruthless bastard. Even the Inferno are wary of him.”
 
   For a moment, we do not say anything. I lean against my desk, and he stands ramrod straight by the door while I rub my chin and scowl at the marble floors. Finally, I release a breath and lean back my hand against the desk once more, looking up at him. “Find him. Find the Knight Protector Scar and bring back all information. I want to know where the hell this bastard came from.”
 
   Claque inclines his head. “Yes, sire. What priority should I rank this, sir?”
 
   “Top,” I tell him, narrowing my eyes at the cold, glass window. I can see the faint haze of red on the horizon, the border to the wasteland, the faint glow of burning trees in the distance. “Our most dangerous enemy is the one we do not know.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part One
 
    
 
   Anger is a sort of madness…
 
   -Mahatma Gandhi
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   The earth is so still, so silent. Nothing moves, nothing but us. The horses are anxious; they smell blood in the air. The night is black, and the red crescent moon promises war. The wind does not stir, and there are no clouds to shift in the sky. Everything is so purposefully still. Even the animals are mute and lax tonight. Neither phoenix, nor faerie, nor firefox, nor salamander stirs in the woods. All is still and silent, eerily so, as if there is nothing in the world but I and my soldiers. I am comforted only by the flicker of fire on the sides of the trees, whipping and whispering softly, bursts of fire floating from one tree to another, spiraling around the trunk and dancing among the branches. They are moving, always moving, always dancing. But for now, the whole world is still.
 
   My brother’s horse stomps his massive hoof upon the hard ground, drawing up dust. Among the soldiers, there is a quiet murmur, a mournful song bubbling over the earth like a fog rolling through the burning trees. There is a faint chorus of clinking armor and shifting boots. Everyone is standing, alert and ready, but any speech is done in the most quiet of voices, and the words are drowned out in the moan of the fire. My mount snorts and tosses his head, but his mane is carefully knotted and does not move. He is waiting. I am waiting.
 
   They are coming.
 
   Oldest son of King Dante of Crystalice, the pompous heir, Mit’an’av, has lost the favor of his people and his crown. In hopes of winning them back, he joined an over-large company. He rides the border, thinking himself safe from any real harm while trying to assure his uneasy people that he protects them. And why should he fear? This will be the first battle to begin on the border.
 
   On my brother’s mount, I sit up straight, my head affixed on the horizon, just as an eagle watches for her prey. My golden eyes focus narrowly on where my meal shall appear. Unlike my men, dressed in chain mail and armor, I wear no metal. I am clothed in red leather. I need to move. I am smaller and lighter on my feet. Armor would only slow me down. The leather suit is fastened up to my neck, and it fits close to my skin. Nothing to drag. Nothing to catch. I can move with fluid ease. There are purposeful stitches across the arms and thighs, dividing up the suit into many pieces. Should I need to Shift, the seams will come apart without ruining the leather, or worse—refusing to budge and instead choking me or causing me undo pain during the very sensitive Shifting. My hair is tied back out of my face into a tight bun. My face is bare, unlike the hidden faces of my men; they are wearing heavy, bronze helmets that shine russet and copper in the firelight. I watch them all. A thousand shimmering heads waiting for the ambush.
 
   “Knight Protector.” Jacob’s voice is scarcely above a whisper, but it carries easily to my ears. He and the squad have returned, and he rides to the head of the army where I am waiting anxiously. I ride before my men. Always. Only a coward would hide in the back or center. My lieutenant colonel pushes through the throng of soldiers while his scouts join the formation. I turn my head, looking to him with a frown. “The company is approaching from the north-northeast. Probably five…six score. Only a mile or two off.”
 
   I give a single nod and answer low, “Go and speak with the captains. Make sure they are aware of their positions and objectives. Spread word among the men. Make certain they are ready. When they break through the snow, we attack.” He inclines his head and turns his horse to give orders to the soldiers. The Crystalice need a mage in order to come into these lands. The fire would kill them otherwise. Although it is grueling and painful, we can move into their lands—an advantage that allowed us to conquer them many years before—but without a mage, entrance into our burning forest is a sure sentence of death. Here, on the border, they do not yet need their mage.
 
   We are waiting in a thin outcropping of burning trees, looking out at the dry, cracked wasteland that is the border between our world and theirs. I can see the outline of white and blue of Crystalice, the snow thinning out to reveal the hard patches of earth for the width of the wasteland. We will see them when they leave the snow. We will take them when they reach the border.
 
   I see the first signs of them within half an hour. A shift among the plane of white in the distance. The soldiers emerge first, wearing their silver armor and white canvas uniforms. I hear the horse stomping, marching to Mit’an’av’s pace, before I see him. Mit’an’av is atop it. I wait patiently. They cannot see us, for we are engulfed in fire. We need to strike but wait as long as we can, lure them as close to us as we are able. The horses grow nervous as they draw near, disliking the flames. I see the mage, dressed in indigo robes, prepare the shields to protect the ice-people.
 
   I draw my sword.
 
   It slides out of the sheath with a ring, and I raise its metal tip to the sky. A thousand other scrapes and rings fill the air behind me. Their armor clinks and groans when they shift, feet stamping the ground. Suddenly, the whole earth is alive again. A phoenix shrieks out and launches herself from the branch of a burning tree, followed by two or three other, smaller firebirds. They all take to the black sky and move away from us. There are other sounds, chips and whirs and scuffles. Everything is hiding, fleeing. They know what is coming. They can feel it in us. The rage pours off of us in waves of fire. We are ready for blood.
 
   My jaw is set, my teeth together, my golden eyes locked on the white horse and his rider. Slowly, pushing back all of my fears, my doubts, I draw in a slow, deep breath. And then, when my lungs are full, I release the air with my rage and my hatred and my wrath in one terrible banshee-scream. The sound rips through the air, shrill and inhuman. Several more birds scatter from the treetops, and some rodent is chipping angrily from behind me. The roaring of my men grows louder. The enemy is stunned for a moment, their minds slow in realizing what is happening. A thousand cries for death follow mine: a chorus of rage and hatred and a lifetime of wounds. My horse launches himself from the ground and begins pounding through the clay to the enemy scrambling to arms.
 
   The battalion charges, thundering into the wasteland to conquer the world, to avenge the dead, to slay the wicked. They have no time to turn back. Two companies from my battalion join us from either side, and they are quick to surround the back as well, caging the Crystalice in. The half-bloods are sent to the back where they will fight mostly in snow. The ice will not harm them as much. The Crystalice draw their own swords and throw themselves into battle. What choice is there left but to die?
 
   In battle, the screams all sound the same. There is nothing to distinguish my friend from my prey. Each man is fighting for something: his life, his country, his loved one lost forever. In war, there is not much difference between I and my enemy. The only real difference here…is that I will not lose. I cut them down from my horse, one Crystalice after another. The Kerashaw is the largest horse we use, and his heavy hooves crush my enemies beneath him while I cut the men down from above. But my pursuit is one man. One enemy. They will try to cut a path for him to escape. They know that they will die. They will not try to defeat us but instead will rally their soldiers to protect their prince, their once future-king.
 
   No longer.
 
   I find Mit’an’av struggling to stay on his horse, surrounded by his men with his sword raised in the air, screaming obscenities and orders in a useless fashion. He was once a great leader, I am told, but either he is out of practice, or his reputation is nothing more than a peacock’s attempt at importance. I shout a command to my horse, and he leaps from the ground, dodging a cut to the side, and he throws himself down onto the protecting army. I hurl myself from the mount’s back and Shift in the air.
 
   In the air, my bones break and reform. My muscles tear and build and snap, gathering in different places while the ligaments realign and shift, my whole body contorting. The leather suit bursts, and the pieces fall away with my sword and sheath; the leather thong in my hair snaps, and red curls fly wild. I scream, and it stretches into a terrifying yowl, a tigress launching herself through the air and landing on Mit’an’av’s horse. I did not jump far enough to grab the prince, but I attack the horse’s hindquarters, sinking in my claws and biting down on the hip. Blood rushes into my mouth, cold blood, and it spills over my furred face. The horse screams and stumbles, throwing the prince off.
 
   I release the mount at once and spring from the ground as my army overtakes the Crystalice. I take Mit’an’av to the ground. His scream dies in his throat when my jaws close over his shoulder and neck. His blood is even colder. It is painful to taste in my mouth. Blue and cold, turning red when it touches the open air. I do not stop moving. With the man in my mouth, teeth piercing through the armor and into his flesh, I bound up again, running. I dodge over enemy after enemy, throwing them back with my much larger form. I am no ordinary tigress. None of us are ordinary beasts. I can feel Mit’an’av’s muscles twist and stretch in my mouth. He is trying to Shift. I snarl and bite down harder, dragging his screaming form through the fight. I begin to circle the battle, carrying him like a half-wanted toy while I watch the progression of the fight, dragging him, making him bleed, making him suffer.
 
   He beats on my head and struggles for his dagger. Finally tired of this, I pause and stamp one massive paw on his arm, piercing it at the juncture with my claws and dragging my nails down the length of it. I do not completely sever the arm as I pull back with my teeth, but my claw shreds the muscles and dislocates the bone. His arm is useless now and bleeding out as badly as the bite. He screams. A pitiful scream. He is begging me to let him go, begging me let him live. If he were a less important prey, I might enjoy playing with him. Letting him run a bit and then catching him again, letting him loose and catching him, wondering when he will realize that there is no escape and he is going to die. But I cannot. Not with this one. Claque—yes. That will be how I kill Claque. But not the prince. The prince must die.
 
   His blood stops gurgling into my mouth. It now only trickles, and it rolls from between my teeth to mat in my fur. It coats my face, my chest. His blood covers the arm that destroyed his. I am more red than gold, watching, waiting, holding his limp body in my jaws. The battle does not last long. We made no mistakes with this one. The prince had to die. We have been waiting for a fortnight and traveled that and more. All for this moment. All to kill the Crown Prince. He gave his life to keep his kingdom. How fitting. Now there is only one son of King Dante’s remaining—Gabriel.
 
   When I am certain that the battle has died and all that remains is for the soldiers to gather the dead and dispose of them, I lay down on the ground with my charge in my jaws, laying on him to make sure that my prize is secure. His body snaps and creaks beneath the weight of mine. Our men bring home the fallen to be burnt honorably on pyres. We will throw the enemy into the forest to be consumed. We will gather the wounded in the center and treat their conditions, and we will draw up an account of the battle to relay to our superiors. Mit’an’av’s company has fallen. The prince is dead.
 
   “Knight Protector,” Jacob calls, stomping over to where I am with my dead parcel. He is still in human form, his armor caked in blood, his sword soaked in it. Jacob does not appear harmed, only tired, and more than ready to go home. I raise my head from my prey, for the first time looking down at his mangled corpse. The sight turns my stomach. His eyes are frozen open in fear, his jaw slack and hanging wide and broken as if in a scream. Blood covers his whole left side, and his right side boasts the shredded arm of muscle and bone destroyed. “There are three men left,” Jacob tells me, looking at me and not at the body.
 
   I snort, unable to answer in this form. But I get up and drag the body with me. I am not the only tiger. Many others Shift forms and use their superior strength and speed to carry carcasses away. The larger cats pull carts carrying the injured. We do not enjoy working like pack animals, but we do what is necessary. I take a looser hold on Mit’an’av this time and drag him by the bite that killed him to where the three survivors are bound, surrounded by my soldiers. They are soaked in blood, and at least one will not survive the night. They have been stripped out of their armor and kneel in their misery bound to each other. They are all three young, but one much more than the others. He is not more than a boy, really.
 
   Their eyes grow ever wider as I approach and drop their dead prince in front of them. I stand and then begin to Shift forms, pushing off of my front paws so that my human form stands on two legs. Even still, I am covered in blood, naked, my copper and golden hair piled in messy waves on my shoulders and down my back. Half of my face is hidden in blood, and it covers my chest and my right side. They look on me with horror and disgust, although the boy is still naive enough to blush.
 
   “Your prince is dead,” I say, my voice low and smooth, a deadly purr. I kneel down in front of them so that my bloody face is in front of theirs. Blood used to bother me. Not as much anymore, not any more than sweat or tears. The boy and another begin to tremble, and I give a small smile. It satisfies me that they are afraid. Still…
 
   “Today is a very important day,” I coo as if speaking to a child, although my eyes wander between all three men. “Someone must go and spread the word. I need a messenger to tell the king that his oldest son is dead.”
 
   “You vile bitch,” one of the men snarls and gnashes his teeth at me. My smile drops. “You can go to hell! You hear me!”
 
   I move swiftly and without mercy, my nails lengthening and slicing through his throat. His eyes go wide for a moment as he gasps and gurgles. The boy cries out, barely managing to check himself and go quiet. “You first,” I respond dryly to the dying man. I sigh impatiently and look over at the two remaining men. “Now then. Who would like to carry my message to the king?”
 
   The boy bites his lip, and he is trembling so badly, trying to be brave. The other looks at him, his brows knit together in serious thought. Who would know but him? “I will go,” the other man says, looking up at me, looking me in the eyes.
 
   I glance back at him with disappointment. “My, my, so quick to sacrifice your fellow soldier? How disgusting. You will die.” My other hand snaps out and slices through his neck as well, deep enough to kill him quickly. I’m not in the mood to watch him squirm. When the nightmares plague me of my brother and my husband and the soldiers I have burned, then perhaps I will be in the mood to watch them suffer as I have suffered. But now…now, I am only tired. And no matter how many Crystalice I slay…the nightmares only get worse.
 
   “Well, I suppose that leaves you,” I say and sigh, standing up. “Unbind him.” Jacob cuts the boy loose, and he stands shakily to his legs. He stumbles, and I reach out, grabbing him by his arm. He cries out, but I do not harm him. I hold him up, jerking him to his feet. He finds his footing and stands there, watching me. He is nearly as tall as me. “You are young to be a soldier,” I tell him, because I cannot help myself. I put my bloody hands on my hips and frown at him.
 
   He shudders and stammers for a moment. “Y-Y-Y-Yes…” he stutters. “I-I-I w-wanted t-t-to k-kill the m-man who k-k-kilt ma brother.”
 
   “I see.” I consider him for a moment. How pathetic. What did he hope to accomplish? He was probably placed in this company because they weren’t expecting much action. “Tell me, what is your name?”
 
   He bites his lip, looking around and then snapping his eyes anxiously back to me. “I-I am…Heather MacGreuligh’s son, T-T-Tam.”
 
   I smile. He flinches. I had forgotten that although the monarchy had been mostly male for the past few generations, the Ceruleans are in fact a matriarchal country. “All is well. Go and tell your king. You will not be harmed.” He looks at me untrustingly. “I have never left a man alive before. Go and tell your king that Scar has slain his son.” The boy nods slowly, and I step back.
 
   Jacob offers me a black, cotton tunic to pull on. I drag it over my head, and it reaches down to my thighs, covering me. It is irritating, but I do not enjoy walking around bare in front of my men. It is hard enough keeping their respect as it is. The boy hasn’t moved. I raise a brow at him. “Go on. Move,” I snap, and he jumps and starts walking uneasily towards the snow. My men look at him unhappily but leave him alone, glancing to me uncertainly.
 
   “You’ve never let one go before,” Jacob says simply, grabbing Mit’an’av up to throw him indiscriminately into the fire with the others.
 
   He is not quite challenging me, but I give him a warning look anyways, going to find my horse. “Someone needs to tell the king,” I answer dryly.
 
   He returns my look. “The boy may buy that, but I don’t. He would find out sure enough on his own.”
 
   “…he is little more than a babe, Jacob.”
 
   He sighs. “And one day, he will be a man and would sooner cut you down.”
 
   I look over at him, watching him toss the mangled prince into the fire. A soldier brings my brother’s mount, Chestnut, and I take the horse by the reigns and pat him lovingly on the face. “Perhaps,” I tell Jacob, inspecting my mount for injury. He has a few cuts, but most of the blood is not his own. “But for now he is a babe, and I will not wet my hands with his blood…not today.” A bit lower, I say, “Blaze was right…the more you do this…the more the line fades.” I sigh, close my eyes. “Avenger and murderer become one…and sanity gives way to madness.” My eyes open again. “I have to draw a line somewhere or else…I will lose myself…”
 
   I stroke Chestnut’s strong jaw, and I wonder for a moment if Jacob is still there behind me. He is. “Are you sure you haven’t lost yourself already, La’centa?” he asks me, and I give a little start because I have not heard that name in so long. I look over at him with large, golden eyes, and for a moment, I am the young woman again who dances with her company and defends her castle with a bow, who blesses the birth of newborns and offers prayers at the pyre.
 
   And then I look away, and I am Scar once more. “Perhaps I have.” I turn away with my horse to round up my men, throwing myself onto the back of Chestnut, covered in blood. He does not mind. He is bloody too.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   Finally, a moment’s peace. I sigh and lounge back in the stuffed chair. In a few hours, I will need to finish going over those reports for Claque, and I will need to brief myself on the meetings coming up tomorrow. But for now, I have a few hours to spare. Enté is sitting on the floor, murmuring things that are mostly incoherent to my ears. I smile and watch him. He has an ice horse in one hand and a glass soldier in the other, holding them about as if they were real. I’ve no notion as to what he’s saying, but it amuses me to watch him, and so I do, laying back in my chair and just watching him play.
 
   An image flashes before my eyes. An image of a young woman with pale, brown hair kneeling on the floor beside him, her teal skirts spilled about her legs. One arm supports Enté’s back, the other holding a glass soldier, playing with him. She is smiling, and Enté looks up at her and frowns and says, “No, mummy! Das no right!” and she laughs and says, “Is it not? Well then, what would he say?” And she smiles and she looks up at me like there is some secret between us two, and I cannot help but smile back because she is so lovely and because she is gone.
 
   “Father?” I blink, looking over at Enté who is watching me with curious intent. My vision is gone. Not quite a memory, not quite a wish. She never even held our son. In the weeks after the birth, I would sometimes bring him to her, but she was too weak to hold him and often not lucid enough to do more than murmur.
 
   With a heavy sigh, I push myself forward to lean on my knees, watching him with an easy smile. “Yes, my son?” I ask.
 
   He looks down at the soldier and the horse in his hand. “Can you make da soldier move?”
 
   I smile. “Set him down on the ground, Enté.” He does, carefully setting the soldier down so that he will stand up right. His motor skills are improving. Usually the soldier falls a couple times first before it will stand. I stretch out a hand and flick my finger out, giving it a twirl. The soldier shudders and then salutes and begins to march. Enté cries out with joy and claps his hands, laughing. His white-blue hair falls in front of his eyes, but he just pushes it back with a smear of his hand and watches the soldier.
 
   The bang on the door startles us both. The soldier shudders and drops to the marble floor. My smile drops, and I pick up my head, watching the door. What is it this time? I very specifically demanded that my time with my son not be disturbed. “Enter.”
 
   The door opens and a servant stands in my view. He bows. “Sire. Forgive me. Your presence is requested in your mother’s solar.”
 
   A summons from mother? My frown deepens. I rise and look to Enté. “Come, child. Get up.” Enté looks from me to the servant and back with great confusion. My heart is pounding. I can hear it in my ears. Enté pushes himself up and comes to my side, holding the soldier and the horse in his hands, close to his chest as if to protect them. I give him a small smile, although whether to assure him or myself, I am not sure. The servant bows and moves aside. What could it be now? The last time I was summoned to my mother’s solar was when Mit’an’av made a disaster of the winter solstice ball. He is supposed to be on a tour. What could he possibly have done now? I try to come up with the answer as I walk to my mother’s door, Enté taking two steps for every one of mine.
 
   I am much more like my mother who enjoys pacing in her parlor and pouring over books and spends her afternoons writing to many friends and dignitaries and wives. Mit’an’av has always been my father’s pride and joy. It is just as well that he is the firstborn then. He and father are absurdly alike. In form, they are both large and powerful men, as big as an ox and often with as much reason as one. Trying to debate with them during a council meeting is like trying to convince a mountain to move from here to there, different only in that, with enough help, one could actually move the mountain.
 
   Mit’an’av always tells me that I am his secret weapon, and it is well enough true. As children, we both endured training, but he took it much more to heart. He was always the jovial one playing with the other lads, flaunting in front of the dames. I would train hard enough to impress my father and then no more before retiring to my lessons or some new philosophical piece my mother had presented me with. And so it was no surprise when Mit’an’av was named crown prince. He is the oldest, the strongest, but the most capable? That is another story. Still, he is exactly what my father thinks a king should be. I never cared for the throne, and so I have little jealousy over the matter; I was, however, impressed with my brother and honored by him, when he requested for me to serve as his military strategist.
 
   I had known my brother little before then. For although we trained, we were in different groups, and while I am often in my study, he is frequently nowhere to be found and usually with some—hopefully willing—maid. It wasn’t until we worked hand in hand, him as the heir and I as his strategist, that we really came to understand each other. Unfortunately, understanding him has not helped me to like him any more than I had before. He is rash, irresponsible, and rather unpopular among the people. I have approached my father on the matter, although I have no solution since I have no desire to be king. He has merely waved off my concerns, assuring me that as soon as Mit’an’av is older, he will calm down and become a respectable king, and that he himself had been the same way many, many years ago. I listen to my father, because I have little choice in the matter, but I am wary.
 
   I convinced Mit’an’av that he needed to go back into the military. Not for serious fighting, of course. But his position among the people is shaky, and it is the duty of the king and the heir to please the people and do his best by them. And the people are not certain about Mit’an’av.
 
   The pounding on my door should have been warning enough. I should have known something was wrong. But I had not guessed…everything had been so carefully planned.
 
   And then I hear the scream. It comes from my mother’s solar, just down the hall, and I launch into a run from where I am. I seem to move too slow, far too slow, racing down the halls to my mother’s room. I shove a man out of my way to get into my mother’s solar. It is his own damn fault for standing in the middle of the doorway. My mother is crumpled on the floor, clinging to her eldest daughter, Petara, who is pregnant and clinging to her as fiercely. My mother wails. I have never heard my mother make such sounds, but she sobs against her daughter, scattered on the floor in the most disgraceful display of emotion that I have ever seen from a woman who lives and breathes for appearances as she does.
 
   I stand, dumbstruck, in the doorway, until, like the man before me, I am knocked nearly to the ground when my father pushes past me and into the room. He does not remark on my mother’s appearance, nor stand gawking like a fool the way I had. “Leave.” His voice booms through the hall and bares no room for argument. I am assuming that he means servants and not family, and even if he had not, I would not have left my mother’s side in any event.
 
   That is when I realize: “Dena? Where is Dena!”
 
   “She and Claque are in the gardens. Someone is fetching them now,” Petara says softly, her eyes red and puffy even though no tears have fallen.
 
   The king gathers my mother, who is no small woman, up into his arms as though she is a child, and she leans against him while he lays her on the chaise. The servants leave and close the door, and I am left standing there in the room, completely at a loss while Petara stands carefully in her swollen form, sucking in a few short, uneasy breaths and choking back a sob. She touches her face, her lips, going and sinking into a stuffed chair. I open my mouth, stepping forward.
 
   “Mother!” a shrill cry bursts through the door as surely as the little woman following it, nearly knocking me aside. I swing around as Dena bursts into the room, sobbing as noisily as my mother—although for Dena, that is not unusual. Dena crumples on the floor by where my mother is laying, burying her face in mother’s lap and sobbing. Claque, a lithe form smaller than myself but somehow even more terrifying because of it, moves silently into the room and shuts the door casually. He stands silently, his face emotionless and cold, hands clasped behind him, one hand holding the wrist, like a soldier.
 
   He looks to me from the corner of his eyes and says quietly, “I stopped to have someone fetch Kale.” I nod and look to Petara, who is crying quietly, or at least trembling tearlessly, with her face in her hand.
 
   I look to my father, and my face must show my confusion. My throat is so small in that moment, hoarse, as if I cannot get air through. I know the answer. The reason. It is right here. But I cannot think. If I could just think, I would know why everyone is crying. I would know what happened. But I cannot think. As if my mind has turned itself off against the horror.
 
   My father looks back at me, a cold and hard face. But I can see—as I have never seen before—his eyes shimmering. He stands up, leaving his wife on the chaise with her youngest daughter. He moves to the center of the room, not far from me. And for a moment, time just passes between us, and even though I am grown and a father myself, I feel so very small before him, like a child all over again. “Your brother is dead.”
 
   The words hit me like a wall of solid ice and shatter around me. I do not think I am breathing. I just stare at my father, feeling sick. He moves, putting his hand on the hilt of the sword that never leaves his side. It comes out with a smooth ring of metal, a sword nearly as large as Dena. I do not move, just watching his face and thinking that my body has turned to ice. “Kneel.”
 
   My body acts when my mind cannot. And I take one lead step forward and sink into a kneel before my father. Dena’s sobs quiet for just a moment before they burst from her again. The door opens quietly behind me, and I know that Kale must have slipped in, for I hear Petara’s soft voice. The flat of the blade touches one of my shoulders, then the other. “Prince Gabriel Roland Jan’tel of Crystalice Cerulean …you are hereby named the heir of your people. Rise and lead them with grace and wisdom and strength.” I do not know how I stood. The blade is removed, but it feels as though the whole of Cerulean has been placed upon me, the weight of the palace, the people, the land, everything…and it has.
 
   “What will you do, heir?” my father growls, his voice like gravel.
 
   For a moment, I cannot speak, cannot move. Do? I am working on breathing. With Catherine, I knew how to cry, how to hold her and bury my face in her bosom and weep. But this? I had planned it so carefully…how had it gone wrong?
 
   Thankfully, Claque saves me and speaks up: “One man was left alive. Heather’s son. He brought back word of a soldier dressed in red leather. Scar.”
 
   And finally, I feel. I feel fire. It shatters the ice in my veins and surges through my body as painfully and blissfully as if being reborn. My hands close into fists, clenching tightly until I feel blood pooling in the joints. “Mount the horses,” I snarl. “We are going to the Den.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
    “How do you not notice that you’ve been stabbed?” Blaze has been growling at me since I came home, snapping at me like something feral. First, was that I came back wearing only that black tunic. Second, was that I let a boy go free. Third, was that I hadn’t managed to find all the pieces of the red leather suit and more pieces would need to be made. Now, was that I had been stabbed.
 
   I am sitting the wrong way in a chair, my legs straddling the back of it and my chin leaning on my hands; I am glaring at the far wall. My shirt is discarded on the table where sits a bowl of water, a few different sizes of needles and thread, and some salve. I’m wearing pants at least, a pair of red silk pants slashed with stripes of yellow. My hair covers one side of my face, pulled off of my back so that he can work.
 
   “I told you: I hadn’t noticed,” I grumble at him. At least, I hadn’t noticed until I bathed and despite scrubbing the dried blood off of me, fresh blood started flowing again from an untreated wound in my shoulder. Thankfully, Blaze had been in the other room to confirm what I had assumed: somewhere between charging into battle and dragging off Mit’an’av’s mangled body, some sonofabitch had managed to plant a dagger in my shoulder blade. How had I not noticed? Good question. Somewhere between the adrenaline and the sheer agony of switching forms twice in one day and then riding through the sennight it took to get back home on horseback, I suppose it escaped my notice.
 
   Blaze mutters a few choice words and pokes the skin again. “Ow!” I snap at him, hissing and letting out a low yowl while he pulls the thread through the new hole, stitching the wound together. I can only glimpse his black hair from where I’m sitting, but I am sure that he can feel my displeasure.
 
   “Don’t complain,” he snaps back at me. “You’re the reckless fool who got yourself stabbed. Shove it.”
 
   I turn my head back and pout, grinding my teeth against the feeling of the needle piercing my skin and pulling it together once more. We fall silent for a while, and I watch the flames just beyond the window, flames that give off no smoke but warp the sky with their heat. The sun is half hidden today by clouds, but it is still bright, and if I did not have plans to collapse into my bed as soon as Blaze is finished with me, I would enjoy a day out in the market…or training—probably training.
 
   “Blaze…” my voice is a low murmur, and for a moment, I wonder if he hears me.
 
   After a second and stabbing my skin once more, he grunts to let me know that he has. But before I can speak, he asks, “The nightmares again?” I am ashamed that he knows, and I sink further into my chair, not wishing to speak on it any longer. I wonder if my brother ever had the nightmares I have now. Did he ever see the faces of his enemies, his victims, dying in front of him again? Did he ever, in his nightmares, try to change their fate? Try to bring them back to life, knowing they’re already gone? “I warned you, Scarlet…” he says, soft but still growling, “I warned you what this life would do…you’ll have no peace again. Claque, if you do kill him…will just be another face in your dreams…nothing will change.”
 
   His words are heavy in my heart, and we fall silent at last, he and I, while I think on them. I suppose it does not matter. I have no other choice. Even if I leave the army…the nightmares would still haunt me. And I have not yet had my revenge. It is not just about me. My blood-debt must be paid.
 
   I sigh, leaning on my chair while he tugs in a few more stitches, every now and then murmuring a small enchantment to help the wound. For a long while, we do not speak. It is not uncommon. Blaze and I usually do not have much to say to each other outside of the practice field. “Blaze?” I break the silence, not knowing why, only knowing that I can’t stand it.
 
   “Mm?” he grunts, pulling the thread through, and I hiss. I think of what I wanted to say, wanted to ask him. I can’t remember anymore. “What?” he growls at me, and I hiss in warning. Cats don’t like being rushed.
 
   “Why did you train me?” I ask, looking ahead at the wall.
 
   His hands still for a moment, and then he stabs my flesh again, and I yelp, fur rippling over my skin. “Why do you want to know?” he mutters, pulling the thread tight and securing it before cutting the needle loose.
 
   I start to shrug, then think better of pulling the skin and go still. “I just do. You gave in so easy. Why?”
 
   He snorts and turns away from me, washing his hands and then getting a rag to clean the blood off my back. “Because,” he says after a moment, “that’s what your father did for me.”
 
   “Beat the living hell out of you night and day for years?” I ask, and he laughs. It’s a rare sound, dark and gravely, but I smile.
 
   “More or less,” he says. “My father was killed when I was just a brat. I wasn’t raised in the Den like you, kid. I didn’t have anything. The only thing I wanted was to cut the throat of the bastard who killed my father.”
 
   “What about your mother?” I ask, surprised at the rare information.
 
   He shrugs and starts smearing salve on the wound. “Died when I was a kid. Not uncommon in these times.” No…no, it’s not. “Anyways, your father had no reason to take me on. I was just a dirty street urchin. But he did, and he trained me with Sage.” The name hurts, and I clench my eyes. “Guess I owed him. Not that he’d thank me for teaching his little princess how to be a murderer but, eh, it’s all I’m really good for.”
 
   All at once, there is a great commotion outside. The horns begin screaming from the towers, and Blaze and I both snap upright. There is a crash of sound, of murmurs and seas of different voices. Not screams. So, it is not an attack. But what then? The horns continue, blaring through the whole of the Den.
 
   “Hold still,” Blaze snaps sharply, pressing me back into the chair. “Almost finished.” I obey, letting him settle me in the chair and finish the wrapping. As soon as he has, I nearly jump up from the chair, pulling on the violet tunic over my pants. I stuff my feet into boots and grab my sword, hurrying out the door just as Blaze grabs his own sword.
 
   We stand outside his home in the wall of the Den. Our castle and city is surrounded by a great wall made up of the homes of her citizens. There are villages too, outside of the protective mother-walls, but I have always lived within the Den, though not always here. Once, I lived within the castle as my father’s daughter. I lived in my own chambers as Jay’let’s wife and as Sage’s sister. But as my life became less of a life and more of an endless cycle of training and fighting and torment, it just became natural to collapse on Blaze’s floor where he would mend the more serious injuries and then leave me to sleep before dragging me up before the sun had risen to haul me back into the training yard.
 
   Now, we are weaving our way through the throngs of people who have gathered to witness whatever is bringing up such commotion among our people. My shoulder is aching, but at least now it is stitched. I no longer feel as exhausted as I had moments ago and instead feel very alive and aware and almost excited. Something is happening.
 
   My feet dig in when I see them. I come to a complete and sudden halt, Blaze slamming into my back. He swears and gives me a shove. “What’s the matter?” he barks at me and then looks past me. There. Amid the seas of fire and various hues of red and gold and orange, are streaks of white and blue. Three white horses stand in formation, two flanking the lead horseman, at the steps of the castle. Behind them is a mage dressed in indigo robes, surrounded by soldiers.
 
   I begin moving again, weaving my way through the people to reach the streets. A hush has fallen now, little more than a soft murmur. My father and the king are standing on the castle steps. They are speaking with the leader. I cannot see him clearly, not more than to know he has long, white hair. My heart is pounding in my chest, beating my ribs. I push past the last of them and am standing just at the edge of the crowd. There is a thick line of Crystalice soldiers filling the walls of the city, all behind their leader. And then I see it, the yellow flag. Request for peaceful entry?
 
   I snap my teeth together and glare, looking down the line. But my blood turns cold and my eyes grow wide when I follow the line to the outside of the walls. There, just beyond the city, are thousands of Crystalice soldiers. Swarms of white and blue waiting just beyond our walls. Here, there are not only soldiers. Our people, civilians, are within these walls. I swallow and catch my breath, looking among them all.
 
   “Daughter!” A voice rings clear through the hushed murmur of the courtyard. My father’s voice is unmistakable. It is loud and deep, and the whole earth trembles with the sound of it. It never took much more than that voice to halt my mischief as a child. And now, it halts my breath and seems to still my very blood with the sound of it.
 
   I turn to look at him, realizing now that the crowd has quickly drawn away from me and now is watching me intently. My father stands in all of his glory at the top of the stairs. Nearly seven feet tall and several hundred pounds, he is wearing heavy, black armor that makes him look like some god of death instead of the man who raised my brother and I. He holds his helmet in his hand, and his black eyes are watching me from where I am standing—somewhat dumbfounded—on the outskirts of the crowd.
 
   He moves, lowering his head some and frowns at me. That small, warning motion is enough to get me moving. I clench my teeth together, straighten my back and shoulders, and throw back my hair before marching towards him. My hands are in fists, my chin thrust up in the air. On my right, white and blue clouds my vision and on my left, mounds of red and gold light up my world. I ignore them both for the present, heading straight for my father and the king.
 
   I reach the steps and drop into a low bow, for the moment ignoring the men on horseback. “War Lord,” I greet my father formally. To the other, “My king.” I rise and look to them both, their faces severe. Unlike my father who has known far too many battles, the king, while much older, is not half so worn. His black hair is thinned and his face a golden, cream color, stuffed with wrinkles but still soft and spotted with black hairs on his jaw. He looks at me with his brown eyes, and I cannot tell what emotion lies there. Fear? Perhaps. But not of me.
 
   I turn and face our enemy.
 
   Three men on horseback. None of them are familiar faces, but each of them is looking at me. The man on the left seems more alarmed than anything else. The man on the right is frowning, but I can tell nothing of his expression otherwise. The man riding in lead, however, is horrified and furious. His white-blue eyes watch me with more loathing than I have yet seen in an enemy’s eyes. His white hair is pulled back to the nape of his neck, and he wears a silver armor with the crest of a wolf on the breast.
 
   “Do you take me for a fool?” the man snarls, and his eyes snap from me to my father with pure hatred. His face flushes pink with rage. “Do you mean to lie to me here, War Lord, and offer up this, this girl in place of Knight Protector Scar!”
 
   I blink, watching him, and then feel anger tighten in my chest. “Curb your tongue, you arrogant chit,” I snap at him, and his eyes turn back to me with mild astonishment and anger once more. I frown at him, putting my hand on my hip. “What business have you here, ice-heart? I am the one called Scar.”
 
   He bares his teeth at me. “Lies!” he snarls. “You are not the one who slew my brother!” I raise a brow and look back to my father, but the ring of a sword is a trigger in my mind, and I snap my eyes back to the man, hissing and baring my teeth, the hair on the back of my neck standing upright. My pupils dilate; they are huge, and all that is left of my golden irises is a thin rim around them. “I am the Crown Prince, Gabriel,” says he. “Dare you tell me once more that you are the one who killed Prince Mit’an’av!”
 
   “I dare,” I snarl at him, clenching my hands into fists, my heart pounding. So this is him…the last prince. “If you doubt my words, haughty prince, then fight me!”
 
   He scoffs, glowering at me. “I do not fight my battles with women, certainly not girls.”
 
   I snap my teeth together and lunge, but my father grabs me and yanks me back. “Then do you refuse the duel, Prince Gabriel, and admit my daughter the superior fighter?”
 
   Gabriel’s eyes jump to my father with rage and disgust. “Never,” he howls and then glares back to me. “A duel then. In the wasteland.”
 
   “Empty our Den of your soldiers, and I will agree,” I hiss back at him, my whole body trembling in rage.
 
   He narrows his eyes on me, pale eyes in a pale face. “Very well. One man of your choosing. One of mine. They will be the only bystanders.”
 
   I smirk. “Do you not wish the world to see when I cut your throat, prince?”
 
   He narrows his eyes. “Mount at once.”
 
   “I do not take orders from you.” I am yowling now, baring my teeth. I can feel fur ripple on my flesh, eager, waiting.
 
   My father touches my shoulder once more. “It is agreed. You and your troops be gone from here. She will follow on horse.”
 
   Gabriel inclines his head and barks a few orders. Slowly, the streets begin to empty. A deadlock. If they attack us, they will lose, and they will lose not only their prince but most of their army as well. But there are civilians here. Many innocent would die in a battle. Neither side wishes to fight. All of this for a duel? All of this to take the life of she who stole his brother? I suppose I can understand…Still, he cannot possibly be much of a prince or future king to act as rashly as he has. Even if I am killed, I am convinced that he will not be capable enough of a king to continue this war beyond his reign.
 
   Slowly, the swarm of white and blue soldiers trickles out of our city, flanked by Inferno soldiers on all sides. There are few rules of war still upheld, but the yellow flag is one of them. Unless they attack us, we will not harm them. They will be escorted to the wastelands unharmed. I stand there, ramrod straight and locked in a battle of glares with Gabriel. He is lower than me at the base of the stairs, but sitting upright on his horse, he seems almost taller.
 
   He is like many Crystalice soldiers I have met, tall and lithe. His white hair is long, tied back at the nape of his neck. I make a note to be certain mine is pinned up in a bun and cannot prove to be a hand-hold. “Do you always stare at others?” he growls at me, drawing my attention back to his eyes.
 
   I glare but smirk. “Only when I am trying to decide where best to bury a knife.”
 
   There is no hint of amusement or anything but cold hatred on his face, in his eyes. He watches me, scowling. “Saucy wretch.”
 
   “You’re too kind,” I purr and laugh when he grinds his teeth. The man at his right turns and begins to follow the crowd of soldiers out of the city, and at long last, Gabriel breaks my gaze and follows after him.
 
   Beside me, my father releases a heavy sigh. “I will go with you,” he says.
 
   “No.” I look back at him. “You are needed here. Blaze will go with me.” I look out among the crowd and find him not far with his arms crossed and frowning at me.
 
   “Why are you signing me up for this?” he snips at me, mounting the stairs and bowing to my father and the king before looking at me. “I don’t want to go watch you get killed.”
 
   I glare at him. “You’re an ass.” He grins cheekily and I roll my eyes.
 
   “Now is not the time for games,” Jacob growls at us both, coming up behind my father out of the castle. He apparently had been inside watching the entire time. Jacob now lives in the castle with his family, his wife being one of the dancers in the castle, once one of my sisters, and his oldest daughter is the companion of the fire-borne prince.
 
   I look over at him and raise a brow. “Who is playing games? I am perfectly serious.”
 
   “Scarlet.” My father’s rumble silences us all, and I look up at his weathered and harsh face. He is looking down at me intently, watching me with those black eyes.
 
   I give a small smile and wink. “Do not fear, father. I’ve come too far to lose to such a spoilt brat. I’ll come home safe.”
 
   “You’d better,” Blaze mutters, calling to the man who is bringing out Chestnut. “I’ll kill you if you die after all the hard work I’ve put into you.”
 
   Hopping down the stairs, I take Chestnut’s reigns and pat his face. The horse snorts at me, as annoyed as I am about not being allowed the rest promised to us from our long journey. “Then I’ll just have to stay alive, won’t I?” I toss him a look and a smirk. He swears and mutters to himself. I call out, “Is someone bringing my suit!”
 
   “Here, here,” one of the dancers huffs, having run to get it. She is breathing a little hard and hands me the spare and last red-leather suit I own. She looks up at me and grins warmly. “Do well, La’centa.”
 
   I watch her for a moment, and then give a single nod. “Alright then. Let me change.” I hand the reigns to Blaze. “Jacob. Get your mount. You’re coming with me.”
 
   “I thought I was going,” Blaze barks.
 
   “I changed my mind,” I scoff, heading inside. “You’d break code and kill the prince if he killed me and forever shame the Inferno.”
 
   He rolls his shoulders. “Your point?”
 
   Jacob sighs and grumbles to himself, shouting for his horse while I disappear for a few moments into a spare room, among brooms and spices, to change out of my clothes and into my red-leather suit. The men are all barking at each other when I descend the stairs once more. I wonder if they would notice if I walk right past them and leave?
 
   I sigh and grab Chestnut’s reigns, throwing myself atop the massive creature. Once mounted, I begin pulling my hair back tight and fastening it out of my face. “Come then.” I sigh at them. “Mount already, and let’s go.”
 
   Jacob gives me a murderous look and then swears and mounts his black stallion, coming up beside me. When I begin heading for the gates, a slow sound begins to spread amongst the people. I pause, afraid that the Crystalice have gone against their word and are launching an attack. But it is not screams I hear. A slow chorus spreads, growing louder and louder, shouts and cheers and various other things I cannot—and most likely do not want—to hear. I pause, looking out at them. They are throwing up their hands, screaming. For what? For one more death? Prince or not, Gabriel’s death won’t change anything. Nothing will change. Nothing matters…
 
   Without smiling, I raise my fist to the air, and the sound intensifies for a moment before dying away again, and I move out of the city, Jacob at my side, following the mass of soldiers through our lands. On the main road at a steady run, we will reach the wastelands by dawn…maybe. I wish that I could be able to sleep on my mount and rest on the way, but I am far too awake to even consider sleeping. I can do nothing but stare straight ahead, watching the white and blue mass move through the burning trees towards the frozen hell they call home.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   Claque is silent the entire ride to the border, but his presence hangs as an oppressive weight behind me. He doesn’t need to ask the questions, for I know them already, and even if he did, I would not have an answer for him. What am I thinking? That woman back there is little more than a girl and clearly not capable of the sort of malice and cruelty that the rumors of Scar have displayed. Why is she doing this then? Protecting a brother? A lover? What sort of man allows a woman to fight his battles for him?
 
   All in all, that still doesn’t answer the question: what in the hell am I doing challenging her? Even if I had watched her slay soldiers with mine own eyes, to challenge a woman is…unheard of among my people. Perhaps it is remnants of the old matriarchal era, but women are meant to be sacred and protected. The punishment for murder is usually a few years in prison. The punishment for harming a woman can range from castration to being drawn and quartered. It is for that reason we have never been able to directly fight with the Levosa, who boast a very large female population, all of whom are trained fighters. Thus, our alliance with the Flora.
 
   But again, I digress: what in the hell am I doing challenging a woman?
 
   I turn these thoughts over and over in my mind, but come to no clear conclusion. The only possible explanation I can concoct is that my actions are the effect of that saucy mouth of hers. Which proves me the fool, I suppose.
 
   Racing along the main road, our travel is limited to not even a day. The main road is very heavily guarded, surrounded in protection spells and soldiers and various other traps for the unwelcomed. Usually, an assault on the Den—a successful attempt has not yet been achieved—would take at least a month of traveling, taking shrouded, obscure routes.
 
   I wonder how the Inferno can even sleep. Even upon nightfall, the forest is completely alive and no less bright, only now, the bright, golden flames of the fire canopy also cast looming, dark shadows on the ground, making the very earth seem black and charred. The flames roar and flicker above us, dancing along the edges of the surprisingly brilliant green leaves. How do they sleep with all this noise? This light? I would surely go mad within days…
 
   “Up ahead.” Claque is the first to break the silence among us, riding beside and a bit behind me. Up ahead, the flaming trees grow scarcer and scarcer until there are none, and the ground gives way to the wasteland, a rocky, lifeless abyss that stretches about a mile wide between our world and theirs. Just beyond it, I can see a glimpse of plush white, and a breeze whispers promises of chill. Despite the sorcerers protecting the soldiers from flames, they cannot entirely protect us from the heat, and it is incredibly draining. I look forward to burying my hands in the sweet, cold froth of snow once more.
 
   “Carry on,” I call, bringing my horse around the army and to a stop, letting our troops trot past me and onward. Claque comes up by my side, his second leading the troops through the wastelands and into the cold. Looking back at the Inferno lands, I can see the ocean of fire-red soldiers waiting in the forests, bringing up the rear of my army with that woman in red and her male companion. Our eyes lock, she and I. Like staring into fire. I could have sworn her eyes were a brown back at the Den, but now they are red and seem to move with a life of their own, fire swirling in the depths of them, eager to devour me. And for just one moment, I can believe that she is the one they call Scar.
 
   Her mount approaches mine and stops several feet off, her companion up beside her. For half an hour, we sit on the backs of our steeds, mute and locked in some silent battle of glares until at last, she looks past me. I narrow my eyes before turning my head to see what she is looking at. My army. They stop not far from us, not yet descending into the frozen tundra. I expect an argument from her, but instead, she turns to the side and calls out, “Be gone!” My army has not left because of the Inferno escort which has not yet departed. They hesitate at her command, most of them looking towards myself and my army.
 
   She clutches her teeth and turns her horse full to face them. “Did you not hear me!” she screams at them, a powerful voice for such a little frame. “I said be gone or I will make my wars on you!” A ball of swirling flames appears in her hand, and she launches it towards her companions. The thing crashes into the trunk of a tree, and the great mammoth gives a loud groan as the veins of wood snap and strain, the tree twisting and collapsing onto its side. A few of the horses give a scream of alarm, snorting and stomping on the ground, and at long last, the Inferno begin to filter away from the wastelands. Behind me, the Ceruleans begin their march homeward once more.
 
   “She’s mad, this one,” Claque mutters beneath his breath to me. The red-haired demoness turns her gaze back to where we wait.
 
   I scoff. “It makes no difference.” Silence lingers longer still until the sounds of both armies are far from our ears. I pay little mind to the man beside her, just watching the one called Scar face me with scarce concealed rage. Except, I realize that her hatred has not found a target on me, but on Claque. “You know her?” I ask, glancing to him. He frowns, considering her for a moment, and then giving a single shake of his head. I sigh, looking back to her. “I do not make my war on women,” I say at long last, the reigns of my mount in my hands. “If you wish to return home, girl, I will not fault you.”
 
   “I will return home only when your severed head is in my hand,” she snarls, and the wrath in her voice is alarming. Even her companion seems unnerved by it, sitting calmly and collectedly beside her with his back straight and his head high, eyes slowly taking in everything around him while his charge looks straight at us, her gaze unswerving.
 
   I sigh. “Very well.” I dismount, handing Claque the reigns. She dismounts as well, moving with a fluid grace as if preparing for battle the moment her feet touch the ground. I do not launch outright into an assault, but instead take my time to meet her in the heart of the wasteland, my steps slow and measured, hers firm and hard. I cannot help but wonder at the leather she wears. It is unlike anything I have seen on an Inferno soldier before. Most of them, if given a choice, will wear armor that completely covers them. And it is most unseemly on a female form. She is covered all save her face, but not in armor. And there, I can see the black stitches loosely holding the pieces together. Ah. For Shifting…
 
   “Do you want to know how your brother died?” she asks, and my eyes flicker back to her face. My teeth snap together. She doesn’t know. She is only repeating what she has heard. She smirks at me. “I took him from the back of his horse in my tigress form.” She runs a finger from her throat around to her shoulder. “Right here is where I bit him.”
 
   My hand finds its way to the hilt of my sword without my reason to guide it, and I grip it tight. “Silence, wretch.”
 
   She looks back at me, fire in her eyes, but a deadly sort of calm through the rest of her body. “I was surprised,” she tells me. “His blood was so cold. So cold that it burned my tongue.”
 
   I draw. “Silence!” By the time I reach her, she has also drawn her bronze blade, and the two clash with an angry screech through the abysmal wastelands. Her face is right before mine, just beyond our swords. Those eyes of hers are red, and the irises shift and move like something molten stirring within them.
 
   “I slew him!” she screams at me, shoving me back and turning, evading my next blow and coming up at my side. For every one of my steps, she takes three, like the fire: always moving, turning, twisting. She never stays still, her body arching and swerving as if no bones hold her stiff. She moves like the fire, like a dancer, not like any Inferno I have ever fought before.
 
   First blood goes to her. She feigns a blow to my head, and instead sinks and plunges her blade across my side before I can withdraw from the burning touch of it. I hiss and snarl, but she gives me no time and is upon me again. It is then that our pace shifts. Every heart beat, there is another crash of metal to metal, another whine, another scream of the two swords hitting, sliding, scraping. Again and again. A furious dance between us. She puts me on the defensive, blow after blow forcing me back and back until I finally regain my foothold in battle and force her away.
 
   When I force her back, she throws out a hand, launching a blast of fire towards me. Magik drains us physically, and to use it in a fight is always a double-edged sword, not to mention that the Cerulean don’t burn well and water and ice turn to steam much too quickly to be much use against the Inferno. I dodge the attack, although only barely, and I launch at her, bringing up my other hand to throw sickles.
 
   She arches her back to avoid a slice across her face, and when I swerve back for her feet, she makes some unholy sound in the back of her throat, a yowl, and bends her back with impossible balance, pushing her feet up in the air and throwing her body away from me. She Shifts partially, just enough to evade my blow, landing nearby on one hand with her feet in the air, sword in the other hand; she pushes herself up again, landing on her feet. She crouches low, growling in her chest, a feral sound, and when her eyes meet mine, I can see that her pupils dwarf the rest of her eyes, her irises nearly consumed. 
 
   “You are a much better fighter than your brother was,” she tells me. Her voice is no longer female, but something else entirely, something warped and low and barely discernible as language. It gives her enough of an advantage to take the next few seconds for her own, forcing her body into a full Shift before I can start mine. The red leather bursts against her skin, and fur explodes across her body while her bones snap and her muscles pop. She screams. I throw myself into my Shift, tossing my sword aside and calling up the wolf inside of me. He snarls and howls in anguish, my body no longer my own, contorting to his form and his will. But before it is complete, her heavy form lands on me, and teeth sink into my shoulder. I howl in agony, but she has not been swift enough, and my Shift is complete. I throw her off of me, nearly twice her size when I stand to my full height.
 
   She catches herself easily and snarls, her lips curling away to reveal bloody teeth. I lunge with a roar; she dodges to the side before swatting at my head, hissing at me and dancing away from me before pouncing. We crash to the ground in a flurry of fur and blood. Her teeth sink into my haunches, and my back claws tear her stomach, throwing her off of me. She drops away, heaving a breath, trying to gather herself before my next attack. I swerve, my right side aching, and I throw myself at her with a snarl. She cannot evade me. Not like this. I freeze the ground beneath her to make her steps slick and uneasy.
 
   She turns to the side and jumps, for what, I cannot see. In the air, she Shifts once more before I can stop my attack to realize what she is doing. She grabs up her sword from the ground, lighting it afire, and thrusts it up at me, burying it in my shoulder. I howl, crashing my weight into her, the sword sticking out from my back. It is lodged tight, but not enough to save her. She is still holding on to the hilt, trying to finish me, her human form pinned beneath my wolf.
 
   She is gasping for breath, smothered by me, bleeding from a wound in her shoulder and another across her thigh. Red hair covers the ground beneath her, like blood, like fire, and those eyes turn into a woman’s once again. She jerks and twists under me. I couldn’t move if I wanted to. So instead, I put one great paw on her chest and push my claws into her skin. She screams, and the sound rips through me as my nails sink deeper, stopping just short of her heart. She clenches her teeth, her eyes, refusing to lay down and die. She has lost. She knows that she has lost. But she still thrashes beneath me, refusing to surrender.
 
   I remove my claws, pulling out beads of blood that run down her chest. She looks up at me, her eyes now a golden color, like some caramelized treat. She watches me, mouth open and gasping for breath, brows tense with pain. I take my Shift, clenching my teeth and growling. The sword lodged in my shoulder makes the Shift especially painful, and when it is finished, I grab the hilt and rip it out, now sitting on the woman’s stomach in my human form. She is barely conscious, her chest straining under my weight, blood running from the wound in her chest, her shoulder, especially her thigh. She grinds her teeth, glaring at me defiantly, even in this.
 
   I am gasping, holding the bloody sword. I raise it up, put the point on her chest, preparing to end her. Her companion moves forward, but Claque calls out to him. Their sounds are deaf to my ears. “Is this…how my brother looked… when he died?” I whisper to her, knowing that she can hear. I know now. I know it. She is the one. The one who killed him.
 
   She pants a breath and then the damned creature dares to turn her lips to smile at me. Some pained, cruel smile. “No,” she gasps out, “he…begged for his life…cried…”
 
   I clench the blade tighter, and she does something I do not expect. She leans her head back and sighs, pushing her chest up towards my blade so eager to sink between her breasts. I hold there for a while, clenching the hilt, staring down at where it has just barely split her skin, adding another little river of blood to the many that roll down her side and pool onto the ground. After a moment, I realize that she is not moving, and I fear that she has died from her wounds before I can kill her. “No!” I scream. “Don’t you dare!” I want to watch her die as my sword takes her life! Not let her fall unconscious from blood loss! I drop my sword and snatch up her hair behind her head, jerking her head up. Her eyes are closed, her face serene, but her lips are parted slightly, breath passing warm and slow between them. Alive. She is alive.
 
   I stare at her for a long moment, her face before mine, my fingers tight in her hair, holding her head up at an unnatural angle for my view. She doesn’t stir, completely incapacitated from her wounds. I drop her head, and she thumps back onto the ground like a discarded doll. Looking down at her, I can see the damage, the wounds, the blood. But there is more than that too.
 
   Scars. So many scars. They cover her chest. Like patterns on a dress, delicate curves and arcs carved into her skin, across her chest, her stomach, down her arms. Everywhere. There are brands and cuts, some smooth and intentional, some jagged and pained. I trace one of the patterns with the pad of my finger, following what would have been the path of the blade, and I feel something sick twist in my stomach. Dear Chelyah…what in the hell has this woman done?
 
   Shifting my weight, I try to push myself off of her, and realize that I am not far behind her in collapsing. My world spins, and my body feels not itself. My knee sinks, slamming into the earth beside the woman. I hang my head, just breathing for a moment, trying to keep from falling unconscious. I can do nothing but watch her sleep, my head unable to turn any other way. Blood is smeared across her cheek, and there is a scar beside her temple. Her eyes are closed, black lashes laying heavy on her cheeks, face turned to the side, away from me.
 
   I summon another breath, another burst of energy, and this time, I am able to stand. I don’t move for a moment, just finding myself on my feet once more. I turn my head. Claque stands solemnly by his horse, his face set in a severe scowl. My eyes move to her companion, and he is ghostly pale, his eyes on the crumpled form beneath me. I move at last, pushing my foot up over her and landing on the other side, slowly slinking towards my horse. I flip open one of his packs and drag out my cloak and a pair of breeches, pulling them on.
 
   Turning around, I can see her companion collapse to his knees and gather the woman in his arms. “La’centa?” his voice is shaking, desperate. “La’centa! La’centa!” It chokes into a sob.
 
   “She’s not dead,” I bark at him, cloak in my arms. I am more stable on my feet now than I was a moment ago, but I need rest and food. I need the ice, the frozen slumber. “She is unconscious from blood loss, but not dead.” I begin moving towards him as he cradles the woman in his arms. For a moment, I think lover, but there is something incredibly paternal about his affections. Brother, perhaps. Or something similar.
 
   “Let her go,” I say, standing before him now, the woman still completely lax in his arms. He looks up at me with alarm and then rage. “As the victor, she belongs to me. I will decide her fate.”
 
   “You mean to finish her then?” he asks, still not letting go.
 
   I frown at him. “No. Not yet, at least. I am taking her back with me.”
 
   “What?” he snarls, and shortly after, Claque calls, “Sire!”
 
   “Move aside.” I do not need to explain myself to either of them.
 
   He looks down at his charge and lays her head back down onto the ground gently before sitting there a moment. At long last, he drags himself up to his feet and draws his sword, his eyes locking on me with murderous intent. Behind me, Claque draws his own blade. “You’ll not have her,” the man snarls. “I’ll not let you take her to be tortured and imprisoned by the likes of you frozen demons.”
 
   “You do not have a choice.” Claque is beside me now, pointing the sword at the companion. He narrows his eyes. “Stand back soldier, or join the woman in death.”
 
   Every muscle in his body is tense with some war raging where we cannot see. He stands still and tall, honor bound to do nothing. Instead, he sheathes his sword and watches the pair of us. “Be warned,” he snarls, “She is the War Lord’s daughter. We will come for her.”
 
   His eyes land on mine, not quite with the same maddening fury I had found in hers, but no less determined. I give a single nod, dropping the cloak over the naked woman who lays deaf to all of this between us. Then, crouching down, I pick her up, not wanting to touch that burning skin any more than I have to. Like a limp doll, she hangs in my arms, wrapped up in my cloak. Her companion has not yet moved, watching us, and I am not entirely certain that he will not attack. I turn my back first, moving towards my horse while Claque faces the Inferno until I am mounted and prepared to go. Then, he turns away and returns to his own horse, mounting and snapping the reigns, leading his horse and mine away from the blood-soaked ground.
 
   The woman is heavy in my arms. Perhaps because I am so weak from my own blood loss. My arms ache, my shoulder especially. It will heal, and Magik will help, but for now, I have a very long and painful ride ahead of me. I have set her upright in the saddle, both of her legs draped across the left side while she leans into my mostly uninjured right side. Her head droops, red hair hiding her face from view. Even through the cloak, she emits warmth, pressed against my bare chest.
 
   I look up and find that Claque is watching me intently. He has too much respect to ask me what in the hell I’m thinking, and even if he did, I wouldn’t have an answer for him. How am I going to explain her to my father? Hell, how am I going to explain her to my mother? I cringe at that thought, glancing back down at the woman. She makes a sound, something soft, a pained little murmur, and she lays her cheek against my chest and shivers before going still and silent once more. Even though I know that it is true…I still cannot believe that she is the one, Scar, the cruelest of the Inferno soldiers. And I cannot help but wonder…
 
   Why?
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   “Gabriel!” Dena’s shrill cry cuts through the ominous silence filling my home. I returned days later in only my breeches, covered in blood, and carrying a naked and equally blood-covered Inferno woman wrapped up in my cloak. I have just returned from the dungeons whereupon I laid the woman in a cell and locked it, before heading to my own chambers to sleep. By now the entire castle has heard of my return, and my youngest sister cares much less for my sleep than I do.
 
   The little, pale-haired creature rounds a corner like a child running from her governess, taking in the sight of me. She stops in an instant and covers her mouth, giving a little cry before biting back a sob and running to me. Her little form rams right into mine, and every wound in my body that had gone at least somewhat dormant now roars to life with great angst. I groan, muttering to myself before patting my sobbing sister’s back. To cry so vehemently in public—to cry at all in public, in fact—is exceedingly unbecoming of a lady, but my youngest sister is resilient to correction, and it has yet to alter her attitude or actions.
 
   “Hush, hush…” I tell her and sigh, rubbing her back and wishing she’d stop squeezing me. “All is well, girl. Let me go, you.”
 
   She reluctantly releases me, and I wince at the sight of blood that now stains her pale gown. If that’s how much blood is on her, I am not certain that I want to know how much is still on me. “Is it true!” she cries. “Have you brought home an Inferno captive!”
 
   I give a single nod. “Yes, girl. The one who slew Mit’an’av. I challenged her and won.”
 
   “Her?” Dena’s eyes turn into dinner plates, impossibly large. “It is a woman?”
 
   I sigh. This is only the beginning. “Yes. Now may I please go and rest? As you can see, I am quite injured and tired.”
 
   “Oh…” she says because she cannot seem to summon words to her mind. “Yes, of course.”
 
   “Brother!” a voice screeches from behind. Another sister. This time, the older one. I turn and see my pregnant older sister, Petara, marching towards me with furious intent, followed by a fussing maid and the midwife. As intent as any soldier and equally as frightening, the woman in her great array of pale green skirts stomps her way down the hall. Dena and I share a look.
 
   “Petara-love,” I say as amicably as I am able. “Should you not be resting?”
 
   “Dare you criticize me, Gabriel?” she snaps at me and then stands, putting a hand on her belly before righting herself and taking a few steadying breaths. She collects herself and then glares at me. I think to myself that she has very near mastered that look which our mother had perfected on us. “Pray tell me, brother, that I have grossly misheard and you have not in fact returned home with a female captive bloodied by your own sword!”
 
   “I would just as soon not tell you a lie, beloved sister,” I reply with a little smile.
 
   She is not amused, and instead seems horrified. “Gabriel! We are not barbarians to come home lugging…lugging…spoils of war! It is most uncivilized!”
 
   “Spoils of war?” I ask and grin at her when she threatens me with a hand grabbing the collar of my shirt. “Petara, please. I will have time to explain everything when I have rested and healed and supped. Now, my dearest heart, please let me go that I may rest.”
 
   “I think not.” The final voice sinks into me as if I have swallowed a rock. I turn, slowly, facing the woman at the end of the hall. Although short, she carries herself as though she were ten feet tall, her head tipped nobly back, her shoulders squared and even, her back straight. Each step is measured and precise, the flow of skirts whispering after her. In her hands, she carries a white cane with a wolf’s head at the hilt. It does not touch the ground, however, and instead remains held to her chest, one hand over the other clasping it. “Gabriel, what is the meaning of this insurrection?”
 
   “Insurrection?” I ask. “Mother, is that not a bit harsh a word?”
 
   She narrows her eyes. “Answer me, boy. Are these rumors true?”
 
   I sigh. “Dearest mother, I went to the Inferno lands, as decided, and challenged the Knight Protector named Scar, who was in fact a woman. I dueled her and won. She collapsed upon blood loss and rather than kill her, I—”
 
   “You decided to bring her home.” Each of her words bites.
 
   I watch her uncertainly for a long moment until realizing that she actually expects a response from me. I give a small bow, as much as my torn body will allow. “Yes, mother.”
 
   She draws in a steady breath, those pale blue eyes pinning me to the floor like a cat with a butterfly. “Where have you put her?”
 
   “The dungeon, of course,” I reply mildly.
 
   The cane stomps the ground once. The whole hall falls eerily silent. “We will go there at once. Come, Gabriel. Petara, Dena, you will remain here. Neither of you should witness this.”
 
   Petara dares an argument: “But mother—”
 
   Another stomp of the cane, like thunder. She levels her eyes at her daughter, and Petara obediently bows her head and dips into a very small curtsy. Mother’s gaze then returns to me. I sigh, watching her for a moment before muttering about sleep and trudging back the way I came. “Straighten up, boy. Walk presentably,” she snaps.
 
   I straighten as best as I can. “Mother, I’ve had a sword cut through my side and go through my shoulder.”
 
   “Do not make excuses, Gabriel. It is most unbecoming of a king.” I fall silent and clench my teeth, offering her my arm when we reach the dungeon. The guards open the door and one takes a lantern filled with a glowing, blue orb to take the place of fire before leading us down the stairs. We go down several cells before finally finding the one I visited earlier.
 
   She has still not yet woken, not through the entire ride. I left my cloak in there since I had no use for it, but she seems to have pushed it off of her. The creature is laid on her side, ghostly pale, covered in dry blood. Her red hair is matted and sticking to her face, strewn across the filthy ground. The cloak is beneath her, and the woman has curled up into a ball, shivering but otherwise unmoving.
 
   “Gabriel…” My mother’s whisper alarms me. It is so loud in this place, but there is an edge to it as well. I turn and look down at her. Her eyes are affixed to the creature before me. “Are those…?”
 
   I look back to the woman, following her gaze. “Scars? Yes…they’re all over her…”
 
   She is eerily quiet for a long moment. “Torture…but not ours. Those are not our techniques. What reasons are those scars on her? Look at her, Gabriel!”
 
   I glance back to my mother who, in all of her life, has never seen a woman with much more than blisters on her hands, much less this sort of… “I see, mother…come, let’s away from here.”
 
   “No.” She stands firm, even when I turn to guide her out of here. “Guard!” She turns that blue gaze on the man standing by. “Tell the servants to prepare a guest room on the fifth floor. Collect this woman and set her there.”
 
   “Mother!”
 
   She continues without noting me. “Send Heather to tend on her and set two of your strongest guards at her door and four more in the hall.”
 
   “Right away, your highness,” he replies, kneeling before rising and going to do as she asks. Then, she looks back at me.
 
   “Mother, what is the meaning of—”
 
   “Be silent, boy,” she snaps. For a moment, we are both soundless, and then she looks back to the woman. I cannot help but follow her gaze. The red-headed siren still lays there, unmoving and still, curled up in her ball. “We are not barbarians. This is not how we behave.”
 
   “But mother,” I argue in a softer tone, “She is the one who killed Mit’an’av.” The queen’s eyes root sharply in mine, cold and impassive.
 
   And then, she turns from me and begins walking towards the entrance. “I have given instructions. It shall be so.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   Everything is dark. Cold. And heavy, so heavy. My chest feels as if there is some great weight forced upon it, and the blackness is like a blanket I cannot seem to pull off of my head. Everything begins to hurt, and as much as I hate it, when I focus on that pain, the blanket grows thinner and thinner until I can grab at it and pull it from my mind, the haze with it. With a grunt and a groan, I open my eyes and focus on breathing for a few moments. I just lay there, taking pained breaths in and out, in and out. I shift, moving my arms underneath me while I watch the ceiling, and with a push, I try and force myself up. A searing pain shoots through my chest and thigh. I gasp and snarl in pain, the burning, aching pain reminding me that I am quite alive. “Mother of fire!” I hiss viciously to the air around me. The rest is a grumble of muffled curses and swears. I begin muttering nonsense, laying back on the bed, unwilling to try again, at least not for a moment.
 
   An old woman from across the room catches my attention, and she smiles in a gentle, inoffensive manner, standing by the fire she tends. “Good morrow, love. Poor dear, he got ye pretty badly, hadn’t he? Would ye like a bath? The water should be warm enough by now.”
 
   My mind is so shaken and sickly from sleep and cold that it takes several moments to process and understand what the wench says, and even when I can finally understand what she’s asking me, I cannot seem to form reasonable sentences in my mind. At last, I am left with the only reasonable thought I can form: “Where…am I?” My voice is cracked, hoarse, and severely lacks the beauty and ease with which it normally flows.
 
   However, before I can complain of my discomfort or even think on it too long, the old woman pads her way in worn, light boots to my bedside and calls my attention to a crystal drinking glass laid out on the simple nightstand. She lifts it and offers it to me. I accept it, and with her hand lingering as guidance, I sip slowly from the mildly warm water.
 
   I am grateful when she removes the weight from my hand after I bring the glass away from my parched mouth, the old woman plucking it easily from me and setting it down again. Slightly more escaped from my dream-like daze, I turn my head to her, a long, tumble of auburn hair spilling in a tangled, angry mess down my shoulder. “There now,” the wench coos affectionately, “Come on. I ken ye would like a hot bath—come on, love. I’llna bite.”
 
   All in a rush, my memory comes flooding back, and flashes—of blood and white fur and bronze on steel—course through my mind. It all comes in a dizzying rush that my head spins and my body goes weak. I slacken a bit, putting my head in my hands and just breathing slow and steady for a long moment. I hardly notice when the woman, ignorant to my pain, shifts her arm behind my back to help me out of the bed. Mute and numb, I obey weakly, standing up. I feel stiff and aching, and even I can smell on me the stale stench of sweat and blood mixed in with the poultice packed into my wounds.
 
   I do not even recognize at first that this woman is able to touch my scalding skin without crying out, but as she leads me to the bath, curiosity overwhelms the dulling pain in my head, and I turn back to look at her. She is of lighter coloring than most Flora, but I recognize her as one immediately. Her hair is a soft brown, faded and aged with gray, and her eyes are a pale, worn green. Her skin has a healthy tint, but it is not the warm glow usually seen on a Flora.
 
   Scolding me for my hesitance, the woman pays no mind to my observations and hustles me over to the blazing fire. A towel is set on the floor next to a large basin of steaming water. I sit down with slow, agonizing tension, my thigh burning and aching. I hiss and groan past the pain, plopping onto my backside because my legs can’t hold me. I sigh and lean forward onto my knees, and Heather dunks a rag into the basin before beginning to gently wash my back. “I…can bathe myself,” I hiss, probably sounding a lot more threatening than I actually am.
 
   “I removed the stitches from yer leg and arm yestereve, dearest, so dinna fret about them.” The Flora dunks the rag in the water and hands it to me before wandering off to the other side of the room. There is a simple, stone chest that the Flora opens, sifting through several folds of cloth that I assume are dresses. I have no idea how she plans on keeping me warm in Crystalice clothing. They wear light silks and satins, cool to the touch. I need furs and velvet and wool, many layers of it.
 
   “Our Gabriel had all o’ Catherine’s dressus put in here.” She clucks her tongue and shakes her head, shifting through them. “Poor thing couldna stand ta look a’ ‘em ev’ry day.” She sighs and murmurs some things that I cannot hear as I begin shifting through my memory. I recall once hearing that Gabriel’s wife had passed on some years ago from difficulties in labor. The child had survived, although barely, but his wife had not been strong enough to recover. “He’d want you in a serf’s clothes, assure,” she prattles on, “But we’ve none warm enough ta keep ye. Catherine was a Flora, ya ken. Most of us are mixed breeds and wear only wool. Ya need moar tan dat. She be teh only one wit velvet and fur. He’ll have ta suffer ta sight o’em ‘til we can fine ya sommat else.”
 
   I sit quiet for some time, looking over at the bed loaded with every pallet of fur that probably exists in the castle. I’m not entirely used to a bed; I’ve heard of them before, but never slept on one. At home, I slept on pallets of fur by the fire. But there are heavy wool blankets on top of the cotton sheets, and many more thick, heavy blankets piled on the bed. “I am called Scarlet…Scarlet Anita mei Ka’Rose.”
 
   The old woman only smiles, laugh lines in the corners of her eyes when she answers, “Aye then, my Lady Scarlet. Get yerself nice and cozy, I’ve a spell ta keep the water warm, so dinna fret.” The woman vanishes behind a tri-framed screen that hides me from view of much of the room. However, I can see from her shadow through the screen that she is laying out a dress and seemingly inspecting it. I do not expect her to speak again, but am not all too surprised when she does. The Flora does seem quite a loquacious creature.
 
   “I warrant Gabriel would ha’ lef ye in tha dungeon ha’ ‘is mum no got ‘er hands on ‘im first.” She clucks her tongue with disapproval and shakes her head, continuing, “I don’ yet think he kens tha’ this cold might yet kill ye. We decided ta put ye here, since it’s heavily guarded.” The old woman gives a boisterous laugh and grins a toothy smile. “Ye be in the royal hall, me dear! Were yer position no so dire, ye should feel quite proud.”
 
   I scoff at the information and turn my attention back to washing. I dunk the rag again and slowly dab my way around my wounded shoulder, clenching my teeth together. Slowly, very slowly, the information begins to sink in. I…I am in Crystalice…the heart of my enemy’s territory…dear gods…oh Chelyah…With a heavy, lethargic sigh, I murmur cynically, “I have lived in the royal hall all of my life. It is no different from any other hall through which I have passed.” After an indignant snort to hide how badly I am trembling, I add, “Asides, no place in Crystalice can be honor-worthy.”
 
   The Flora only sighs and shakes her head yet again. “Ma dear ye still have much ta learn. Ye and Gabriel both be as daft as a babe in a swaddling cloth.”
 
   Since I only half understand what the woman says to me, the impact of disapproval and rebuke lessens to a degree. I blink slowly and turn my head back in front of me, still not entirely awake and still partially drugged. When a heavy sigh flutters from my lips, I close my eyes and lean forward against my knees. “How long have I slumbered?”
 
   The Flora does not answer me immediately. She seems to be as trapped in her own thoughts as I am in mine. She sits behind me, and when her bony finger taps my shoulder thrice, I sit up with an annoyed sigh. I cannot see the Flora’s face now, but if I could, I am sure that she would smile at me. The woman takes my hair in her hands and works a warm, creamy salve through it that smells heavily of lavender. She rubs my scalp and nearly puts me to sleep before I catch myself leaning over and quickly sit up again.
 
   Chuckling softly from my little slip, the old woman finally answers me. “Ye’ve been out fer about three days now since Gabriel came back with ye. I dinna ken how long ‘afore ye got here, only that ye been here so long and hadna woke ‘til an hour ago an’ fell back asleep.”
 
   My body tenses in surprise, and I swivel to face the woman, desperate to have heard her wrong. But my body aches and throbs with my movements, and with a groan, I slink onto my side. For a moment, I focus only on my breathing, letting my body slowly readjust itself, before sitting back up and looking to the woman, weakness and lethargy heavy in my eyes.
 
   “O’er three days now,” she confirms with a nod, motioning for me to turn around so that she can finish washing my hair. Obedient, I sigh with discomfort and turn back around.
 
   “So…why is it that you are here? I am an enemy…a prisoner of war. What is this supposed to accomplish?” I close my eyes, alarmed at my own calmness and blaming whatever tonics I’ve been given. I find the woman’s bony hands soothing in my hair while they rub my scalp, and a memory of my mother comes unbidden into my mind. Slowly, I open my eyes, thick, black lashes clouding my vision before I push the thoughts away.
 
   The woman clucks her tongue and gives a toothy grin. “Och, but yer a curious one! Jus like me wee Mira. She be me oldest bairn.” I listen quietly to the random information being sputtered from the old woman, and I wonder if I will become so long-winded with age. But I do not mind her prattling; it keeps my mind from wandering in the silence. “Ah, but tey was head straight for tha dungeon when he come stormin’ in ta palace wit ye all naked and swaddled up like a babe. Ye was der fer a wee bit, but da queen didn’ want ye dead, and teh king and the prince do what the queen says. So here ya be, lassie. None but a Flora could tend ye, and I ken gay fine ye canna tend yeself.” Chuckling, she adds, “Me thinks Prince Gabriel ha’ got it in his mind tha’ he can glean some information from me concerning ye, ma dear.”
 
   “And where is this Gabriel now?” I mutter with obvious distaste for the name upon my lips. Why did he not simply kill me? Even within the Crystalice castle, half sick, half starved, and half mad, with only the protection of a stubborn old Flora woman, I feel no fear. Perhaps I will later, when reality sets in that my life depends upon the good graces of the Crystalice prince, but in this moment, I only want to find that very prince and wring his neck and curse him for bringing me here to Crystalice when he could have shown mercy and given me a swift and painless death. It won’t matter. I belong to no one. I would sooner be thrown back into the dungeon than suffer his company.
 
   There is no knock, no shuffle of footsteps to warn us of his presence. All at once in our brief silence, the door bursts open and a powerful, furious man stands in its wake. Gabriel startles me out of my wits, forcing his way through a compliant door that knocks against the side of the wall when the heavy stone slings back.
 
   “I heard from a guard that she had woken.”
 
   At least he looks less battle-ready now, I muse. His hair is combed and let loose in straight, silver locks to fall over his shoulders and down his back, and his rough fighting garb has been replaced with a fine, silk doublet of a teal color, embroidered in blue designs. His slacks are a simple blue, stuffed into thin, leather boots.
 
   I hiss, a cat’s yowl in my throat. Golden fur ripples over my skin, and I try to summon the energy and the consciousness to Shift.
 
   Heather jumps up in an instant and heads towards him, shielding much of him from my view. However, before he can speak, she begins prattling nonsense and trying to usher him out of the door. “Shame on ye, Gabriel!” she cries at him, “Ha’ ye lost yer wits, child? Get out o’ this room lest ye ruin both yers and the lady’s reputation! Fer pity sake!”
 
   He retaliates in an instant, stopping any advances she had to pushing him out of the door. He turns to face her, the full force of his frozen gaze upon her, harsh, cruel, and…he seems unsettled at the way she flinches from the sight. “She is not a guest, Heather. I could care less for her reputation and lesser still for her life! She deserves nothing less than the hangman’s noose! She is a murderer!”
 
   I’ve heard enough, and I shift from my crouch, stars dancing in my vision, blackness threatening to overtake me. Still, I scream out, “The hell I—!”
 
   “Enough, you wretched woman!” he snarls, his voice crashing through the room and down the halls. Both Heather and I go very still, Heather’s wrinkled, thin lips slightly agape. I am neither surprised nor frightened, but I merely breathe a bit hard, no doubt from exertion and the breath from shouting.
 
   He narrows his eyes, and he sets his sights on the elderly woman, and curtly answers, “I’ve no wish to deal with her when she is in this state. Send her to my chambers when she is decent.” Without another word to either of us, he turns, grabs the side of the door, and slams it closed behind him.
 
   My heart thunders like that of a bird’s for a long moment, before I finally trust the door enough to slowly unclench my muscles, my whole body trembling with pain and fatigue. With a sigh, Heather reclaims her place behind me, and I keep my eyes on the door. I am exposed to the chilly Crystalice air with my body wet, and I just want to be finished with her cleaning my wounds so that I can dry. The Flora helps me clean my hair thoroughly before sitting at my side. She picks and prunes at the sewn gash on my arm, carefully picking out dried bits so that the wound can heal properly, washing it and padding it dry.
 
   Once she tends my arm, I am set to stand and let the woman dry me. She bundles my hair in the towel and stokes the fire in the hearth. Why a room in the Crystalice castle would have a hearth, I cannot comprehend, although since there is little evidence of burns on the stone, I assume that it is more for decoration than use. Or perhaps it is for the Flora who prefer temperatures somewhere between scalding and freezing. My mind wanders as I sit before the fire, settled on another towel and letting my skin absorb the welcome warmth of the brilliant flame.
 
   Heather takes her place at my side and carefully begins to inspect my thigh. My mind drifts away from her scrutiny and the dull throbbing, wondering what the Crystalice would eat. Surely, cool meals, but even cold meat must be cooked. It is not until the woman clucks her tongue with worry and disapproval that I come out of my daze, turning my attention to her.
 
   “What is the matter?” I ask, watching as she carefully lifts my leg, turning her head over all angles to peer into the wound. She tests the swollen, flushed skin around it with a gentle finger, and a startled yelp escapes me when pain sears like a poison through my veins, stealing my breath.
 
   Heather looks up at me to measure my pain, and then looks back to the wound. “I fear, Lady Scarlet, that Gabriel ha’ made a fine mess o’ yer thigh.” She studies it in silence for a moment, and I do not dare to break her concentration to speak. “I’ll stitch it again an’ bind it up tight. Tha’ should keep away infection. I’ll hava use a poultice from ta apothecary and a spell from ta sorcerer.”
 
   “Will I be able to walk?” I ask her, bile rising in my throat as she turns her attention to a slender, curved knife. I recognize it as an instrument to remove stitches, the curved, sharp tip used to slip under the thread and detach it while causing as little harm as possible to the surrounding skin and the wound beneath. But it is a wicked-looking instrument akin to many I have seen made for barbarous intents.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I go to my son’s room to visit a little with him before that Inferno La’Heitan is sent to me. I find the child playing on the floor with marble and glass soldiers and horses that I gave him last year on his birthday. Even if he breaks them, which he has done to two, the break is easily mended with my ice.
 
   He speaks very little, only grinning up and mumbling some incoherent language to himself as he continues his play. He is learning to speak and often does quite well, but he still prefers that incomprehensible babble. Occasionally, he looks up to me and gestures to the figures, and I nod and smile faintly, sitting beside him.
 
   Not ten minutes pass before a knocking disturbs us. Enté only watches with curious eyes when I stand and leave. The fire wretch’s guard is at the door, his face contorted in a mixture of confusion and annoyance. “My liege, De’sanla and I have some…concerns regarding the prisoner.”
 
   Sighing, I toss an angry hand through my hair, the silver strands falling haphazardly around my face and down my shoulders. “What has she done now?” I snap, shutting the door firmly and heading back to the woman’s room. I can already tell that this woman is going cause me much grief. I should have put my damned honor aside and killed her.
 
   When we stop a bit of a ways outside of her door, her shrieks and cries of pain are the first to greet my ears. I look to both of the guards, my brows drawn up in mild surprise and confusion. “Has she gone mad?”
 
   The guard clears his throat and answers, “Not to our knowledge, sir.”
 
   Without another word to either of them, I toss the door open again, Enté having decided to join us. I had not noticed that he chose to follow until his little hand closes around my breeches. Looking down at him, I watch as he peers with curiosity and fright into the room, and I follow his gaze.
 
   The woman is laid out before the blazing hearth, Heather bent over her leg, and I catch the sheen of the silver knife. The Inferno is screaming and shrieking like nothing I have ever heard, struggling visibly against the pain, her fingers wrapped around the towel and her skin shining with sweat. She is breathing hard and in a considerable deal of pain.
 
   Heather snaps something at me, and my eyes go to her. Instantly, I rush inside, commanding Enté to remain in the doorway when I and the two guards restrain the prisoner. They grab her scalding arms and waist, and I go to Heather, using my weight to pin down the woman’s legs. Her skin is like a serrated knife on my skin, scraping and burning at the cool flesh. She screams louder, and my eyes move to her face while Heather continues her work.
 
   Her brows are furrowed with pain, her forehead creased and tight with the enormity of it. Her jaw opens wide with her shrill cries, and I watch her throat contract as she sucks in a gasp of pain. Wondering at what would cause such torment, my attention turns to the wound on her thigh.
 
   Heather carves at it agilely, unearthing the thick puss and dumping it into a bowl. Between doing this, she tosses hot water into the wound to get rid of the smaller collections and flush out the wound. Very few things in this world can make me uneasy, but the sight sends my stomach churning unhappily. I force my gaze away from the sight and back to the face of the shrieking banshee. Her tanned skin is warmed with the fire, tears sparkling like fine crystal in her eyes.
 
   Finally, Heather sits back, cleaning the wound and dabbing it dry. She douses it with a vile of dark liquid that I recognize as a tonic used to numb the wound, enchanted with a Magik to heal it. And it comes at no small price either. “Why did you not use that before…that?” I ask, finally beginning to relax when the girl goes slack. The other guards sigh and pull away from her, nursing burns on their arms and hands.
 
   “The puss was blockin’ tha wound. It wouldna’ ha’ soaked in,” she explains, simple as that.
 
   The demoness groans and tugs on her limbs, trying to turn on her side and inch away from us. The towel has struggled to stay in place through her tossing and fighting, but as she tries to turn, I doubt it will cover her much longer, and I have no wish to catch a glimpse of my prisoner’s backside.
 
   “Don’ ye dare, Scarlet mei Ka’Rose!” Heather snaps. So this woman does have a name. In an instant, Heather draws up her hand, shouting at the guards to move, and when they jump back, she uses a spell to take the water from the boiling bath and toss it onto the Inferno. It is then that I realize that Scarlet had been about to Shift, for she sat back on her rump—the towel falling uselessly into her lap—and she looks to me, and then Heather, her pupils large disks, her eyes no longer a golden brown but yellow and seeming almost to glow. After a moment, the soaked and scowling woman calms down, easing herself back down, closer to the fire, and she turns her back to us, trembling.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   The pain is gone now, but I can’t feel my leg. Whatever the old woman used on me is working quite well…or my leg needs to be amputated despite the agony I just underwent. I know that Gabriel and the guards are in the room, but I’m frankly too exhausted to care. They release my skin, so now I can feel only Heather’s gentle, lukewarm touch working new, fresh stitches into my wounds. Then, she stretches out a long length of cloth and binds my leg tight.
 
   With a heavy, tired sigh, the old woman mutters, “She will heal, my prince. But ye and yer men get out o’ here so she can rest a bit and dress.”
 
   I turn my head to the side to watch meekly when Gabriel rises and moves towards the door. When I look back at the doorway, I see a young child there, his hair a colorful array of blues and greens and purples. He seems worried, afraid…but not of me…for me. Gabriel takes his hand and leads him out of the room, and although the child follows, he turns his head back with curious wonder at me, eyes wide and eager. Our gazes meet for a few seconds, my heart keeping the time, my golden gaze of fire and amber watching the cool serenity of his pale eyes.
 
   And then, he is out of my sight. The door closes, and I am left to the relative darkness of my room and the old woman who is cleaning up the mess on the hearth. “Thank you.”
 
   She is startled when I speak, standing and putting the utensils away. The old woman looks me over and smiles tenderly, giving a single nod. Then, she comes to my side and helps me to sit up before allowing me to lean on her to get to the bed.
 
   “Tha’ numbness will fade soon enough, milady, and the pain will be bearable. Ye can walk—ya need ta. But only a wee bit at a time. Sit there and le’ me comb yer hair ‘til it feels betta.”
 
   And so, I sit on the bed, my legs pulled up in front of me. I am tired and want to slouch and close my eyes, but every time I go lax, the old woman gives a sharp tap to my shoulder, and I sit up straight again. She sits behind me, running a comb through my hair. She pulls expertly at the tangles, tugging them loose, before smoothing down the silken locks.
 
   For a long while, she doesn’t speak, and I almost completely miss her words when she asks, “Scarlet, if I may?…the scars—ye have ‘em all o’re yerself—what…”
 
   I listen to her struggle with the question, and it takes me a moment to realize what she is referring to. I had assumed that it would be obvious where my scars come from, but maybe not… “It is why many women remain archers,” I tell her. “Many of my wounds are accidental—more or less,” although with Blaze, I could never really be sure. “From training or battling. But you are referring to the carvings, aren’t you?” I can tell by her silence that she is. My golden, bronze skin is marred by little swirls and half-moons of pale pink. The scars stretch over my chest, my thighs, under my arms. They do not cover me entirely, but for every tender and most painful spot on my body, there they are. “There…is a price to be a Knight Protector.”
 
   I almost thought she wouldn’t speak again. She finishes combing my hair and then just sits there for a moment before asking, almost in a whisper, “It meant…tha’ much ta ye?”
 
   “Yes…yes, it did.”
 
   When my leg regains some of its feeling, I experiment with wiggling my toes and poking gently at the flesh. At first, I can’t feel much, but as the medicine wears off, the flesh becomes tender once more and I quickly cease my experimenting. I can move the muscles fine, but most of the flesh is still numb. Heather warns me that I’ll have to be careful for the next few hours not to further injure myself since I won’t be able to feel it.
 
   “There nao,” she says with a sigh, my hair laying in thick, combed waves of silk on my shoulders and down my back, glowing copper and gold. She doesn’t speak any more of the scars. “I’ll go an’ get ye yer dress.” She stands from the bed and goes over to the array of cloth that she laid out for me. She motions for me to stand, and I do so quite unstably while the old wench pulls a smock over my head: the first one of simple cotton, the second of wool. Then, she tugs the petticoats over my head, the bottom skirts flowing in a vast collection of frills and lace to fill the skirt. She laces up the back tightly, but I fear complaining lest she add a corset.
 
   The dress goes on last. It is a pretty thing, made of a pale, teal velvet and lined with wool. It fits snug to my bosom and waist before opening daintily in a small bell at my hips. The sleeves are puffed, tied just above the elbow with a ribbon, before opening widely and dropping down to my wrists, which are hugged tight by my two layers of chemise. The laces are in the back, so the old Flora goes behind me and begins to lace them properly.
 
   At first, neither of us speak, but as she finishes, she pats my back, but does not move. She sighs and shakes her head, and when I turn my head to look back at her, curious as to her dismay, she refuses to look at me and only answers in a melancholy voice, “I dinna ken tha’ master nor ‘nyone else realizes wha’ this place is goin’ ta’ do to ye. Ye’ll die here, Scarlet-love, if he keeps demandin ye like he does. Ye need rest. Not an audience with him.” She sighs irritably and looks to me apologetically. “Try not ta wear yerself out, and come back straightaway as ye can ta rest…maybe I can keep ye alive.”
 
   I do not answer. What can I say? She turns me around and studies me carefully, instead, standing a good head shorter than me. “Ye look odd in Crystalice clothing. It dosna suit ye, but ye look nice. Would ye like tae leave yer hair down?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer simply. She guides me to the small looking glass on the other side of the room, and I take a moment to study my appearance. My wounds are hidden at least, but my face and hands hold a few minor scratches. My cheeks are hollow and my eyes are dark. I look ashen and sickly. I feel it. There is a scab on my right brow where the hilt of Gabriel’s sword clipped my skin. My hands are rubbed raw and bruised and cut from the riding gloves, and I hold them out for my own inspection. Wrinkling my nose at how the cold makes them hurt, I hide them with silk gloves.
 
   Finally, I take a moment to study the whole of my appearance.
 
   The old wench is right. Even in my sickly sight, pale and grayish, my skin is dark enough that it contrasts sharply to the bright teal of the velvet dress. My rich, red hair, my dark skin and golden eyes. It doesn’t look right.
 
   I sigh, I turn back to the woman, who smiles her toothy smile and gestures to the door. There are a pair of blue slippers there, which I slide into before looking back to her. “Tha’ guard will take ye ta the prince.” I look at her a moment, my face grave, and I give a single nod. She gives another small smile, but I can see that there is something in her eyes, something unspoken, something for me. And so, I hesitate at the door, my fingers brushing the pull but not quite grasping it. She notices my gaze and looks up at me. There are faint tears in her eyes. “I dinna ken why ye did…but…thank ye…for sparin’ ma boy.”
 
   My brows knit together. “Sparing your…” And my eyes go wide. An image of the terrified young boy at the battle of the wasteland comes to mind. The one of three. The only enemy I ever let walk away from me. “Tam. You are Tam’s mother.”
 
   Heather nods, and her smile is weak. “Aye.”
 
   I close my mouth and watch her warily for a moment. As my caregiver, she could have easily killed me and none would have questioned her. But she has done nothing but care for me. Why did I let Tam go in any case? I do not have an answer, not even for myself, and I have nothing for her either. Instead, I soften the hard line of my mouth and answer her with a single nod before grabbing the pull of the door.
 
   Another sigh. I yank open the heavy, stone door. This castle is mostly smooth, polished stone, and although Inferno’s Den is a rough, darker stone, it feels so different beneath my touch. The Den’s walls always feel hot, like coals. And yet this stone is so damn cold that it is painful to feel. The old woman found it necessary to bring me a pair of silk and lace gloves to wear before letting me leave, and I am very grateful for them now. They do not offer much warmth or comfort, but at least they protect me from coming into direct contact with the cold.
 
   The pair of guards instantly turn their heads to me, one a bit shorter than me and in his wolf form. The other one is much taller than me and human. They wear no armor like the Inferno guard do, so their expressions of distaste and hatred are obvious to my watchful gaze. They do not speak, but I close the door and take a few steps out, both of them watching me as though I might sprint off. As if I could get more than a few feet with my leg the way it is.
 
   Finally, I turn to face them both, but they still refuse to speak. My lips pucker with annoyance, and my brows pinch together unhappily. “Well? Am I supposed to wander around here? Gabriel sent for me, and I’ve no damn clue where I’m at.” I am tired and in pain, and what are they going to do? Hit me? Torture me? Nothing could be worse than Heather digging through the gash in my thigh. So what really can they do to me?
 
   “Prince Gabriel, La’Heitan,” one guard snaps, glowering at me, one hand at the hilt of his sword. I know it would only take a mild provocation before it is at my throat.
 
   The wolf sighs and gestures with his head, standing to all four legs and nearly five feet tall just at that. He begins down the hall, and when I follow him, the human guard comes up behind me.
 
   There is no ounce of gladness to be found in either of them, although I do not suspect that I should have ever have found any. But I pity them. I am certain that they did not volunteer to guard me, protect their people from the creature who represents the war and the enemy who has taken so many of their loved ones. They certainly do not want to protect me from those who, in their eyes I am certain, would be justified in taking my life.
 
   Just like the gloves, the blue slippers offer little protection against the cold, and I curl and uncurl my toes continually to try and warm them as I walk. But still, it is better to have nearly useless slippers than to come in direct contact with the icy floor.
 
   I think on these things when a soft noise catches my attention. Picking up my head, my molten gaze finds a small form curled up on the ground, his little knees tucked up to his chest and his pale, spindly arms wrapped around them. He’s beneath the window, trying to make himself look as small as possible with his head tucked into his chest and his muffled cries echoing past his clenched teeth.
 
   A boy. The child who followed Gabriel into my room. His son, perhaps? My mind works swiftly, going through the information in my head. With Mit’an’av dead and Gabriel a widower, this child is the next heir. He makes a pitiful, sad sound, and my heart clenches a bit, watching him. My eyes are hard and cold as I move towards him, but the guard catches my arm. His hand is frighteningly cold, even with the layers of my clothes, and it sinks deeper into my bones. I whirl on him with a fierce hatred in my eyes. “Let go of me,” I snarl. Don’t hit him. Don’t hit him. Don’t hit him.
 
   His eyes only harden, and he tightens his hold. “That is the prince’s son.”
 
   “I can see that,” I snap. “And he is crying.” He stares at me for a long moment, a tightness in his jaw, those pale eyes watching me. Finally, having lost my patience, I hiss, “He is only a child!”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   I know what he thinks, because I thought it too. The child is an easy target. If nothing else, he is my enemy. More so, he is the Crown Prince’s only heir, but…I can’t hurt him. Not that I could if I tried with these two guards but…war is between men and swords, not innocent ones. The innocent should be protected, no matter their blood. Finally, I shut my mouth and say low, “He is only a babe. Or would you like to explain to Gabriel why you left the young prince crying on the floor? You can’t pick him up and watch me at the same time. So let me make sure he’s all right and you can keep that sword in your hand.”
 
   He is nearly growling, and his hand tightens, now officially hurting me. My nostrils flare with pain, but I am glaring at him, meeting the tall man look for look. Thankfully, he is just as uncomfortable touching me as I am being touched, and he lets go, hand on the hilt of his sword. “Be warned, woman…any aggression towards the boy, and I’ll have your head.”
 
   I give him a level look and then turn back to the child who is watching us with fear and anxiousness. My eyes soften against my will, and I pad a few steps over to him. He curls up tighter, and I feel the tense guard at my side ready to yank me back at any moment. I keep a bit of distance and crouch down, watching the boy. My leg screams and threatens to unseat me. He relaxes a little with me as small as he is. “Hush, little one…why are you crying?”
 
   The boy hiccups his tears back into his throat and then murmurs and whines some only partially coherent, much elaborated story, “I dano wha I did…’es so angre…went to ya ‘oom an’ we came out, he’d na smile or ‘old me’.”
 
   Anger squeezes my heart and makes it thump hard in my chest, but I push it away and hide it from the child, giving a very faint, unbidden smile. “Where is your father now?”
 
   “‘is ‘oom,” he answers, pointing to the door to what I assume to be Gabriel’s chambers.
 
   I glance to the door and then back to the boy. “Would you like to go see him? I bet he’s not angry at all. Come on.” I offer out my arms, and the guard sucks in his breath. But the boy, so eager for affection, scurries up awkwardly and right into them. I wrap my arms around him and carefully stand, my leg cursing my existence. Oh, I’m so stiff…I just want sleep…ow, stitches. Ow.
 
   But the boy starts whining and squirming, and I watch the guard stiffen and pull out his sword a bit. “Ow, ow! Hot! Hot!” the boy cries, alarmed.
 
   I realize my error at once and send my temperature plummeting. I swoon, swaying a bit, and the wolf guard leans against my back, keeping me up while I hold the boy carefully. When my temperature is cold enough, although still probably uncomfortable but not enough to not want to be held, the child nestles into me. I regain my footing and smile down at him. It is worth the discomfort of feeling so cold and disoriented. And it will only be for a short while.
 
   “What is your name, child?” I murmur, walking once more, keeping my gaze upon the child to comfort him in the knowledge that he has my attention.
 
   Grinning with pure delight, he answers proudly, “Enté.”
 
   “Enté?” I ask, and he confirms with a curt nod. I glance down at him, unsmiling but gentle. “I rather like it. A strong name for a warrior.”
 
   Enté beams with pride, although he understands only that I compared him with a soldier. He squiggles and giggles with delight, grinning broadly and leaping into an endless jumble of conversation until we reach the door some few yards away. His incessant chatter makes my head throb, but I do not mind so much as I mind that Gabriel seems to puff about like an angry dragon, not carrying who is around. How many times, I wonder, did my mother have to go and pull me out of some crawl space and take me to my father so that he could assure me that he hadn’t yelled at me or many times even realized I was in the room. He had patted my head and kissed my brow, but I was still afraid of being near my father when he was discussing military matters. I do not want Enté to feel the same.
 
   “Hush now.” He grins again and nods eagerly before waiting in anticipation as the guard knocks on the door.
 
   “Enter.” The voice sends chills tingling up my spine, but I force them back and walk into the room, the child clinging to me.
 
   When we enter the room, Gabriel is standing on the other side, facing the window with his hand clasped around his opposite wrist behind him. The door, like the others, is made of frosted glass, and the floor is smooth, frosted ice on marble. The walls are a lighter marble, blocked in even, simple squares. Little ornaments the room: a black, marble desk against the adjacent wall, no hearth, not even a rug. The other walls are lined with shelves and bookcases, filled with books and interesting boxes.
 
   “Why do you hold him?” The menace in Gabriel’s voice rings loud through the room, and my attention returns to him. Enté shifts in my arms, tucking himself against me and peering with wide eyes at his father. Gabriel turns an accusatory glance to the guard who stares back at him coolly.
 
   I watch him for a moment, feeling my heart beat hard with anger. “Shut up,” I snap. I am trying to be diplomatic, trying to keep from upsetting the child in my arms who is too young to understand. I am trying. “He was crying in the hallway. He thinks you’re mad at him, Gabriel. Now fix it.” I bite out the last part, quite proud of myself for holding back most of the expletives in my head.
 
   If Gabriel is surprised or feels any emotion past the stoic expression on his face, I cannot tell. Moving carefully towards me, he plucks the child from my arms, his icy hand brushing against the inside of my only slightly warmer arm. He says nothing to me, nor even looks at me for that matter. He reclaims the child and holds him, walking a bit away from me, although I can still hear their conversation easily.
 
   “Enté, does the woman speak true, my child?” His voice is the most gentle I have heard it yet, a strong, steady strum of notes that coax and soothe. It surprises me, and I stare at the back of his head. Enté bows his little head and nods. A tender, loving smile graces Gabriel’s features, his eyes softening, the hard lines easing, and I find myself curious at such a sight. When he smiles so fondly at his son, his eyes lose their hardness and become liquid pools of serenity.
 
   He turns from me again, so that I can no longer see that same softness claim his expression, but it is warm in his voice when he replies, “I see…forgive me, little one. I did not mean to be sharp with you. But go now…I’ve matters to attend to which you cannot understand.” I doubt that Enté understands anything at all in what Gabriel says to him, but the child seems to find only affection in his father’s tone, not condemnation, and so he smiles and allows Gabriel to walk him to the door.
 
   Immediately, I move out of the way. I am slowly raising my temperature to that of a comfortable heat, tempted to light my body aflame but doubting that I have enough strength to keep it going for long. I shuffle to the side, standing out of the way of the door so that I am not forced to come in contact with the ice-peoples.
 
   Gabriel shares a few curt words with the guard; his stony expression returning just as perfectly crafted. He then hands the child over and slowly stands to his full, impressive height, shutting the door before his eyes turn to me. I hold myself up against the wall, my legs numb and my arms worse for wear. But before his gaze finds me, I force myself to straighten, my leg screaming angrily when I put more weight on it, begging me to relinquish it from pain.
 
   Unfortunately, Gabriel does not seem to be in any rush to end my torment to send me away to my room. He leaves me there, not moving a muscle, standing before the door, as though guarding it from a woman who can barely keep herself standing. He keeps his gaze on me, that penetrating, damnably annoying stare that chills my blood.
 
   I finally reach my limit where necessity overrides sanity. “What do you want, damnit?” My voice is a low hiss, thrumming in the room while my amber eyes cut up to him, black lashes framing the enlarged pupils that lock on him. I am too tired to be courteous, too proud to beg for my life, and too filled with hatred to show him anything but disdain and contempt.
 
   He looks away from me, apparently no longer interested in holding my fiery gaze. I would like to say that he was probably intimidated by me, but I highly doubt that anything about my small, weak frame at that moment startled Gabriel. He holds out his hand, palm up, and for a moment, I wonder if he expects me to take it. But he is staring intently down at his palm, and I watch as a thin needle of ice forms, slowly shifting and building into a simple but sharp dagger. Gabriel turns it in his hand, spinning it between his fingers idly and twirling it easily there.
 
   “What is your name?” His voice is neutral, trudging on the edge of boredom, neither too loud nor too soft. Oh lovely. We have returned to the old threat-of-torture technique. He takes a few steps forward, his white-blue eyes finally coming up to meet mine, and behind the ice mask that he wears, I can see the flicker of pain and fury and a deadly challenge that I am not sure I can win.
 
   “I have nothing to say to you, Sha’cladav.” I do not even see him move. I am certain that I keep my eyes on him the entire time, watching as he studies the dagger in his hand, as though loftily admiring his own design. But then suddenly, he is upon me, whipping around faster than a flash of fire and slamming the dagger between the stone slabs, right beside my head. The funny thing is that I am either now fully insane or simply much too exhausted to care, because my complaint lies in the fact that a piece of my hair now floats contently to the ground. My breath catches in my throat before sinking back down into my chest and sending my heart thundering inside my ribs. The fear only makes me feel even weaker and more exhausted, but I would like nothing more than to gut the ice prince before me for slackening my honor and damaging my pride.
 
   “You would be wise to answer me, woman.” His voice is low and mean, a dark thrum against my ear. I can feel his cold breath against my cheek and neck, feel the vibrations of his voice in the sensitive canal of my ear.
 
   I shrug, my eyes sliding easily from him to the window behind us both, trying to appear aloof and regain whatever dignity I lost, and I have lost a good deal. My voice is clipped but wickedly calm as I answer tartly, “My tutors always did say that I never minded them.” But after I speak, my bad knee buckles beneath me, and I sink about half a length before catching myself. I do not have the strength nor the pain-tolerance to push myself back up again, and instead clench my eyes and wish that Gabriel would just go and leave me in peace. The stone wall is so cold behind me…
 
   His fist comes flying at me, a movement that I should have, but did not, see building in his arm. Gabriel does not strike me, but his knuckles land so hard against the marble slab beside my head that it cracks like a spider’s web under his thickest knuckle, and his ice blade slips out of the wall and clatters to the ground.
 
   I pride myself on the fact that I do not scream, but a shrill gasp rips at my lungs, and the confident gleam in his eyes tells me that he knows on some level just how much he frightens me.
 
   “This is not a game,” he growls.
 
   I wait a long moment before I answer, “Is it not?” glaring off to the side, not wanting him to see my amber eyes, not wanting him to know the poisonous rage that burns inside of me. I gather enough strength into my arms to plant my palms firmly on Gabriel’s cold chest, feeling him suck in a breath to my fiery touch, and I shove hard to knock him back enough so that at least his fist is not right against the side of my face.
 
   My legs go out from underneath me, giving in to the pain and the exhaustion. “Hasn’t it been nothing but a game all of these years? A game where the rules are always changing, and the only form of a winner is the one who has sacrificed the most!” I am worn to the core, aching from the inside out. My leg paid its penance for the day, and it is a damn miracle that I am still conscious. After the pain I endured through Heather’s ministrations, I had not thought that I would ever walk again. Gathering my strength, I suck in a breath and scream, “Has it not! Dare tell me, ice prince, that I am wrong!”
 
   A moment of tense silence passes, filled only by my faint, labored breathing. “You are a fool,” he says simply, turning and picking up the blade. He shakes his head as my gasping slowly settles into a hard but stable rhythm. “You are a fool. Leave. I suggest that you have more to tell me tomorrow if you do not want to die a quite painful and slow death.”
 
   My knees are trembling when I force myself to stand; the worn muscles throb, and the bones scream and protest against such movements. But I force myself up, my face flushed with rage and embarrassment that I am forced to lean against the wall for my support. I will not allow Gabriel to reduce me to this! I am stronger than this! Dragging slow and steady breaths from my nostrils, I make my way past him and to the door. I can feel the prince’s eyes on my back as I go, but I do not give him the pleasure of acknowledging his presence. My stance is tense and sore, limping on one side with one hand against the wall to keep me from swooning.
 
   Outside of Gabriel’s study, I take a moment to pause and lean almost completely against the wall, dragging more thorough breaths in and out of my mouth, clenching my eyes. There is a guard there who watches me without looking at me, his back ramrod straight and his grip on the hilt of his sword. With a weak smirk, I allow my mind to toy with the prospect of sending out a little flame just to make him jump. But even that small amount of power would have me face-first on the floor if the effort it takes going back to my room does not already ruin me.
 
   Dedicating myself to my task, I pull my gaze away from the guard and begin my treacherous journey back to my room. The guard does not touch me, does not offer me assistance. He stays at a distance, but never too far, as though he is connected to me through an invisible rope and cannot go farther than that rope allows but refuses to venture closer. With the door in sight, I lose a little bit of myself into the comfort of knowing that I will soon be within the warmth of my bed, and this ease lands me in a twirling hallway before everything goes black, a faint impression of my head hitting something hard and cold.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   Damn that woman! 
 
   Since the Lady Scarlet left my chambers, I found no peace. When scowling out the window into the pale magnificence of my city gave me no comfort, I found myself pacing back and forth before the window until I caught myself counting and pacing each step in time and rhythm, just to focus my furious thoughts away from that woman and her infernal ways.
 
   Savages! The Inferno are all savages!
 
   My rage is boiling at a point I have not felt in ages, and while I relish in the glory of my wrath, in something other than the submission to warring and murder, it does not become a future king. Chelyah, I really am the future king, aren’t I? With an angry growl, I force my feet to still and throw back my head, running my hand through the long, tangled mess and pulling it from the leather strap holding it away. I need to have it cut, or so my father told me, but I do not have the patience.
 
   Enté. He is my one solace, my one comfort and sanity in this world of madness. He is probably playing in his room with one of his keepers, and if not, someone will know where I can find him. I do not spend as much time with my son as I would like, for he grows so much in so little time! I remember when he was still a babe, new and unlearned to our world. And now, he nearly reaches my hip and learns quickly our language and skills.
 
   Making up my mind to go and see him, I turn and head for the door, shutting it behind me and taking one look down the hall—just in time to see a curtain of crimson hair flowing down the back of one of my guards, the fierce Scarlet of Inferno slung over his shoulder. Rage boils in me, hot and ugly. Of course she tried to run. Arrogant fool! How far did she really think that she was going to get?
 
   “Guard!” I call, hands clenching into fists at my side as I storm down the hall to where the guard reaches Scarlet’s door. He turns and takes in my appearance, going impossibly pale. I must look ripe for murder, and quite frankly, I am. I’ve had just about all that I can take from the Lady Scarlet, and I am finished with being kind. “Trouble again, is she?” The guard starts to stammer something, but I cut him off with a look and continue, “I am finished with her trouble. Bind her ankle with a rope to the bedpost or window. Something. Just keep her still for Chelyah’s sake!”
 
   The guard is considering me with desperate, large eyes, stammering, “B-but, your eminence—”
 
   “What!” My patience is through and gone. I’ve had it with this woman and her ways, her temper and stubborn arrogance. I’m finished!
 
   My curt demand seems to make the guard think better for his protest, for he ducks his head and mutters, “N-nothing at all, s-sir. I’ll t-take care of it.”
 
   With a single nod, I throw one death-worthy glare at the lady and storm off towards the main floor.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   I am not sure what to expect when I wake up from my unconsciousness. Dare I even wonder where I am this time? First in the Crystalice castle; what next? At the bottom of a lake? Groaning, I shift, testing my limbs one by one, all of them stiff and throbbing in protest to movement. I realize quite quickly that I am not on the plush, warm mattress of my bed swaddled in heavy blankets. The stone floor beneath me is cold and unyielding against my sore breasts and aching wound, my stomach imprinted with some of the lines from the dress and the stone floor. The fire is no longer lit, leaving my room doubly cold.
 
   I am also quite aware of a pressure on my ankle from something wrapped around it. There is no danger near me, so I do not feel the need to bolt up just to have exhaustion send me right back down to the ground, much faster than I would like to go. And so, I test my ankle and find that it will not move, before slowly rolling onto my side and glaring down at where my slender ankle is tied tight to the bedpost. It has just enough slack to allow me to stand, it seems, but not to go very far.
 
   All at once, the rage comes to me, boiling and seething inside of me like something dark and ugly. “Gabriel Jan’tel!” My shriek rings through the room, high-pitched and filled with venom. I make no effort to mask my fury or the promise of vengeance in my voice. Struggling to stand, I grip the bedpost and pull myself up. The closest thing to me is a delicate vase sitting on the mantel above the hearth. It is a lovely piece, wonderfully crafted and painted with care. I grab the fragile thing and hurl it at the door, watching it shatter noisily. “I know you hear me, you great brute of a creature! Go get your prince! Now!” I scream in frustration, “To the Depths with all of you! Bring me Gabriel! So help me, Chelyah, I shall set this whole place ablaze!”
 
   I am not with any lack of items to throw and horrible things to shriek before Gabriel is finally produced for me, ducking from an incense burner that lands just a ways from him. He glances back at it before his eyes return to me, taking everything in. The man looks like he was dragged right from a dead sleep, and with that thought, I glance to the windows to find the sky beyond a pitch black, stars sparkling beautifully within its blanket. That would explain the appearance…
 
   Since my duel and through my capture, I had never thought of Gabriel as anything more than an enemy, a thorn in my side, an obstacle that I would probably one day kill if given the chance. I never considered the way his silver hair seems to be almost a pale blond in the light of the sconce behind him, haloing his head. I always thought it was silver. From my room, there is only darkness, and it falls heavy upon him so that he is a predator lurking in my room, pale blue eyes watching me steadily. I always thought him small for being dwarfed by his great beast of a father, but I can see now that he is anything but. He is much taller and wider than I, built with a frame that is clearly used for battle. In the pale moonlight that does come through my room, I can see a glint of something. Scars, perhaps?
 
   Startled at my curiosity, my eyes go right to his once more, smoldering with fire. Gabriel stands patiently in my doorway, watching me with his calm and self-assured manner, blue eyes pale and rimmed with flecks of ice. He seems mildly amused, as though he can see my thoughts, and that only makes me angrier. I set my teeth together, forcing my gaze to hold to those damnable eyes before I take his attention to my ankle, giving it an experimental tug before snapping, “What is this meaning of this! Have you lost your wits, you stupid man!”
 
   Gabriel sighs in a way that seems as though I had pulled him out of his room to ask if I could have another blanket or a candle instead of why in Chelyah’s name I am tied to my bed! “You did this to yourself, La’Heitan. I am going back to bed. We can discuss this in the morning.”
 
   “How!” I shout when he turns to leave, keeping my voice at a volume and pitch that refuses to be ignored. My ire is rising and rising with this man, and it is very close to being unleashed into something terrible indeed.
 
   Gabriel finally whirls on me, rage—uncommon to the Crystalice—hardening his eyes. This is not the calm gaze of determination to kill. This is not the cold malice of death. This is anger. Pure and rich and burning hot as a fire. “I offer you life! I offer you decent accommodations and respect! And yet how do you repay me? Malice! Your malevolent tongue and treacherous ways!”
 
   Anger only boils stronger and faster in my blood, and I protest with a cry, “How have I done such things!”
 
   “This very night you tried to escape!” he shouts, taking an aggressive step closer. “And now—what?—you would like me to put you up in a nice soft bed, maybe a hot meal for your troubles? Are you mad?”
 
   I give pause, taking a few breaths and studying Gabriel with confusion. “Escape? When?”
 
   “Do not play dim-minded, woman,” he snaps, gesturing towards the door where the guards stand, glancing tentatively inside. “I saw you this very evening, slung over the guard’s shoulder as he carried you back.”
 
   My face goes hot, although whether from anger or embarrassment that he had seen such a display of weakness, I am not sure. “I—I did not run, you bastard! I collapsed in the hall!”
 
   “Lies!” he cries out, a dagger of ice forming in his hand as he stalks closer, teeth ground together. I am pleased at least that he did not think me weak enough to faint from exhaustion and pain in the hall.
 
   “You are the liar, Gabriel! You have these delusions in your mind to make yourself hate me!” It is enough to make Gabriel pause, his hard eyes searching mine ruthlessly. Taking a breath, I continue quickly, my voice softening a bit, satirical as I continue, “Why do you want to hate me, Gabriel? Or rather, why do you not already? Are you so soft as to take pity on the enemy? How pathetic.”
 
   It is enough to start him up again, and he grips the dagger before bounding towards me again. I stand still. To run is useless anyways, and so I poise myself with deceitful grace, awaiting him. When he is close enough, I speak up once more, my voice one of soft…entreat perhaps? “We are not what you think, ice-prince. We are not barbarians.”
 
   Gabriel stops again, clenching his dagger barely a foot from me and watching me carefully as I speak. My golden eyes lock on his, and we do not look away, the ferocity of my gaze not matching the soft strum of my voice. “You think that we are cruel, heartless demons with only thoughts of blood and death and savagery—but you are wrong. My people are a proud and loving race. We care deeply for our brothers and our sisters within the clans, and everyone is family to us.” My eyes harden a bit, and I continue, “Your Crystalice smile and coax, but they hide their malevolence and disdain. They show no emotions, nothing that is beyond their control of feelings.”
 
   “Enough,” Gabriel growls, taking one more step and grabbing my arm in his cold hand. I try not to gasp, but my heart starts pounding again, and my eyes meet with Gabriel’s and do not waver.
 
   “Sire,” comes the voice of one of the guards, and although I turn my attention to him, Gabriel never takes his furious gaze off of my face, his freezing touch sending surges of pain up my arm. The guard from this evening steps forward, a mixed-blood with light brown hair and blue-violet eyes. “The lady speaks true, milord. I followed her not even half way back to her room, and then she collapsed.”
 
   Gabriel’s eyes finally slide to the guard, and he watches him for a long moment before the man finally makes a sound, releasing a large gust of air from his chest. For the first time, the guard drops a bit of his rigidness and looks to me, his blue and purple eyes catching mine for the briefest of moments before returning to Gabriel’s. I think that I might have seen a smile, but if so, it was gone before it could be missed.
 
   “Very well then, Ckai’ten. You may return to your post,” Gabriel answers simply, eyes going back to mine, although I try to focus on the guard, Ckai’ten, rather than my own punisher. He glances back at me, this time for a moment longer, and I notice the strong structure of his face and the heavier set to his form which is more common to Inferno and Flora than the Crystalice or other Ceruleans for that matter. But a moment is all that is allowed before he gives a slight bow and heads out the door, leaving Gabriel and I alone once more.
 
   Gabriel stands still and silent for a long moment, a proud statue in my room, barely moving, only the faintest expansions of his chest signaling his breathing. I am not even certain that he even blinks. Finally, without moving his gaze from mine, he flips the dagger in his hand so that he holds the blade, offering the hilt to me. “Use it to cut the rope.”
 
   Apparently, the man is not awake enough to remember that the frozen blade could very well cost me my fingers should I touch it, and I hiss, the throaty sound mimicking a cat as I take a step back, my teeth lengthening into fangs, pointed and cruel.
 
   The muscles in Gabriel’s body coil to defend, but I make no aggressive move, only showing my teeth and backing away from the frozen knife with agitation. He seems to realize his error, for he releases a sigh and goes down to sit on the floor, one leg beneath him, the other bent at the knee in a kneel. “Sit,” he commands, but I do not move, glaring down at him for ordering me.
 
   He looks up at me with danger in his eyes, but I stare right back, more stubborn than he. For a long moment, we glare daggers at each other before he finally growls, “Do you want the rope off or would you rather keep it until daybreak when someone manages to bring up the courage to touch you to get it off?”
 
   I stare a moment longer, and then sigh wearily, sitting down and tucking both of my legs to the side, my skirts arranged down to my ankles. Gabriel sighs and settles into a more relaxed sitting position, grabbing my ankle and tugging it closer. His hand is not freezing, but it is a great displeasure against my skin, and I try not to squirm.
 
   He begins cutting away at the rope, careful not to touch my skin more than necessary, and certainly not with the knife. Although I make no sound for a short while, I watch him, his tired form working over the rope. Finally, I respond in a wearied voice, “It is not courage that they lack…it is compassion. Not that I blame them.”
 
   Gabriel glances up at me before looking back down at the rope. “Oh?”
 
   I turn my head to look to the fire that I had set blazing when I managed to get the wood into it, in between my screaming fits at the door. “What do they have to fear from a woman half-dead and unarmed? They do not fear me, Gabriel; they hate me. Those guards would rather destroy me than protect me, and I doubt that anyone would take any offense if they did.”
 
   He sighs and goes quiet for a time, and only after a moment do I realize that the rope fell away. Gabriel holds my ankle still, staring down at it, lost in thought. I give a small tug of my limb and say, “You may be accustomed to my heat, but I am not to your cold. Release me.” He obliges me, although if he was fully awake and sore-tempered as usual, I doubt it would have ended at that.
 
   Gabriel looks to me. I sit casually by the hearth and the fire that I stoked while waiting for him, watching him with a serene expression. “My mother would…she is the reason you are alive…even though…it was only a few nights ago that she wept for the son you murdered. Believe me, you: whatever information I could glean from you would not be worth denying myself the pleasure of bathing in your blood.” I feel a chill go straight through me despite the fire, and I try not to let my face betray my pounding heart as those crystal eyes lock on mine. “My mother is from the Liean Era, and she has the mindset of the old code, which strictly forbids the torture or execution of a woman, even an enemy, a soldier…I believe my mother has interest in your knowledge of Inferno.” I open my mouth to speak, but he raises his hand and continues swiftly, “Not military…more likely as not—culture.”
 
   I give him an odd look, but the prince does not seem interested in appeasing me. And so, I sigh and shift a bit more comfortably before asking, “So, when am I to see her?”
 
   Again, he shrugs and answers, “She is busy as of late. You are no pressing matter, and so you can wait.”
 
   With a roll of my eyes, I shake my head and lay down on the stone floor, the hearth warmed by the light of the fire. The stone is hard and firm beneath my body, and a sigh spills out from my chest when I close my eyes. “What is to become of me until then?”
 
   I cannot see him, nor hear him, for the man barely makes a sound other than to answer, “For now, you wait. You may only leave your room when summoned, and only with an escort.” My lips slide into a coy smirk, and a scoff mars the uneasy peace between us. “What was that?” he growls.
 
   Opening my eyes a hair, I answer, “You cannot keep me here, Gabriel. Never. When I heal, you will not be able to hold me. And if I die, no bars will ever hold me again. Your power over me is temporary at best, an accepted submission at worse. Your impression of control is a lie.”
 
   I hear a shift of sound, and I close my eyes again, confident in my safety. I open them when the light of the fire is blocked, Gabriel poised over me with cruelty in his eyes. “You are so sure of yourself, woman,” he snarls, tension etched in his every muscle. “Tell me, creature, what is to keep me from killing you or defiling you and showing you exactly how much strength I do have?” His brother might have made me flinch with that threat, for I know that he would. But Gabriel? It’s laughable. Even from what little I know of the man himself, I know well the prince in politics, and he is as devoutly loyal to his honor code as his mother is—or else he would have killed me in the wastelands.
 
   My golden eyes mock him, and I laugh, tilting my head back a bit before grinning up at him wickedly and answering, “You think that will make you stronger?” I chuckle. “You simple man. That is not power. That is madness. That is fear. That is pride. But that is not power.”
 
   I shift, arching my back so that my chest slides along his, my eyes never leaving his. Gabriel doesn’t move, but I hear the soft catch in his breath. A soft purr begins in my throat, rumbling down in my chest, and I shift with the slow, languid motions of a feline. “You allow me into your mind.” I release my air in a rush, the warmth of it dancing over his neck, and I see the faintest shiver steal his body for a moment. “You allow me under your skin.” I tilt up my head to graze his neck with the tip of my tongue, and I feel the heavy pulse beneath and his sudden inhale. I hear the snap of his teeth coming together, and I move my head up to whisper into his ear, “That is power.” I nip once. Twice. “And it will kill you.”
 
   That is his only warning before the Shift comes over me, and I throw him beneath me, my body contorting with a snap of bones and ripping of muscle, fur spilling over my skin, my dress tearing and falling away; fangs explode in my mouth, the pain and rage taking over me, and although Gabriel is quickly following me into a Shift, I am faster, and my teeth sink into his shoulder.
 
   The man roars in pain, the sound warping into a howl as his Shift finishes, and the much larger canine writhes beneath me. No longer can my weight hold him down, and he easily bites into my neck and tosses me. But I am ready, and despite the sting of the wound, I land easily on my feet, claws scraping against the stone. The door bursts open as Gabriel rolls onto his paws, sinking into a crouch.
 
   With shouts of alarm, the guards quickly Shift as well into their forms: one of them a coyote, the other an arctic fox, both massive in size. They both come quickly to either side of Gabriel, both closing in on my tigress who has backed herself into a corner by the vanity. I crouch low and snarl, tail flicking from side to side.
 
   One of the guards, the fox, snarls and lashes out, eager for my blood. I dodge him to the right, but the other comes upon me with cold intent, throwing his body into mine, although he does not draw blood, knocking me back. Only the fox is close to me in size; both Gabriel and Ckai’ten are significantly larger than me. Gabriel is upon me in an instant, cornering me despite my desperate feign to the left, then the right, trying to evade him. He matches the wound on his shoulder with one on my own, his teeth sink in and rip a scream from my powerful jaws while I squirm. He throws us both to the right, pinning me on my side as I writhe on the floor, his fangs only sinking deeper and deeper. The bone snaps, splintering. My breaths turn to gasps, and I am left no choice but to Shift in surrender, and the others do as well.
 
   Both guards stand ready, swords drawn. Gabriel pins my body to the ground with his own when he removes his fangs and Shifts, and I regret ever thinking him weak for not being as bulky as my brethren, for I am left with little mobility beneath him; my shoulder seeps blood, and my neck is badly scraped, my leg throbbing and pulsing with pain. Gabriel’s face is smeared with blood, and his icy eyes lock on my defiant ones.
 
   He holds me until I am weak from the loss of blood, unable to struggle any longer. He stands, stained with blood, his face one of unforgiving menace. The guards are motionless where they stand, both watching me, ready to end me should I rise, but I do not. I struggle to breathe, occasionally coughing up small amounts of blood.
 
   Ckai’ten finally steps forward, although whether to end me or aid me, I am not certain. But Gabriel stops him with a look, and the guard falls back, sword drawn, eyes locked on me. “Leave her,” the prince orders. “No one is to come into this room. Not Heather, not the healers. None but I.” He glares up at both of the guards who meet his gaze steadily. “Go.” Neither hesitate, both giving bows and moving out of the room, both wise enough to give Gabriel a wide berth.
 
   Gabriel watches me for a moment while I heat my hand red-hot until it burns a bright red-orange. Then, I press it to my shoulder, cauterizing the wound enough so that the blood stops. I grit my teeth and scream past them. The wound will heal, as will my neck, but it is painful as hell and an ugly sight to behold.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I am not sure what to think of the demon-woman before me, lying apparently helpless on the floor with blood all around her, watching me with those pain-filled eyes. But I am not so stupid. This woman is no coward, and she is not weak. Insane, maybe. A very strong maybe. I snap my teeth together and relish the blind rage I feel against her, the explosion of emotions through my body that drive away the lust.
 
   Damn her for this! It has been so long since I have felt my body come alive and my blood run red. How can I burn for her? An Inferno whore! There is no light in her heart! No goodness! Everything she is, everything she does, is out of pure self interest and self preservation!
 
   And yet my heart pounds with adrenaline, a rush from the fight, a rush from her touch, her tongue. Damn her! I hit the ground on my knees to the right of her, and I grab a handful of her rich, russet hair, dragging her mouth to my gasping lips. She is filled with fire, heat consuming her, and it only rages hotter with my cold touch to her. I cannot stand to hold her long and thrust her away from me, watching her weak and furious eyes pin me, the taste of blood—her blood—on my mouth.
 
   “Get out,” she growls, her body moving as though she might try to fight once more.
 
   I do not move, on my knees, panting before her, blood running from my shoulder as she watches me with hatred in those amber orbs.
 
   “Your name,” I command.
 
   She is struggling to breathe as well, eyes piercing me with darkness as she lays there, trying to get up. Finally, she drags in a breath and snarls, “I will die before I answer to my name from your lips!…to you…I am Cara.”
 
   Cara.
 
   A growl escapes my throat, but I force myself up, my breath stabilizing a bit while I glare down at her. “May Chelyah have pity on you, monster.” I cannot look at her any longer. Whether out of a desire to touch her or rip her to pieces, it is hard to tell, but I slam the door behind me, the guards standing firm and rigid outside of her door, prepared for anything. I mutter a string of curses and snarl, stalking off to my room, shouting for one of them to find a healer.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   I barely notice the passing of time in that room. By all I can tell, it is four days since he left me here. Three nights and four days. A basin of water is left on the vanity from the night of our fight, and I use it to keep my wounds clean and occasionally quench my thirst, but it does little. I am fading fast.
 
   I cannot remember the last time I ate, and my body is slowly dying. It is a matter of days now, if not hours, before I finally fade into darkness. I manage to drag myself onto the bed, covering myself as much as possible. Eventually, the fire goes out when the logs are all finished, and I do not have the strength to start it once more. I pull out the warmest clothes I can find, two wool underdresses and a velvet dress, and then crawl into bed and pile sheets and blankets and the coverlet onto me, trying to keep as warm as possible. The higher I keep my temperature, the more likely I am to survive. But I need food as well. The Inferno burn hot. We have fast metabolisms and must eat frequently, especially things of weight—the fat of animals, potatoes, breads. The Crystalice eat only small meals and mostly of fruits and cheeses. They need much less food. But I…I will die if I do not have proper sustenance soon.
 
   A wager then: what will kill me faster—my wounds or starvation?
 
   I will not reduce myself to pounding on the door and demanding to see Gabriel. I would rather die. I welcome death. There is nothing left for me. I have no home and no future except pain and torture. And yet, I cannot not bring myself to end my own life. Suicide within the Inferno is not tolerated. In the event of a self-inflicted death, the individual is stripped of all honor and title and is buried in the ground instead of burned. Even the lowest of our people are burned upon death, some on a simple, stone hearth, and the royals on great pyres that send black plumes into the air to darken the skies for days.
 
   Night is beginning to fall again, my room going dark—silent—except for my faint, stuttering breaths. I stopped bleeding days ago, but my body is still fading from malnourishment. My once strong and trained form is thin and fragile, my skin ashen and my eyes pale. I shiver with cold, trying to keep my eyes open. Tonight—tonight will be the last night. Infection is eating at my thigh, and the pain is driving me to madness. I long to close my eyes, but I know that if I do, that they will never open again.
 
   But it does not matter. Even with my eyes open, the room is slowly going dark, darker than the night. I begin to feel light, and a chilled peace settles over me while I tremble with cold and pain. There is a soft sound, but my mind is too muddled to discern what it is. It does not matter—it will all be over soon.
 
   But there is more noise, and pain pierces my head when I try to focus on it. A faint sound, as though I am under water. I try to awaken a bit more, to hear what it is saying.
 
   “Damnit!…healer!…Heather!…Go!” the covers are abruptly wrenched from my body, and I am encased in cold, first from the air, and then from a solid form against mine. The agony of it jolts me back into reality, and I gasp, my eyes fluttering open when I had not even realized that they had been closed. Everything is spinning, and my head feels like it’s being stabbed again and again. An image whirls before me.
 
   White hair pooled over a dark green shirt. Eyes…blue eyes…so pale…they are beautiful…who are you?
 
   “Cara! Cara!” the man cries, shouting into my face, giving my body a light shake.
 
   Gabriel…
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   For days that woman plagues me. Nothing and no one can drive her from my mind. I train. I battle. I work my body until I can barely move. When that does not work, I pour myself into legislators and reports and military strategy. And when even that fails to drive her from my mind, I consume myself with my family, devoting all of my attention to my son, visiting with my mother, and occasionally debating with my father.
 
   On the morrow, I decide, on the fourth night of her imprisonment. In the morn, I will go to her and release her from her confinement.
 
   I am tired and eager for slumber as I walk down the hall. Having retired from a game of tablets with Dena, I cannot help but sigh with frustration when I near her door.
 
   Cara.
 
   My lovely demoness. My enchanting siren.
 
   She will be the death of me.
 
   I try not to look on the door when I come upon it, but what does catch my notice is one of the guards falling out of formation. I turn my head to him. Ckai’ten. He seems so rarely to leave his post. The other guard is barely more than a youth.
 
   “Sire,” Ckai’ten greets severely, bowing formally until given a tired signal to rise. He does so, meeting my gaze with his own, and continues almost urgently, “Milord—the woman—I believe she may be…” At first, I expect some report of Cara attempting escape or aggravating her guards, but the man’s face is so grave that fear steals my breath, and I charge pass him, throwing the door open.
 
   There is no heat. No faint impression of any living thing, much less the hot-tempered Inferno. For a moment, I think she must have escaped, every piece of the room left almost exactly as it had been since I left that night. But then I see her. With only her nose and eyes visible from the mound of blankets, Cara stares blankly at the wall ahead of her, seeing nothing, before her eyes drift closed.
 
   Without thinking, I cry out, “Damnit! Ckai’ten, get the healer! Get Heather! Now! Go!” The man behind me immediately takes off, and I close the distance between myself and the woman. I thrust the covers from her body and feel my heart leap when she sucks in a breath as I gather her into my arms. She’s dressed in thick layers of clothes, her hair a dirty mess which she seems to have miserably failed to braid and plait. Her skin is translucent, gray, and when her eyes snap open with a mix of pain and alarm, I can see only a faint memory of the vibrant gold they once were.
 
   I shake her when her eyes start to drift closed again. “Cara!” I cry out, “Cara!” She makes a soft sound in the back of her throat, a painful, pathetic sound that sends my heart sinking right back into my stomach.
 
   Moments later, the royal healer bursts into the room, followed by Heather and three guards, including Ckai’ten and Claque. The healer gives startled sounds of alarm and worry as she comes to the bed, taking Cara from me and measuring her wounds. Heather knows of the wound on Cara’s leg and immediately throws up her skirt, revealing Cara’s raw, infected wound; her shoulder isn’t healing properly either. I watch in sickening torment as they pull away her dress to reveal the horrible gashes.
 
   Cara is barely awake, barely alive, giving a soft moan of pain and whispering incoherent things, squirming weakly. The healer begins working immediately, taking her case of supplies and ordering ingredients—from the kitchen and the alchemist and the sorcerer—mixed together by one of the healer’s assistants who saunters in. The girl hurries off as the healing woman pulls a wineskin from her case and forces Cara’s mouth open, pouring the mixture down her throat. Cara coughs and struggles against the liquid, but the healer is insistent, forcing the concoction down. Then, she begins working on the wounds, Cara fighting for every breath while Heather works on her leg.
 
   I can see from Cara’s face that she’s in a world of agony and madness, fighting weakly, bravely, against the pain and against death as the women work on her injuries. The assistant hurries back, what seems like hours later, with a jug of a mixture that the healer has her steadily pour into Cara’s mouth and force her to consume.
 
   I take a step back, nearly trembling. I…I did this…I…
 
   The women work through the night, guards and maids and assistants and healers in and out of the room until the small hours of the morning. I had been so tired when I left the dining hall for my chambers that night that I have no recollection of how I managed to stay awake through it all. Denair—Dena—and Petara, my two sisters, come into the room some time in the night; they do not speak to me, but they exchange a few words with the assistants and healers. Dena, the youth, sits down beside me and the Inferno woman for a long while before falling asleep against my arm.
 
   It amazes me when the realization comes that these people are fighting desperately to save the life of their enemy. And yet, not one of them even stops to consider that they are aiding an Inferno, although I am certain it helps that Cara’s temperature is not much warmer than mine.
 
   Petara stands by and occasionally gives orders for someone to get out of the way, but the healers are very competent and patient people. Her husband joins her some time later, Kale, and she greets him with a soft sigh and a visible sign of relaxing. To the Inferno, such a motion may have gone entirely unnoticed as Kale goes to my sister’s side, but to a Crystalice, Petara might as well have run to him and embraced him and kissed him all over his face with the delight she showed.
 
   I give her a half smile but sigh and shake my head. “Kale…take the princess to sleep. She has a long while left to carry. She will injure the babe if she does not sleep properly.” Kale meets my eyes and holds them for a long moment before giving a single nod. He knows my fear.
 
   Catherine. My young bride. My beautiful lover.
 
   Gone.
 
   A day of great joy and great mourning—my son’s birth. My wife did not make it through the weeks following, and Kale knows well that I fear for my sister’s health. I never chose Catherine for a wife; my parents selected her just after Mit’an’av was crowned several years before—in order to abate some of the unease in the people—but I had not disliked her. She was a fair woman, a Flora, although she spoke little. I learned to delight in her humble smiles and quiet laughter—I would find myself waiting for them, longing to hear them. I felt no great passion for her, but I loved her and treated her well, and she was dear to my heart in the two years that we were wed.
 
   My gaze returns to Cara when Petara had gone, and I sigh heavily. Some of her color has returned, but not much. She is breathing regularly now, and I begin to hope that the worst is over, that she will make it through the night. I reach out, touch the side of her face. This is my doing. Have I become such a heartless bastard to so ruthlessly attack a woman and leave her to suffer and die? What sort of monster have I become?
 
   Is this the cost of war?
 
   “Gabriel.” My father’s imposing form stands in the doorway, his eyes meeting mine from across the room, and I snatch back my hand from the woman’s face like a child caught stealing a sweet. He says nothing of it, his expression tired but passive. “Go to bed, son. You are exhausted. Put Denair to bed as well.”
 
   My breath leaves me in a quiet rush, and I look back down to Cara before nodding and saying to Heather, “Wake me should anything change.”
 
   Heather spares me a glance from the corners of her eyes before looking back down at the woman’s wound and tending it once more. “Good rest to ye, highness.” There is no warmth in her voice. Does she blame me for this as well? Does she see me as the monster I am?
 
   Regret grips me hard, but my face remains blank as I gather my young sister into my arms and tuck her against my chest. The baby of the family fits snuggly against me and barely moves when I take her from the room. I carry her down the hall to her own bed chambers where her lady-in-waiting is preparing to receive her, having laid out her night clothes.
 
   The woman bids me a quiet goodnight before I leave to return to my sleeping chambers and collapse on my bed without even bothering to disrobe.
 
   Cara…
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Part Two
 
   Love has power that dispels Death; charm that conquers the enemy.
 
   -Kahlil Gibran
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   It takes nearly a month to recover from my ordeal. My Magik is weak in this cold, and it suffers my body to heal much more slowly than if I had been home. Someone is by my side constantly, either a maid or a healer, tending and re-dressing my wounds or forcing down an herbal concoction. A few days and I finally manage to eat solid food again without my stomach completely rejecting it, although I still am not very fond of meat. I favor broth mostly, with pieces of poultry and venison in it, along with vegetables. And so, it normally serves as one of my meals throughout the day.
 
   I am fed almost constantly, and in-between my being awake and eating, my guardian always cajoles me into a few swallows of water before allowing me to rest. When I grow a little stronger, Naideen, one of the assistant healers, helps me to bathe and wash my hair before changing my dress and sheets and helping me to lie back down. Those who tend me seem to forget that I am their enemy. To some, I am a friend; to others, a patient in need; but few ever really look at me as though I am an enemy. It is…unexpected and… pleasant, and I try to be kind to them.
 
   My greatest joy, however, is in my newfound companion, Enté. Nearly every evening, and sometimes during the day, a waiting woman will bring him to my room whereupon he will crawl into bed. Sometimes, he just sits on the bed with me and plays with the most curious little glass and ice soldiers I have ever seen. Sometimes, he will ask for stories of my homeland, and I will try to remember all the ones I can recall from my days with my brother and his Dai’lyn. And sometimes, he will simply snuggle up to my side—myself thoroughly protected by a bundle of covers—and fall soundly asleep for a nap. He is by far the greatest joy of my day.
 
   On the second day of the third week is the first time that he visits me. I know that he is speaking with the nurses and healers concerning my health, for they often mention “the young master ordered…” or “I spoke to the prince this evening and…” So I know that he is aware of my state. But as of yet, he has not come to see me. I find myself wondering if I would rather him keep his distance or come to visit me so that the anxious knotting in my stomach would finally go away.
 
   It is not the usual time I expect visitors. Someone will come and tend to me, bring me a meal, and then let me rest. When I began staying awake longer, I would try to make myself sleep, bored from the silence of the hall which is supposed to be comforting. The maid with my dinner left about half an hour ago. The one who will bring me a meal before bed will take the trays, and so I did not expect to see anyone again for four more hours.
 
   The door clicks and then opens slowly. I turn my head, my gaze having been fixed upon the glowing, red line at the horizon which is most clear at dawn and dusk. A man hesitates before taking another step inside, his white hair tied back, his face clean shaven. He looks to me, and my chest tightens, knotted up. We are silent for a moment, him looking awkward by the door, watching me lay back in bed. I am propped up by a few pillows, which I prefer to laying flat, and so I do not have to strain to see him.
 
   At last, he speaks. “Has the maid gone?” Clearly, she has. “I had…hoped to speak with…” He trails off, watching my molten gaze which has fixed unwaveringly on him.
 
   He seems extremely uncomfortable in the silence that stretches out before us, but I am not willing to spare him and break it. He sighs and takes a step towards me. To my own disgust, I flinch and break our stare. I look over at him and see the agony in his eyes, and he takes a step back. “Forgive me, Cara…I will not disturb you…rest well…” And then he leaves.
 
   He does not return again for days. I know that he still inquires as to my health, but he does not again seek me out. Maids come and go. I prefer most of all when Heather attends me. She helps me to walk around, and she chatters endlessly. She fills the silence with her words, and I can always count on her to stay longer and entertain my dull hours.
 
   But I am surprised one morning when I awake to find an elegantly dressed young lady sitting in a chair beside my bed, her slender fingers working at embroidery. She looks to be younger than me, somewhere between a girl and a woman, and she is dressed in silk with her white hair pinned up ornately, a thick lock of it curled and pulled over one shoulder.
 
   I turn my head towards her and lay still for a moment, watching her baby-blue eyes glare at the embroidery while she works. Finally, I say quietly, “Your knot on the needle is too thick…it’s why the cloth keeps getting stretched.”
 
   The girl looks up, a bit startled, and then gives the most innocent and lovely smile that I have ever seen, laying her work in her lap. “Good morrow, Lady Scarlet. I am Princess Denair Jan’tel, but everyone just calls me Dena. How are you feeling?”
 
   I shift a bit and manage to sit up, leaning back against the headboard and sighing softly. “Sore, but I feel fine.”
 
   Dena nods once and answers, “I was wondering if you were feeling well enough to walk around some outside. It is not good for you to stay in the room too long.”
 
   “Outside the castle or outside the room?” I ask, sipping on some hot water before taking the large bowl of soup on the nightstand and settling it into my lap to eat it, glancing at the princess occasionally.
 
   “Outside the room,” she clarifies, smiling. “I know that the cold is too much for you, but I thought that you might like to walk about.”
 
   “I would.” She inclines her head and continues her embroidery while I continue eating; I have as of late developed a newfound obsession with food. A good while passes before I am full enough to relinquish my bowl to the table once more, and Dena looks up to me as though she is waiting for me. “Dena…I am an Inferno…” I say suddenly, finding myself uneasy with her hospitality.
 
   Dena smiles and answers, “I know.”
 
   For a long moment, I just sit there, watching her and trying to sort things through in my mind. “Why are you and your servants being such great help?”
 
   The young lady tilts her head to the side and smiles a bit once more, answering, “They saved your life out of command…that forms a bond despite nationality…they feel a need to protect you and guard you now, even though they are no longer under command.” She shrugs. “Besides…the way Gabriel treated you was…I do not have words for it…you may have been our enemy once…but not any longer.”
 
   I sigh and shake my head. “I could choose to run at any moment…stab you with that letter-opener there and run.”
 
   Dena shrugs. “You could…but I do not believe that you will…not anymore.”
 
   I study her again for a long moment, but decide to leave the subject for now. If she and that small collection of people decide to try and befriend me, by all means, I will not dissuade them.
 
   The young woman sets her embroidery aside and stands from her chair, coming to my bedside. “Come then,” she encourages gently, “I will help you tend your wounds and dress, Lady Scarlet.”
 
   “Why do you not let the servants do such things?” I ask, surprised. I allow her to help me out from under the coverings and pull off my underdress. She begins examining the wounds, unwrapping them carefully.
 
   “I have a healer’s Magik,” Dena explains with a small smile. “I delight in being able to aid others, and so my mother allows me.”
 
   Dena is a lovely girl, and I feel monstrous by comparison, bright red wounds on my neck and shoulder, a fresh, pink scar on my stomach from Gabriel, and a nasty tear in my leg. Not to mention the plethora of scars covering what little of my body is not injured. I look like some sort of rag doll, but if my appearance disturbs Dena, she says nothing of it.
 
   “Tell me, Lady Scarlet,” Dena asks as she cleans the wound on my shoulder and smears a salve on it before wrapping it again, “Why does Gabriel call you Cara?”
 
   I suppress a cocky smirk, bending my head to tend to a minor cut to my arm. “I will not answer to my name if he says it. I do not want him to speak my name. At home, they called me by my blood name, La’centa, instead of my birth name. I am not used to hearing anything but those two, but they are precious to me, and I do not want that monster to speak them.” I glare down at the dressings clenched in my hand, my body beginning to tremble with hatred and rage.
 
   The young princess sighs and shakes her head gently. “My brother is no monster, Scarlet…although I know well why you would think so. He has been cruel to you…but do not hold it against him, I pray you. He is a good man.” I sigh but do not speak, and she continues, “I do not think he knows what to do with you…you are his enemy, a Knight Protector to our war-neighbors, the same one who slew our older brother.” I flinch, but she does not seem phased. “But here…I think he has a difficult time seeing you as an enemy. You are a woman, a lady, and unlike any who live here. I am considered the most outlandish in the family for wanting to hold hands with my Teir and leaving my hair unbound. You are like nothing this castle has ever known.”
 
   I am silent for a long moment, and when Dena does not seem willing to speak again, I ask, “What is a Teir?”
 
   “A Teir?” she repeats, and when I nod, she smiles and answers, “In Cerulean, our parents choose a Teir for their daughters and a Senai for their sons at an early age, shortly after the woman’s moonblood begins. They are then considered…betrothed, I suppose you would say. They finish childhood normally as friends, and marry whenever they choose. Sometimes pairs never marry, and…although it has only lately become more popular, they marry others—but the Teir and Senai are very special pairs. There is a bonding ritual when they are chosen, and their Magik is linked. They can share abilities and energy, and a few pairs have been known to share their thoughts, although I and my Teir cannot.”
 
   With a soft smile, I nod and lean back to pull out my leg so that she can tend my thigh, saying softly, “We have something similar in Inferno. The Dai’lyn. At birth, a mate is chosen for the child by the twelve elders of our land—the ‘Wise People’ they are called. Sometimes, it takes several years for the mate to be born, and if the mate has not yet been born, then the child is kept from society until such a time. My Dai’lyn was born two years before me.”
 
   Dena smiles warmly and replies, “How interesting…my mother has a particular interest in the Inferno culture, and I am certain that she would love to hear of this Dai’lyn.” She unwraps my wounded thigh and makes a hiss of a sound before carefully beginning to clean it.
 
   The leg still hurts like hell, and I close my eyes and let out a low hiss. With a single nod, I acknowledge her and then continue through gritted teeth, “The Dai’lyn are raised together in the same house, one moon-cycle with one family, and then with the next. They are rarely ever apart. When the girl’s moonblood begins, they are married. I was married when I was fourteen years old. Never do the Dai’lyn ever marry anyone else.”
 
   Dena’s brow furrows, and she asks quietly, “What if the Dai’lyn do not like each other?”
 
   “It has yet to happen. The elders are wise and well-learned in Magik. They are very careful when they chose the mates,” I explain. “Although, perhaps it is better to say that the pair are always meant for each other. Sometimes, you have very nasty, mean-spirited people, but they are usually mated with someone who either balances them out for the better or suits their meanness.”
 
   “Ah,” she concedes, then smiles and finishes with my thigh, wrapping it up. “Did your Dai’lyn not mind you joining the military? I did not think that women were allowed.” She puts her utensils away and throws the old wrappings into the fire before going to the armoire.
 
   “Women are allowed to be archers, but not soldiers. Or, perhaps it is better to say that…getting into the higher ranks is very, very difficult for a woman. I am the first in three hundred years, or so I am told. It is…very painful, and that doesn’t even begin to describe it. You lose yourself, you give up your life…” I go quiet for a moment, then look up at her while she lays out a lovely, red-velvet dress on the bed, the russet brocade embroidered with gold and silver, the skirts full and long. She glances back to me, inquiring more, and I sigh before continuing, “My Dai’lyn is dead…As I remember, a fleet of men led by Gabriel killed him…although I am not in knowledge as to who ended him.”
 
   Dena stops and turns to look at me, a delicate hand over her heart in an empathetic gesture. “I am deeply grieved for you, Lady Scarlet.”
 
   “Just…Scarlet, if you please, Dena…just Scarlet,” I murmur. I stand and carefully hobble over to the fire, relishing in the warmth and energy it provides. She brings me a few clothes and helps me into them, the chemises and petticoats, before she goes to fetch my dress.
 
   Dena does not speak again for a long while, and I sit by the fire and run a brush through my hair, wearing my silk and wool chemises and my petticoat, letting the warmth dance over my skin. Finally, Dena speaks again, and I turn my head to look at her as she stares idly out of the window. “Gabriel lost his Senai a few years ago…giving birth to Enté. Her name was Catherine.”
 
   I do not speak for a long moment until Dena turns her head to meet my gaze, closing the window and sighing softly. She goes to the bed to gather my dress in her hands and unlace the brocade. “Gabriel was not especially close to her…but he loved her…and it was painful for him when she died.” She looks to me once more and asks me, “What was it like for you when your Dai’lyn died?”
 
   A sigh rushes out from my chest, and I look back to the fire, losing myself to its enchanting dance. “I was almost sixteen years old…my brother…Sage…was the one to bring me the news…it was in the middle of the night…and I was working on a new dance to perform at the mid-year festival.” Pain grips my heart, and I close my eyes. “Jay’let, my Dai’lyn, bought me a new dress to dance in for the festival…since I would be performing…I always wore it when I practiced, because it felt like he was holding me.”
 
   I open my eyes half way and stare lifelessly into the flames. “I do not think that I have ever cried so much…I did not eat for days, and it took nearly a year to get me out of my room.” It had been so long since I had thought of his death, since I had allowed myself to surrender to the emotions that still linger there. “Sage became my everything. Our mother died when I was a child, and my father belonged to the military. Sage adopted me into his home with his Dai’lyn and three little girls…almost eleven years ago…the Levosa were hosting a banquet, and I was requested as an honored guest to perform…while I was gone, plague struck the castle…my brother’s wife and daughters were killed…and then I became his everything.”
 
   For a moment, I say nothing, looking into the fire again. “We had nothing…no one but each other…for years…we were all the other had. We were everything to each other. We were never apart. I enlisted as an archer in the military when he became a Knight Protector…and I never danced with another again.”
 
   My eyes go back to her, burning with fire and hatred. “Claque murdered my brother. He slit his throat. I watched him die. And when he died, his sister—the archer, the dancer, the woman—died with him, and I became him. I sold my soul to become what I needed to be to survive, to have my revenge. I will make this war stop.”
 
   Dena sighs and looks down at the dress. “Come, Scarlet…your hair is brushed. Dress and we will go to the dining hall and find something to eat.”
 
   I obey quietly, leaving my hair down and pulling it over one shoulder. Dena helps me into the warm dress, then fits the brocade around me and ties it securely. She is courteous not to lace it too tight. I feel like swooning enough as it is without that contraption suffocating me.
 
   She smiles at me when she is finished and steps around me to look me over before nodding with approval and saying, “I did not ever think that an Inferno could be lovely, but you are a beautiful creature, Scarlet.” What a silly girl she is. How long has it been since I have seen myself as a woman and not a soldier? I pull on a pair of fur-lined boots, and we leave my room.
 
   I left my room only once before, to go to Gabriel when he had commanded of me that first day that I had woken. Aside from that small trip, I have seen nothing else of the Crystalice palace, and I find myself eager to explore. I am sore, and so Dena is mindful not to move too fast, but I do not complain as we walk out into the halls. The floor is a white and black marble; the walls are fogged crystal. Some of the windows are left open, and the view is beautiful: snow-topped trees in the distance, and a lake to the east with a surface like frosted glass. I stare and gasp in awe and wonder. It is such an odd place compared to my beautiful Inferno, lit ablaze with the eager flames, but it certainly has an appeal all its own.
 
   Dena smiles at me, patiently waiting every time I want to pause and stare out of the window, particularly in the west wing where a faint line of red appears on the horizon, a sign of the Inferno. For the first time since I arrived, I feel loneliness grip my heart, and I look longingly out at the horizon. I sigh softly and allow Dena to lead me down three flights of stairs—the first a spiral staircase, the second off to the side, and the third, a grand staircase that places us on the second floor of the landing right above the second grand staircase which leads to the main floor.
 
   Servants bustle about, and it is hard to go far without being noticed. Most of the Cerulean wear colors of purple and blue and green. There are a few browns or whites, and a wide variety of hues, but nothing like the orange-red velvet gown that I wear. Dena gives a quiet smile beside me, modestly dressed in a pale blue.
 
   We speak quietly of many things: the servants, the rooms, the history of the palace, and I listen with child-like interest, absorbing all of the information. I enjoy my time with her, reaching the dining hall where various lords and ladies sit around, eating a small snack. Some of the men are talking and discussing the changes in the market. A few people are scattered about, reading one book or another. A group of ladies sit around one of the largest windows I have ever seen—especially considering that the Den has few glass windows—talking and laughing quietly, each working on various crafts.
 
   One of the young women looks over at us and gasps softly, her eyes wide with interest. She quickly turns back to the others and calls for their attention as well, and soon, all of them notice Dena and I. Thankfully, few others in the room are paying them attention, and I blush, staring at them oddly. Their behavior is so…peculiar.
 
   Dena chuckles softly and murmurs, “Do not be afraid, Scarlet. They are harmless.” She smiles and heads toward the group, leaving me little choice but to follow. Some of the women go stone-faced, practically glaring. Others seem only curious, and some even mildly excited, particularly the younger women. There are six of them, two of whom look to be around Dena’s age, and the rest all seem to be around my age, only one of them notably older than myself.
 
   “Ladies,” Dena says softly when we come within a quiet speaking distance, claiming their attention, “This is the Lady Scarlet.”
 
   Dena then turns to me and names the women one by one: the two younger ones, Kella and Mairlayn; the three who seem around my age, Korintha, Adiea, and Welan; the eldest one, Julein. “Eh…a pleasure,” I manage, curtsying and managing a polite smile.
 
   Kella, Mairlayn, and Adiea giggle and smile gently. Adiea grins broadly and says, “Welcome to our home, Scarlet. We are all ladies-in-waiting to the two princesses. Julein is the only exception. She was lady-in-waiting to Princess Catherine Jan’tel who is gone from us now, Chelyah keep her.” The other girls all murmur solemn approvals.
 
   I glance to Julein, and find that the woman looks less than pleased at my appearance. She narrows her eyes and does not even bother to smile, instead cocking a brow at me somewhat arrogantly.
 
   Looking back to the others, I smile faintly and answer, “Thank you, Adiea…you are the first people that I have officially met, aside from Heather, since I have arrived. It is…pleasant to have your company.”
 
   “You as well,” Kella replies gently, smiling.
 
   “Cara!” a shrill voice calls, ringing with delight and startling the entire room. I swing around just as a small, pale-haired creature attacks my legs, burying his face against them. Laughing, I pry the young prince off of me and up into my arms. The pain of doing so nearly sends me to my knees. I suck in a breath and brace myself. My shoulder screams and my leg aches. I tremble a bit but hold him tightly. “Cara! Cara!” he cries, “You’re up! You’re up!”
 
   I coo at the young boy and cuddle him close to my chest, smiling at him, his little body freezing cold but a true delight to hold again. “I have missed you as well, Enté.” And where the little prince is…his father is never far behind. Sure enough, when I look up from the child, Gabriel stands in the doorway, watching me quietly with a stone-frozen expression hardened and cold. Come to find, the rest of the large dining hall is now watching me as well, now all noticing that the enemy is within their midst, a bright red beacon against an alabaster background.
 
   “Enté,” Gabriel calls, his voice a low but gentle thrum, “your manners, child.”
 
   The boy looks sheepish, and I smile gently, setting him down; it is just as well, for I am in a small form of agony after swooping him up and holding him. I breathe much easier with the weight relieved from me. And then I notice the man beside Gabriel. Tall, lithe. His eyes are impossibly cruel and cold, his mouth in a grim line. Claque. I go absolutely still, not even breathing.
 
   “Beloved,” Dena coos affectionately, taking a few steps toward him and taking his hand in a fairly intimate gesture among Crystalice, then adding to the audacity by going up on her toes to kiss his cheek. The man looks to her with a gentle smile and a loving expression, and although he does not return her affections, he laces his fingers with hers and allows her to hold his hand.
 
   The young lady then looks to me, and suddenly seems very nervous, not as when she first introduced the young ladies, but hesitant, almost fearful. Finally, she sighs and looks me in the eyes, saying softly, “Scarlet…this is my Teir…Claque.”
 
   My breath leaves me in a great rush, and I sway uneasily for a moment, trying to find my stability. Claque turns his eyes on me—careful, guarded, trying to read my expression. When I finally gather my wits, my eyes lock on him with horror and rage. “You?” I hiss, balling my hands into fists. I watch Gabriel shift, spreading his legs further out to move into a defensive motion. “You are the man who murdered my brother! How could you have been the one! My brother was strong and well-trained! You are nothing more than a scrawny archer at best!”
 
   Claque watches me passively while Dena seems increasingly distressed, glancing from him to me. “Your brother was blinded by his anger, as are you. His movements were sloppy and poorly planned.” He shrugs passively.
 
   A sharp yowl explodes from my throat, and I lunge, but Gabriel is prepared, and he slams his body into mine, taking us to the ground. The women gasp or yelp, jumping up from their seats and out of the way. We hit the ground hard, Gabriel and I, and the breath is forced out of my lungs as Gabriel pins me despite my struggles. When I jerk up, he slams me back down, driving the breath from me. My crimson hair spills out on the floor, my chest rising and falling dramatically with my breaths, golden eyes on Gabriel.
 
   “He killed my brother, Gabriel!” I cry, screaming and trying to throw him off.
 
   When fur begins to ripple over my skin, Gabriel bends his head to my neck and shouts, “Go ahead, Cara! Shift! I will tear your throat out where you lay!”
 
   I struggle a moment longer but do not Shift. “He killed him!” I scream, fighting against him, but I have lost my fire, and Gabriel knows it. He relaxes his harsh hold on my wrists, bracing his hands by my head instead and watching me with anxious eyes. Tears pour down the sides of my face as heavy sobs rip through my body, and I push and pound my fists against his chest. He does not even seem to notice, my efforts growing weaker and weaker until I am simply left gripping his shirt. I tilt my head back and sob, letting out a terrible shriek. “He killed my brother…” I moan in agony, and I feel Gabriel stir, angling his body closer to mine, blocking the sight of my face from the rest of the room.
 
   “And you killed mine…” he whispers, a solemn reminder. I can speak no more, and Gabriel braces himself carefully, angling into me so that I clutch his shirt and hide my face against it, crying and gasping for breath while my body trembles and shakes. After a while, my energy is spent, and I fall lax against the floor, breathing shakily as tears roll from the corners of my eyes, wearily looking up at the ice-prince above me.
 
   Gabriel sighs, watching me without expression. “You have exhausted yourself, Cara. You need to go rest again.”
 
   “I do not want to rest,” I mutter stubbornly, trying to glare at him and resist him when he sits up on his knees and pulls me into his arms. He is cold, but not freezing, surprisingly, and he gathers me and the thick layers of my skirts into his hold easily. I do not want to subject myself to the torture of looking into the faces around me, and so I close my eyes and tuck my face against Gabriel’s chest while he carries me from the room. I feel the faintest impression of his hold tightening for a moment, but I am barely conscious after that. I come awake when the guards open the door to my room and Gabriel carries me in. I sigh and shift, sore and tired and irritated. I make a soft, whining sound in the back of my throat, but Gabriel says nothing, drawing back the covers and laying me down before pulling off my boots and tugging the covers back over me.
 
   “I would offer to help you out of your gown, but I did not think it prudent,” he murmurs quietly, a faint impression of a smile on his face.
 
   “Wise man,” I mutter irately, feeling surprisingly cold and uncomfortable when Gabriel’s arms leave me, replaced by the thick layers of covers, and I turn my head to him, opening my eyes slightly and watching him without speaking. He says nothing, his eyes meeting mine for a small time before he inclines his head and leaves, shutting the door behind him and leaving me to the welcome warmth of slumber.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   By the time I return to the great room downstairs, chatter has filled the room. I hardly dare to listen to any of it. Denair is off to the side, speaking with her mate, looking fairly displeased with him. The women by the window are in an argument, although that isn’t surprising; they rarely get along. Apparently, Petara had not been far off when the whole mess started and came to regain some form of order, holding her young nephew. Kale is never far from her side, and he seems very displeased that she has picked Enté up when she shouldn’t be lifting anything heavier than a quill.
 
   Claque is the first to notice me, inclining his head to me when he and Dena halt their conversation. A moment of quiet passes, the man studying my face, trying to divine some sort of secret from it, evaluating my expression and how to proceed. Finally, he takes a breath and says, “My Senai is very adamant that I should apologize for the disruption.”
 
   I look past him to the young woman at his side who has her arms crossed. Until I had met Cara, Dena was the most outlandish, stubborn woman I have ever known. But knowing that Inferno now, Dena seems so tame, so quiet. Finally, I look back to Claque and sigh heavily, shaking my head. “You did not cause the outburst. It is her own nature.” Claque shrugs, having apologized to appease his Senai, not because he really believed that he had done anything wrong.
 
   “And what possessed you to throw the young woman to the ground?” Petara snaps, holding Enté snuggled up against her while he sucks on his thumb. Her voice is smooth, even. For years, I have been trying to persuade my mother and father to let Petara and Kale take the throne. Petara is the mistress of the castle, overseeing everything. There is nothing that happens behind these walls that she does not know about. She is well practiced in etiquette and mannerisms, and she knows the law like she knows how to breathe.
 
   I do not feel like dealing with this woman now, though. My nerves are on edge, and my head is still back in that room upstairs. Petara has such a mother’s heart and tendencies that she can make me feel shame and embarrassment like only she and my mother can.
 
   I shrug one shoulder, trying to play off the incident. “I know how her mind works. I know how she thinks. She was going to attack Claque, and I knew that if they engaged in a fight, she would kill herself trying to kill him.” Petara quirks a brow at me as though to ask why that would be such a bad thing, and I just sigh irritably and run a hand through my hair. “I do not have to answer to you, Petara. Leave it alone.”
 
   Petara looks at me with those haunting, violet eyes, a small, sad smile on her lips. Although she has a tendency to order me around and question me, she never challenges me, especially not in public. “Of course, Gabriel. I meant no disrespect.” But her eyes are filled with unanswered questions I know she will not ask.
 
   “Set the boy down,” I order, knowing that my voice is gruff. “You are going to hurt yourself holding him. He is old enough. Let him walk.” Petara sighs and sets Enté down, who begins to fuss and whine. However, a few soft words from his aunt are enough to soothe him.
 
   I wonder if I seem as distracted as I feel. I can see the people around me, watch their faces, react to them, engage in conversation, but I feel so far away. My thoughts are on the loud red-head who disrupted my court moments earlier, the woman who, half-starved and sick, as she has said, was ready to challenge Claque with no hope that she would win—all in the name of a man she loved. I remember how she screamed and beat at me and then how she clung to me and sobbed until she could not move. And for the first time, I realize…she has nothing here. She has no comforts, no friends, nothing to bring her peace. And she clung to me because I am the closest thing to a friend she has. A man who nearly killed her—twice—a man who embodies everything she hates and who, I am sure, tries her every nerve.
 
   “Gabriel. Gabriel!” I look up, my sisters and their Teir watching me. Petara sighs and asks, “Did you hear what I said, Gabriel? I was going to take the young woman out tomorrow…see if I cannot…reach her. Dena is too young to know how to deal with her.”
 
   Denair seems quite ready to argue that, but she keeps quiet. To the world, she is calm and collected, but in her eyes, I can see the livid fury lying dormant. She has her arms crossed over her chest and is not even looking at her Teir. Although she is silent, Dena might as well be screaming at him.
 
   Looking back to my sister, I give a single nod, answering, “See if you can. She will be meeting with the queen in a few days…I would like to have her a little more…tame—to appease mother.”
 
   Petara smiles softly and answers, “I am an excellent teacher.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   How long have I slept? I cannot even remember. It is as though time no longer passes for me. Were it not for the rise and fall of the sun, there would be nothing to give me measure of my waking and sleeping hours. I dream of Claque. I dream that I am young again. I run through the battlefield to find my brother. I never actually found the soldier who did it. I arrived only in time to hold my brother as he died. But in my dreams, Claque is there, standing over my brother’s body. He is suddenly before me, his sword striking the killing blow across my throat.
 
   I awake with a gasp. I always hate dying in dreams. It makes me feel so sick and awful when I wake up. But it happens so frequently now that I have almost forgotten what it is like to wake from some pleasant figment in my mind. I sigh, closing my eyes and then opening them again, trying to drive away the phantoms lingering there. Slowly, I push myself up, feeling heavy and sick. I can scarcely breathe through my nose, and my eyes feel swollen and hot. I look to the window. Twilight. It is nearly twilight.
 
   It is best at dawn, but sunset is good too. My favorite part of the day. I scramble out of my bed, my unsteady feet dropping me to the ground. But I gather my bearings and pull myself back up, scrambling over to the window. There, on the horizon. In the darkening sky, I can see it, that strip of red on the horizon, glowing brightly. Home. Home, I can see it. The sky has turned to gold and pink froth in the sky, and at the base is my beautiful, burning paradise.
 
   “In the future, you would be wise to not try and attack every soldier you see.” Gabriel’s voice sounds from the doorway, and I spin around, startled, wide eyes locking with him. He raises a brow at me, frowning in displeasure. “Why are you in front of the window? Are you trying to kill yourself?”
 
   I narrow my eyes at him. He does not know. He has not seen. What could he possibly understand? “What do you care? I can leave the window open if I choose to do so. Or do you fear me jumping from the height?”
 
   Gabriel just sighs as he walks around the bed to me, pulling the window closed and latching it. Angry, I shove at his chest, knocking him back. “Stop that! Must you always override everything that I say! Can I not make one decision on my own! I am a prisoner, Gabriel, not an invalid!” I turn back to the window and unlock it, pushing it open just a bit.
 
   Gabriel grabs my shoulder and spins me around, and I give a small cry, my bad shoulder throbbing. He hesitates then, apparently having forgotten that I am injured. Then, he glares and growls at me. “Perhaps I would stop if you would remember that I hold your life in my hands, Cara. To use or end as I choose.”
 
   I roll my eyes and turn away from him, hardly concerned. “This again. Do you not ever get tired of that same speech? Have you not noticed how very little I care?” I sigh, heading back to my bed and sitting down on the edge of it. He looks at me, growling, the wolfish sound dark and deep in his throat. I turn my eyes up to him, golden eyes catching his. He huffs a sigh and shuts the window, latching it, before turning back to me. “Gabriel…tell me about your wife.”
 
   He is stunned for a minute—then angry. “What?”
 
   I shrug. “Your wife…Catherine…I met her lady-in-waiting today. You never mentioned her before.”
 
   He turns away from me, hands on his hips, back ramrod straight. “Why should I?” he growls. “I do not discuss those things with prisoners of war.”
 
   I shrug again, tired and sore. “Is there anything else you want? If not, then go away. I am in no mood for company.”
 
   He looks back at me, and I swear that I have never seen blue eyes so cold and so hard burn like a fire loose in a forest. He stalks towards me, and I lose my breath; my golden eyes meet with his. I can hear my heart pulse in my chest, and I shift back, away from him. “Why do you torment me, Cara?” he snarls, boxing me against the corner of my bed, looking like every inch the wolf he is, ready to pounce for the kill. “Why!”
 
   For once, I am genuinely confused, but my bewilderment turns to anger and irritation that he is trying to corner me, and I push at his chest. “Get away from me!” I snap, eyes locked with his.
 
   He does not budge, but lays his hands over mine against his chest, and I can feel his heart race against my skin. His heart usually beats so slow; Crystalice hearts always beat so slow. And yet now, his own is racing in his chest.  I have a sudden desire to snatch my hands back, but I cannot. I start breathing a bit harder, trying not to panic, furious eyes holding his. He moves closer, and when one hand scoops the small of my back, the other braces beside my head on the bed, I cannot move. I could not move an inch of muscle if my life depended on it. My hands lay against his chest, the inside of me burning with a dark fire that will not let me breathe while his predatory eyes devour my face, my eyes. I cannot breathe.
 
   “You told me once, Cara,” he pulls me a little tighter, pressing my stomach to his hips, looming over me, “that you held my mind…were in my skin…in my dreams…tell me, Cara…” his voice is a husky whisper now, and I do not remember him moving, but his face is before mine, my back bent, my crimson hair spilled out on the bed inches beneath me, “am I in yours?” A soft groan of anguish escapes my lips, and I close my eyes, breathing out a breath of air. Damn him!
 
   He laughs then, a dark, rich thrum against my skin, his face against my neck, his lips tasting my skin, his breath cold, heavy, making me shiver. “Good, Cara…then we will suffer together.” He drops me then, leaving me to plop onto the bed. I stare up at the ceiling, breathing hard as I try to arrange my tangled web of thoughts.
 
   I suddenly twist and grab a pillow, tossing it at Gabriel and screaming, “Damn you!” The pillow hits the door just as Gabriel closes it.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty One
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I lean my back against the door once it is closed, almost smiling when I hear the pillow thump the door. I can hardly breathe, but I steel my resolve, at least for now. The guards both look at me and then exchange glances, but neither of them dare to say a word. They know better. After a moment, I force myself to stand, heading down the hall, down the stairs. I need something to clear my head. Sparring, training, evaluating new troops, anything.
 
   I look down at my feet while I head down the stairs at a faster pace than usual, so that when I look up to watch where I am going, I almost run right into someone else. I stop suddenly, my eyes meeting a pair of brilliant teal eyes with purple around the iris.
 
   Avene smiles warmly, a well-practiced, charming smile aimed right for me. “Prince Gabriel,” she greets in a carefully pitched voice, smooth as honey. She gives a little laugh, the sound calm, charming, like soft bells. “Are you in a hurry, my lord? I must admit, I was disappointed when you weren’t at the full-moon festival night before last. You’ve always gone before.”
 
   Avene is a well-bred, high born countess who has had her eyes on me since before I was ever married. Her Teir is married, and as I recall, Avene and he rarely get along. They use each other to get out of tough situations, but they are by no means ‘close’. Normally, I enjoy the time I spend with this woman, escorting her through the garden or dancing with her at the festival or at dinner. My father pressed me a few times about asking her hand, but I am persistent on not remarrying. But if Catherine had not been chosen for me, I have no doubt that Avene would have been.
 
   She was raised in the courts, a well-respected young woman with excellent etiquette and manners. She can charm any unattached, or perhaps even married, man, and I have been interested in her a few times. But now, she seems a bit irritating to me. Everything about her is carefully practiced and coordinated to lure any man, to seem gentle and appeasing. I wonder if there is any personality or soul behind the careful mask.
 
   “Forgive me, Lady Avene. I have been busy as of late with a new prisoner,” I reply honestly, perfectly polite, the taste of Cara’s skin lingering on my mouth, burning into my mind.
 
   Avene just smiles charmingly and answers, “Ah yes, I heard about the little spitfire causing all kinds of trouble.” She sighs and gives a little toss of her hair. “Honestly my lord, why do you put up with her? Your attentions would be much better received elsewhere.” She looks back at me.
 
   I have a sudden desire to tell the woman that my little ‘spitfire’ of a prisoner is far more entertaining than walking through gardens or quiet, reserved dances meant to bore the soul to its core. I imagine then the idea of Cara walking and talking quietly in the gardens or taking part in one of our dances, and I almost laugh. It would be like trying to make a bird swim or a horse fly.
 
   “Have I said something to amuse you, sire?” Avene asks, a bit perturbed. My attention is clearly somewhere else, and she is displeased.
 
   I just shrug her off and say, “I am needed elsewhere, my lady. Good day,” and continue my way down the stairs, leaving her to stare at my back.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Two
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   I am still laying on the bed, slowing my breathing and trying to organize my thoughts when the door cracks open. “So help me, Chelyah,” I growl, “If that is you, Gabriel, you will not leave here alive.”
 
   There is silence for a long moment as the door shuts again, but I can feel a cold presence in the room. Finally, a voice, a low thrum of sound: “Are you always threatening our prince’s life?”
 
   I pick my head up to look at Ckai’ten as he leans back against my door, arms folded over his chest. He is young, probably close to my age. Pulling myself from my thoughts, I sit up on the bed. My legs are tucked to the side, my wide, full skirts splayed out over the bed, my hair a tangled mess of crimson and gold. “What are you doing in here?” I ask him, frowning a bit, looking a bit anxious. “Have you not been told that it is improper for a man to be in a woman’s room?” Actually, I care so little that it is not worth mentioning, but I do want to be left alone.
 
   I cannot stay here much longer. Monster or not, Gabriel will be the end of me. I need to find a way out of here. I’ve explored my entire room from top to bottom, but I am far too high up to use the window, and my door is always heavily guarded.
 
   Ckai’ten shrugs. “I doubt very much, Inferno, that you care for propriety.”
 
   I suddenly feel even more wary, like a caged tiger. I sit up a bit straighter, my eyes narrowing. “If you mean to try and force yourself on me, soldier, I swear I will cut off your—”
 
   “No.” Almost a yell, but he doesn’t move, only sets his eyes on me. He shakes his head, adding a bit more softly, “No, my lady…I am no enemy of women, and I would not allow a fellow soldier who is hold post at a woman’s door.”
 
   I sigh, not sure that I trust him enough to let him near, but he seems sincere enough to continue the conversation. “Fair enough,” I say quietly, then sigh and shift. I am not comfortable holding this conversation while I sit upon my bed. I slide off the bed, tugging my skirts and adjusting them to dangle around my ankles. I stand on the side of my bed opposite to him. When I straighten, turning my careful eyes back to him, I ask quietly, “So, what do you want?”
 
   He shrugs again, a small smile on his face. “Every month, the castle holds a festival for the people. It is nothing special, only to celebrate the work we have done and enjoy the fruits of our labors. Most lords and ladies of higher breeding do not attend, but some will.”
 
   I quirk a brow at him, slowly gathering the courage to walk around the bed to stand in front of the fire. I welcome its warm glow, golden light pouring over my skin. I rub my arms, suddenly realizing that I had been cold, a state that I am now perpetually in but never quite grow accustomed to. Glancing back, I watch the soldier. I notice then that he is a bit warmer colored than others, and I know that he must have mixed blood. “How does this festival concern me?”
 
   He just studies me for a long moment. “I heard you complain that you have not been outside for weeks. I have already asked Princess Petara, and she agreed that it would be good for you to go. It is flooded with soldiers, so any escape or attack would be futile.”
 
   I roll my eyes and sigh. “Oh yes, I am going to run through the snow, to the border, across the wasteland, and all the way through the flaming forest to the Den. Good plan.”
 
   Ckai’ten gives a small smile, chuckling softly. “Would you like to go, my lady?”
 
   “Scarlet,” I say, looking into the flames, mesmerized by the thought of home, the thought of flames devouring my flesh, breathing life into my fragile bones. Realizing that he had spoken, I look back at him, suddenly remembering what he had said. “I am no lady. Certainly not here. I am only a woman scorned and a soldier injured. My name is Scarlet.”
 
   “Scarlet,” he tests the name, speaking it with more care than I have heard it spoken in a very long time. I smile softly. “Will you go to the festival? I will be by your side. No one will harm you.”
 
   I shake my head. “I am not afraid of the cold, Ckai’ten, but would you not rather be with your dame?”
 
   He just chuckles. “My Senai is happily married with four children. She is a dear friend of mine, but she is not my dame.”
 
   I shrug and answer, “If you wish to wear a viper on your arm, by all means. But do not be surprised if no one else wishes your company because of it.” Perhaps…perhaps this fool can be my chance. Heavily guarded or not, I have a much better chance of outrunning the wolves at the festival in my tigress form than I do of escaping my room.
 
   He shakes his head and answers, “You are many things, Scarlet, but a snake, you are not.”
 
   I study him for a long moment, then walk to the door, standing in front of him. “You have yet to see who I am, Ckai’ten. I am no damsel who needs rescuing. I am not even a tempered lady. I have been raised to be too brazen, and I have spent too many years as a soldier to be tame. So if Gabriel’s sister hopes to try and calm my nature by sending a man to court me, then she will be gravely disappointed.”
 
   I know that I am right, because I see something flash in his eyes. Yes, this is not his own decision. Gabriel’s oldest sister—I do not remember her name—sent him to me. I sigh and shake my head, “I am sorry that she asked this of you. You are no whore, and neither am I. I will not be treated like one either.”
 
   Ckai’ten watches me for a long moment, then shifts, straightening from leaning off of the door. He reaches for me, and I meet his gaze, my eyes hard, warning. But he cups my chin, brushing his thumb over my cheek. I cannot remember someone ever touching me so gently. The times that my Dai’lyn laid hands on me, they were devouring, eager, a nightly battle of strength and will and control. Even Gabriel, his passion ruled by lust but nothing tender.
 
   He says softly, “Even if I had not been told, I would have wanted you to come. I just would not have had the courage to ask.”
 
   I laugh softly then, smiling. “Why does everyone here think I bite?”
 
   Ckai’ten laughs, the sound rich and welcoming. “I have heard the things you say to our Prince Gabriel, and I have no wish to be on the receiving end of your displeasure. And if it is all the same to you, Scarlet…I hoped that I was not asking a meek damsel or a mannered lady. Festivals tend to be rather dull when your company is more concerned with powdering her nose and not moving too much as to disturb her hair arranged in a way that you cannot run your hand through.”
 
   I watch him peculiarly, and after a moment, I smile and answer, “You must be a mixed blood.” He knows that I mean it as a compliment, for he smiles cheekily at me, and I laugh, his hand dropping down to his side again.
 
   “Very well then. I will go. When is it?” I ask.
 
   “Tonight.”
 
   I sigh and put my hand on my hip. “Of course it is.” I just smile and shake my head at him. “Very well. Go, so that I change into something suitable for your cold, and will you have someone send Heather up?”
 
   Ckai’ten’s smile has not yet fallen, and answers, “Yes, my lady. I will send servants to bring Heather.”
 
   I watch him for a moment. I see kindness in his eyes, a gentleness without fear or anger. This man does not hate me. He does not think me some brand of hellion. To him, I am a woman and nothing more. If nothing else, I can respect him for that. Perhaps it will not be so bad to befriend my mixed blood guard. I can use all the friends I can get. “Thank you, Ckai’ten,” I say softly, reaching up to touch his face.
 
   He gives me a teasing look and replies, “It is only an herb woman.”
 
   “Not for that,” I answer, my voice softening.
 
   He watches me for a long moment, his blue-violet eyes looking into mine. “I know.”
 
   I smile at him, then go up on my toes and kiss his cheek. To give affection is as desperately needed as to receive it. At home, I was used to many kisses, touches. Ladies playing with each others’ hair and giving little shoves and kissing cheeks; men twirling one around and kissing the crown of her head, looping a playful arm around a lady’s shoulder. I long for that connection with someone, and Ckai’ten is safe. The only person here who will get that close to me is my little Enté who snuggles up to my side most afternoons for a nap. My kiss is chaste, friendly, and I laugh softly when I go back to my heels and see his nervous expression, his ears red. I smile at him, and he chuckles nervously, shaking his head at me and taking my hand, bowing and kissing the back of it before he leaves.
 
   I stand staring at the door for a long moment, just smiling gently. I have a friend. It sounds so silly to think, so desperate. But I realize then that I am desperate for some form of companionship and acceptance that does not have some sort of alternate motive.
 
   A few moments later, Heather comes in. “Thas’ gay fine o’ Ckai’ten ta ask ye,” Heather says as I carefully undress. She moves about my room, pulling out clothes and smoothing them on the bed. She glances over at me.
 
   I smile hesitantly, laying out my clothes on the bed. “I do not know him but…it was kind of him to ask.”
 
   She laughs. “Dinna tink it as him doin ye a favar, lass. He’ll be ire o teh other soldiers who’d ha loved ta have so pretty a lass at teh fair.”
 
   I just smile at her ruefully, correcting her: “Yes, but this was all the princess’ idea.”
 
   “An if eh twas?” she asks, looking back at me and returning to my side to hustle me out of the rest of my clothes.
 
   I give her a guilty look. “I’d hate to ruin his reputation because she is trying to ‘civilize’ me.”
 
   The woman laughs. “Ha ye met the princess yet?”
 
   “No,” I tell her, moving to the fire as she gathers the new dress.
 
   “Then ye ken no’ what ye say. Petara is a lady, and propriety is mighty important ta her. If she did suggest it ta Ckai’ten, twas only cause his eyes a’lingered on ye.” I glance at her anxiously. “An dinna fret o his reputation. Eben if he did care—an’ he don’t—he was an illegitimate child born to a soldier. He ha’ worked hard to no make ‘is fathar’s mastakes, but you’ll do no more damage ta him than he would to another young lassie. He wouldna been able ta take a lass anyhow if ye didn’t agree ta go.”
 
   I look over at her, and I am angry, although not at her. Adultery is not taken lightly in the Inferno either. Older traditions ordered that the adulterer and his or her lover be killed, along with any child brought from the affair. Now, although death is an acceptable sentence whether the offended mate is male or female, it is the Dai’lyn of both parties who decides the fate of their mates, and if one does not have a mate, then he or she suffers the fate of their lover. But children are no longer condemned with their parents, whatever the decision, and are left in the care of the Den. It is not uncommon, in fact, for such children to become the playmates and servants to the royal children. One of my playmates as a child, in fact, had been in such a circumstance where her father had been sentenced to death and her mother, although her life had been spared, had rejected her entirely.
 
   “Here nao,” Heather says sharply, dragging me up and roughly squeezing my hair as she pushes me towards the clothes. “Stop ya broodin’. Ckai’ten dinna pay dem no mind, an’ neitha should you. Go an’ ha’ ye fun tonight.”
 
   The dress that she pulls on me, after all of the chemise and petticoats, is by far one of the prettiest things I have ever seen. It is a simple dress, crafted of thick, black velvet, probably a dress meant for hunting or horse riding, meant to withstand the day’s attacks on it. The sleeves open wide with black lace, and the front is split, closed in with mock ribbon lacing, leaving a gap over my chest and a larger split from my stomach to the floor. But after a thick cotton chemise and a thicker wool one, another red silk chemise on top of that, I am well covered and very warm.
 
   Most women will be wearing slippers, but I put on a pair of black, leather boots lined with fox fur on the inside and thick stockings in order to keep warm. And after a pair of black gloves, I am fairly warm—all things considered. I will be wearing a cloak as well, which Heather swings around me and clasps in the front. It is heavy wool and lined with fur, snug and warm. Heather fixes a red rose pin in my hair, which is left down in glossy red and gold ringlets.
 
   She argues with me over painting my lips and putting kohl on my eyes. I hate anything on my face, but Heather finally wins the argument, and I sulk as she paints my lips and smears kohl on my eyes, dusting my cheeks with a soft rose powder.
 
   Finally, we are able to leave as the sun sets, a dark orange and pink hue in the sky. I wonder if we missed most of the festival, but Heather assures me that the festival is really not exciting until night sets in. She opens the door, and I hesitantly go forward, for the first time really anxious. After my Dai’lyn died, the only men I ever sought even friendship from was my brother and Jacob, and perhaps Blaze when he wasn’t trying to kill me. I am also fairly certain that I will greatly stand out among the Crystalice, and I am very unfamiliar with their culture. I can write a book on their military strategies and weapons, but I know next to nothing about their people and social etiquettes.
 
   Ckai’ten is posted at my door, waiting for me. He moves away from the wall, turning to look at me, and he goes very still. His eyes lock on mine for a long moment before slowly wandering over my face, the pin in my hair, then down to my dress before coming back up to my eyes. I suddenly feel naked, and I fidget a bit, glaring at him. “Stop staring.”
 
   He catches himself and almost blushes, smiling warmly at me. “Good evening to you as well, Scarlet.”
 
   I laugh and shake my head at him. I remember what Heather said: a man rejected by his companions and the dames of this land. It makes me angry. So I go to him and go up on my toes, touching my hands to his chest, and I kiss his lips, sweetly, softly. I may never be more than a friend to him, but I can give him that much at least. He goes very still, startled by the kiss, for I feel him suck in a breath through his nose. But then he eases and puts an arm around me, looking dazed when I sink down to my heels again. He looks at me, and a dark stain colors his cheeks, and he smiles anxiously, but happily.
 
   “Come than!” Heather says with a big smile. “Le’s be off!” I laugh, and the four of us, including the other guard at my post, head down the hall to the festival outside. Once we reach the second floor, I can hear loud and boisterous music pouring in from outside, and I smile. “Ye muss meet ma babes, Scarlet. Mos’ ‘specially ma littlest one, Delana. Ma oldest is keepin her tonight for she is with child herself, and her husband is no about to let her outside to go dancing and wanderin about up late.”
 
   I smile, but there is a nervousness about me. Tam is one of Heather’s fledglings as well, and…I am not certain I want to meet him again. “I would love to. Ardien, where is your Senai?”
 
   The other guard looks at me, clearly displeased that I know his name. He cuts his eyes to me and then looks ahead again. “She will meet me in the town.”
 
   I glance up at Ckai’ten, wondering why Ardien is so cold to me, although I suppose I know the reason; it just saddens me. Ckai’ten smiles gently, walking with his arm around my shoulders and my hand at his lower back. It is fairly common for Inferno to walk all tangled with their Dai’lyn, but apparently not for Crystalice. As a few people stare at us as we descended upon the first floor, I remember Dena saying that most people thought her scandalous because she wanted to hold hands with her Teir—Claque.
 
   The thought of that man turns my blood cold, and I clutch my teeth together. Ckai’ten apparently notices my displeasure, because he looks back down at me, wordless, but clearly concerned. I sigh and return his look with a small smile, loosening my grip on his shirt. When I look ahead again, I am a bit startled when my eyes meet with pure ice.
 
   Gabriel had just stalked into the castle, covered in sweat and dirt, wearing only a pair of dark blue slacks. He is tired and in much need of a bath, looking like he has wrestled wolves all day, which he very well may have been, knowing him. He stops in his tracks as our eyes collide, and I stop as well, causing a reaction so that all of us halt. Nothing is said for a moment, although Heather might have muttered something under her breath. I take a breath and say solidly, “Heather, you and Ardien go ahead.” I can tell that Gabriel means to stir trouble as sure as a mother knows when her child is in to something he aught not to be. Heather hesitates, but then says a sharp word to the guard, and they move outside, walking around Gabriel.
 
   I look up at Ckai’ten, and his arm tightens on my shoulders. “You as well, my friend. I need to speak with Gabriel.”
 
   He gives a single shake of his head, eyes ever on Gabriel. “I cannot, Scarlet. Gabriel is my prince, and I must protect him…even from you.”
 
   I give him a small, knowing smile, sighing softly when I hear Gabriel call for me. “Cara,” he says, his voice a dark song that echoes in my mind, that steals my breath and sinks into my chest, making me unstable.
 
   I look back to him, my golden eyes blazing and my lips a thin line of displeasure. Gabriel moves towards us, standing in front of us. His eyes are not angry, but they ravage my eyes, my face, Ckai’ten’s arm tightening on my shoulders and mine at his back. I watch Gabriel’s jaw tense. “Where are you going?”
 
   I release a breath that I had not known that I had been holding. “To the festival.”
 
   “Why?” he asks, and at that moment, his hard voice reminds me of my father when he drills the soldiers.
 
   I frown up at him, my golden eyes holding his. “Because I was asked to go.”
 
   Gabriel is silent for a moment, and then growls, “I forbid it.”
 
   My eyes go wide, then narrow with anger, and I drop my arm from Ckai’ten, stepping forward, but Ckai’ten holds my shoulders firmly, keeping me back. I do not fight him, but I drill my eyes into Gabriel and snarl, “Your sister sent him to me. It was by her own design that we are going.”
 
   “Petara?” he asks, seeming to calm a bit as he watches us both. “So you have not chosen to go?”
 
   I almost snarl, watching him with hatred in my eyes. “I would go even if it were not Petara’s doing. You have kept me locked in that room for weeks, and Ckai’ten wanted to go.”
 
   Gabriel shrugs. “If Petara wants you to go, then go. Since it seems you are not trying to seduce my guards, then there cannot be much harm.”
 
   I stare at him a moment, then yowl in the back of my throat, shifting a bit, ready to fight. Gabriel narrows his eyes on me, growling low in his chest, watching me. “Scarlet… no,” Ckai’ten says softly, tugging my shoulders to the shelter of his body.
 
   Gabriel quirks a brow at me, his eyes flicking wide—furious. “So you will answer to the guard, but not I, Cara?”
 
   “You will never speak my name, you cold-hearted bastard,” I snarl, and Ckai’ten tenses.
 
   Gabriel just smirks. “Cold-hearted, am I? How cold was I, Cara, when I was in your room, when you turned your body into mine and sighed my name?”
 
   I feel heat course through my blood, both rage and desire, and it is a potent mix, for I jerk away from Ckai’ten to lash out at Gabriel, but Ckai’ten grabs me, catching me unaware, practically lifting me up from the ground, one arm around my back, the other just above the bend of my knees, crushing my chest to his as his lips come down on mine. It is just enough to startle me out of my rage, and I gasp, inadvertently allowing his mouth to devour mine. And it is enough—in that moment, to take away my rage, to burn away my hatred and calm my blood. Ckai’ten cannot make my blood rush, cannot make it sing with desire and the need to touch.
 
   His kiss is clumsy at best, but I know that he is doing the only thing he knows that would steal my rage without redirecting it at anyone else or having to fight me. I almost laugh, smiling softly as I kiss him, allowing the world to fade away just for a moment so that my heart can return to a steady beat and my breathing calm.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Three
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I am surprised to see Cara. I hoped to avoid her for the next few days. Perhaps it is unfair of me to leave her in her room. I provide her everything that she needs. I have meals brought to her and warm dresses to keep her clothed. I have servants stoke the fire and bring anything she requests. But Cara is not the sort of woman to enjoy any cage, even a gilded and diamond-studded one.
 
   I am sore and worn to the bone, having sparred with Claque and drilled the soldiers. Everything aches and burns, and it had been a wonderful, desperate release to get Cara off of my mind. Her taste burns my lips, and the soft sounds she had made in her throat haunt my mind, replaying them again and again.
 
   When I first see her, I am more startled than anything. I almost did not recognize her. No Crystalice would ever wear the bold colors that she wears, black velvet with red silk in the gaps. She is a black widow among white butterflies, and everyone knows it. She is deadly; she is dangerous. And not just to a man’s body, but to his mind. Her hair falls in curls down her shoulders, and the light from candles pours off of it in ways that imitate a fire against her skin. Her golden eyes are bright, blazing, her lips painted red—as though I did not already fight to keep her lips from my mind.
 
   But then I see something that does not belong. At first, I thought that Ckai’ten was escorting Cara out to the festival, keeping her out of trouble. But when I set her form to memory, I realize that they stand much too close. His hand engulfs her shoulder, his arm across her back, and her arm behind him.
 
   I manage to keep myself barely composed until Ckai’ten grabs her. I know that I struck a nerve in her. I know that my words shoot straight into her chest, that she would leave his hold for me, even if just to fight me. But that man snatches her from my fight and consumes her mouth with his touch, her body with his hold. I have never seen a man hold a woman so. Dena is the most scandalous I have seen for holding hands with Claque and occasionally kissing his cheek. But there is not an inch of Cara that is not pressed against this man, and my blood runs like poison. I cannot move for the longest time, my back ramrod straight, my shoulders squared, my eyes hard, narrow. After a moment, Ckai’ten finally releases her, but he keeps his arm around her, Cara unsteady at best, looking dazed, but calm.
 
   With as much pride as I can muster, I bow at the waist and growl, “Enjoy yourselves.” I meet her eyes, let her taste my rage, my jealousy, my own self-loathing that those thoughts even course through me. I move past them both, stiff and aching inside and out.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Four
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   When Ckai’ten set me down, I would have fallen straight to the floor if he did not hold me up. I look away, not certain if I would see Gabriel or not. But I do. He stands there looking like ice replaced his blood and bones, his crystal blue eyes hard and unyielding on me, filled with emotions that I have never seen in a man’s eyes before. Rage. Jealousy. And the faintest hint of hurt.
 
   I open my mouth to speak, but suddenly…he leaves. Turns on his heels and walks away. I watch him leave, this stiff sort of storm out of my sight. He doesn’t run. He’s much too proud to run from me, but anyone near him moves quickly out of his way. And then, he turns the corner and is gone from my sight. My lips part, only slightly, as if I might speak, and I take a step towards where Gabriel left. But I pause, and my lips close, my eyes falling. Who am I that I could console his rage? What could I possibly do? And furthermore, what concern is it of mine if the ice prince is angry? We are not even friends. We are scarcely not threats to one another, and most likely only because of my condition. I doubt that I would be so tolerant of him as I am if I had even half of my former strength. As it is…my weaknesses is a plague upon my mind as much as my body.
 
   “Will you come, Scarlet?” Ckai’ten is beside me, and I turn my head to look at him, smiling uneasily.
 
   “Indeed. Forgive my delay, friend.” I incline my head to him and he offers his arm. We say nothing of the kiss he used to keep me from attacking Gabriel. There is no need, really. We both know that it meant nothing to either of us. Or at least, I hope it meant nothing to him. I’ve no desire to remove the only friend I have here.  I take the arm he offers, and he leads me out of the main doors and into the bitter cold. I gasp and recoil from the blast of chill, and Ckai’ten waits patiently at my side as I brace myself and learn how to breathe once more.
 
   Everything is so white and pale outside of the castle. Straight before me is the courtyard, an elegant, open structure paved with snow-covered stones. Soldiers meander about and servants move around. The stables are to my left, and I can hear the horses snorting and pacing in their stalls. It must be time to refresh the oats. Chestnut always gets anxious if his sack of oats is even a little low, as if I might somehow forget to feed him. I smile secretively. Ckai’ten begins pulling at me, however, and I return my attention to the present, letting him pull me away from the door and from the anxious and wary eyes of the Ceruleans standing nearby.
 
   “It is a good, clear night,” Ckai’ten says, and I look up at the black sky where white stars twinkle in their blanket of night. The sky has never been so clear to me. It is always warped by the flames of my homeland. But here, it is crisp and sharp and beautiful, and I pause to stare at it.
 
   Finally, I say, “Wouldn’t the Crystalice like the snow?”
 
   He laughs a bit, guiding me out of the courtyard and towards the cobblestone road that leads into the city. “Not any more than someone else would like to be rained on. It is nice at times, but other times it is a bother. Tonight, it would very much be a bother.”
 
   Absentmindedly, I reply, “We have neither rain nor snow in Inferno.”
 
   I try to slink back into my cloak, but my eyes move all around the city. They have tall stone and ice and crystal buildings, lined up individually in rows along the streets. The main street keeps going, but there are other smaller ones as well, and they are all lined with buildings.
 
   “Really now? How do the Inferno grow food then?”
 
   I ignore the question for now and ask, “What are all of these…structures?”
 
   He follows my gaze to the two-story, some three-story buildings. He smiles. “Ah, these are houses,” he says. “Usually, an entire family will live there, at least until the children are old enough to marry and move out.”
 
   “Oh?” I ask, interested as we move down the street slowly. My nose and cheeks feel chapped, and my throat burns with cold. I do not know how long I will be able to stay out here. “So much space for one family! They must have many children to need so many rooms.”
 
   He laughs again, and I frown at him. “Homes are not merely for sleeping, Scarlet. These are the wealthy homes of the city. They usually have parlors and solars for entertaining company. Servants usually have their own room. They have kitchens. Some of them have music rooms or libraries or studies. Each child most likely has their own room, and the husband and wife will usually have separate rooms as well.”
 
   I look over at him uncertainly as we walk. “How very…odd. And wasteful.”
 
   He does not seem bothered and merely smiles before asking, “And how do the Inferno dwell?”
 
   I sigh out a warm breath, and it fogs in front of my face, startling me because there is no fog from anyone else, except perhaps a little from Ckai’ten. Coming back to my senses, I reply, “We all live together. The wealthy and powerful live within the Den. The three upper floors are all bedrooms for people to stay. If you wish to visit with someone, then you simply go to their room. We do not have different rooms for different purposes.
 
   “Our rooms will be lined with furs and rugs and pillows for sleeping. We will usually have shelves on the walls with books, trunks with clothes and supplies, perhaps a small desk on which to write. The castle servants are communal and do not belong to any one family. They serve the entire castle in exchange for food and board in one of the lower rooms. The lower class live within the wall surrounding the Den or in one of the small houses between the wall and the Den, usually no bigger than two rooms, and only because one is a kitchen. The homes in the wall can be small or large. There are three levels of houses, and the top ones are usually the smallest.”
 
   “Curious,” he says, scratching his chin in an odd little manner, and I smile faintly.
 
   “Ack! Thar ye be!” Heather calls to us as we pass through a gate and into another section of town. This one is slightly different than the upper district. The buildings are smaller and closer together, made of less expensive material. The cobblestone street is cracked and more worn, and the streets are lined with carts of various kinds, cluttered with people. There are also signs hanging from the buildings, some with pictures and others with words. Tailor. Blacksmith. Anne’s Bakery. Renald’s Herbs. Apothecary. Madam Christine’s.
 
   Heather approaches and clasps me by the arms with an eager grin. “Good! Good!” she says with a grin and a nod. “Nay trouble, than?”
 
   “None,” Ckai’ten says, inclining his head to her.
 
   She nods again and then grins a smile which, despite the missing and crooked teeth, is pleasant. “Ack, well. Come ‘ere. There’s summon I want ya ta meet.”
 
   She takes my gloved hand and pulls me along, and I laugh, stumbling after her. The cold is bitter and unpleasant, but I think that I might enjoy this evening. I can hear music lower in the town, and it sounds so strange. I am not familiar with the instruments, and I would like to go and see. All thoughts of music and cold leave me at once, however, when I see the creature before me. He is not like I remember him, standing up straight with his hands in his pockets. He’s dressed for the cold, although not so much as I, wearing a long-sleeved wool shirt, a leather jerkin, slacks, boots, and a coat. He’s grinning at some girl beside him who is holding a little baby in her arms, and then he turns and grins at Heather’s beckon. His smile falls when his eyes land on me.
 
   “Tam!” Heather calls and stops before him. She calls to me, “Come ‘ere, lass,” pulling me forward. “He’s been wantin’ ta meet ya for a while.”
 
   I stand before Tam without words. He is young, probably only just having reached his prime or perhaps a year from it yet. His sandy-blond hair is curly and hangs around his face like a mop, his brown eyes murky and shy. His stance turns awkward and he shakes just a bit, looking at me. He’s taller than I remember. Although I remember standing and towering over him and his two dead companions the day I killed Mit’an’av. “H-Hallo, Lady Sc-carlet,” he greets, and my head tips slightly to the side, watching him.
 
   I have no knowledge of normal social protocol in this situation. Am I supposed to smile? “Hello, Tam.”
 
   He gives a little start. “You ramembar me?”
 
   Now I do smile, only just. “Indeed,” I say, inclining my head. “You are the only one I have let live.”
 
   He pales and then blushes and rubs the back of his neck. The boy smiles a bit and says, “Ah…Ah’v always wondered why ya did…I still ha nightmares…”
 
   I cringe a bit and sigh. “I do not know the answer,” I tell him. “But…the nightmares are another matter.”
 
   He looks at me curiously. “You ha nightmares too?”
 
   I smile bitterly, sadly. “Indeed. Every night. Some nights I wake burning up and screaming, black scorch marks on the ceiling and my blankets singed.”
 
   “Ack,” Heather bemoans, “Ah kep wondrin how tha was happnin.”
 
   Tam smiles a bit and says, “Ah see…do you…know how ta make tham betta?”
 
   I consider him and reply, “Perhaps. You are welcome to stop by my chambers before you retire. I will see if I cannot help with them. I still have them but…not nearly as badly as I once did. I’ve learned how to fight them, how to control them.”
 
   He smiles at me and nods, clearly hopeful for the prospect of a good night’s sleep, and I can certainly understand that. But then, his smile falls and he studies me. “Ya dinna look well, miss. Ya looked betta when I saw ya at tha wasteland.”
 
   “Naked?” I ask, and the boy nearly chokes, giving such a start and turning a bright shade of red. Heather and Ckai’ten both share a look of confusion and interest as Tam struggles to remember enough words to insist that was not his intention. Looking to Ckai’ten and Heather, I explain, “When we first met, I came out of a Shift and was naked and covered in blood.”
 
   Tam coughs a bit and says, “Ah-ah-ah meant th-that ya loss somma ya color.” Heather looks from him to me, trying to figure out what a healthy Inferno would look like. He nods to his mother and says, “Har skin was more like…gold and red…it’s still darker than ars nao but…it’s gray compared ta what it once was…and her face looks…thin.”
 
   I grimace and say, “I hadn’t realized you’d been studying me.”
 
   He turns another shade of red and stammers, “Ah-ah was tryin ta keep ma eyes on yar face…” We all laugh then at his expense, and Heather takes his arm, patting it sweetly and grinning at me.
 
   “Ack, well, less head down ta the festival.” We all agree, and Ckai’ten puts a warm hand at my back to steady and guide me as we head down into the more crowded part of town. Somehow, despite being packed into such a small space, I manage to avoid touching anyone. They somehow manage to steer clear of me as if sensing my heat, my origins. Heather takes me to a stall of sweets and asks me to pick one. 
 
   “Good evening,” I greet the shop keeper and incline my head despite his scowl, as though he smells something rank. I ignore the look and browse the treats, finding a red one with white sprinkled on the top. “Is that…snow?”
 
   Heather laughs and says, “Nay, lass! Aha! That’s sugar!”
 
   I frown at her, considering the treat. “In Inferno, the sugar is brown and is larger crystals. This looks like… powder.”
 
   Heather laughs and decides to purchase some for me. The man gives her a price, however, and Heather gets into a huff. I’ve no idea what things are supposed to cost in Crystalice, especially considering that Cerulean has their own currency, but apparently, the price is steep for a pair of treats, and Heather has no problem taking the man to task publicly, claiming thievery. People don’t usually shout and carry on that way in Crystalice, and people begin to stare. Men catch sight of me and move in front of their wives and children. Women tuck their babies out of sight and move quickly along. A few locals step forward to determine the source of the problem, but their eyes are on me.
 
   I take a step back, and Ckai’ten puts an arm around me. “Perhaps it would be wise if we relocated until Heather resolves this matter,” he says, his head dipping low to my ear. I nod my head and let him lead me away. With a heavy sigh, we move away from the stall and down a bit aways.
 
   “What was the matter?” I ask.
 
   Ckai’ten shakes his head and replies, “He won’t refuse business but he was trying to charge Heather almost threefold what those things were worth.”
 
   “Because of me.” It is not a question, and Ckai’ten only sighs. “Ckai’ten, perhaps I—ah!”
 
   “Scarlet!”
 
   All at once, my face is burning in ways I have never known. It takes a moment of gasping past the pain and rubbing at my face, trying to get rid of the burning, wet substance to realize that someone had thrown a ball of snow at my face. The ice is much more painful to my kind than it would be to a Flora. The right side of my face is a mixture of red and purple, minor burns, and although it will fade within a day or two, it hurts like hell. I lean over, protecting my face with a hand without touching the burn. 
 
   “Scarlet!” Ckai’ten calls again, kneeling near me and pulling back my hood. “Let me see…” I move my hand away, and he hisses at the sight of the injury. Falling snow would not have bothered me so much. But whoever had thrown that ball had packed it hard with pieces of ice as well. It had scrapped my skin as much as it had burned it with cold.
 
   “It’s fine…” I whisper. I had not realized snow would hurt me so badly in this weakened state. Usually I am much hotter and it would not have burned so badly. If I had realized, I would have stayed inside.
 
   Ckai’ten grunts as a thud hits his back, and he stands to his full height, looking ready for murder. “Stay right here, Scarlet,” he says, and I look up to see him head towards a group of grinning, cruel-looking men who probably have had too much to drink. There’s four of them, but if that number bothers Ckai’ten, he doesn’t show it.
 
   “Scarlet!” Tam calls for me, and I turn as he reaches me, and he swears. “Miss Scarlet, wha ‘appened?” He reaches for my face and then thinks better of touching the wound and instead takes my arm, looking past me to Ckai’ten. “Common, miss. Less get ya back inside.”
 
   “But Ckai’ten…”
 
   Tam flashes a boyish grin at me and tugs me towards the castle once more. “Ckai’ten is moar than enou’ far those drunk bastards. Dinna warry bout ‘im.”
 
   He herds me along, an arm around my back as I pull my hood over my face once more to try and protect it from the cold air. “I…I am sorry…this is my fault.”
 
   He smiles and shakes his head. “Ya didn’ throw tha snowball, miss. T’ain’t yar fault.” He stops suddenly, and I look up from my shelter to see three more men standing by with dirks and knives. He tenses, and his arm tightens. “Wan I say, miss, ya head right and run.”
 
   I shake my head. “No. I can fight.”
 
   He scoffs and laughs a bit. “No offense, miss. But ah’s seen ya fight, and ya were in lots betta shape than. Ya jus gonna get yarself kilt.” He smiles at me. “Thay’ll na kill me. But thay’ll kill ya sure, miss. Please go.”
 
   I grind my teeth, looking as the men head our way. The villagers seem to get some idea of what’s happening and move away, towards the buildings, moving down the street. They talk, looking nervous, looking at me and at the men, trying to decide what’s happening and what they think of the situation. Suddenly, the men charge, and Tam shoves me to the right. “Go!”
 
   I hesitate and then take off running. I hate running. It’s against everything I was trained to do. But I cannot help them in the state I’m in. If I find some of the guard, they can help. I run as fast as my legs can carry me, thinking of the Crystalice men with pale hair and frozen eyes. My heart hammers in my chest. Ckai’ten may be able to take four grown men, but Tam is only a boy.
 
   Suddenly, something slams into my back, and the breath is forced from my lungs as I hit the ground. My head hits stone, and I am forced over onto my back. My blood is hot. I can feel it sliding and cooling down my face, sizzling against the cold. My vision spins, but I see a man with blue hair and violet eyes. “Filthy La’Heitan!” he snarls at me, and cold hands go around my throat.
 
   I gasp in a breath, terrified of losing air. I struggle and get a knee between his legs. He grunts and loosens his hold, but not enough to get away, and I gasp in another breath. He knocks me back down, and I wonder what people in the street must be doing. Are they standing there watching? Staring as this man tries to choke me? “We are the White Fang!” He screams in my face as I claw at his hands. My vision is already darkening. “We will purge this world of your filthy race! We will protect the crown of Cerulean!”
 
   I am going to die. I can’t breathe. His hands are so cold. They burn my skin. I can feel the cold seeping through my clothes, burning my back. My throat is closed. My eyes are open, but everything is so dark. I’m falling. As if the ground beneath me splits open…I’m falling down…into the darkness…the cold…I am going…to die…
 
   Ga…briel…
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Five
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   A cold bath and iced liquor do little to ease my mind. From my chair, I look out at my city, blanketed in white. Blue-orbed lanterns are hung through the streets, and their glow is ethereal upon the place. I wish to go, but I will not. Any taste I had for company and revelry is dead within me now. It is foolish. I am sulking like a child, and I know it well. How is it that I allow the little vixen to goad me so? I know better than to give her that much power. And yet, somehow…I still do.
 
   Sighing, I lean my chilled glass against my brow and relish in the chill of it, closing my eyes. Why does she affect me? She is dangerous. I know that. I have more than once suspected her of seducing me merely to kill me, and in fact, she has at least once. I suspect it even now. Hell, I practically expect it from her. And yet there is such a brazen sincerity and honesty in everything she does. Every look, every sigh. The way she moves, the words that fall from her lips. She may think on them, at least some of the time, but she does not censor them. They are open and straightforward. If she does not wish to answer me, she merely says so. She does not lie. It never occurred to me how much of my world is well-placed lies. This is why I have no taste for politics.
 
   Another sigh, and I sip my drink. Perhaps…that is what I find so drawing…that freedom…even as my prisoner, she somehow seems more free in this place than even I am. Is it my responsibility that chains me? I have always thought so and always accepted that…but I am beginning to wonder if that, indeed, is what binds me so tightly.
 
   I finish off the glass and set it down before a pounding on my door jolts me like a strike of white-hot lightning through my blood. I fly to my feet as a guard on the other side of my doors calls my name. Going to it, I wrench it open, and he straightens quickly into a salute.
 
   “My lord!” he cries. “There was an incident. In the city. The Inferno and her troupe were attacked.”
 
   Cara.
 
   “Where is she?” I push past him and start down the hall when I see a flash of black and red being carried from down the hall. “Cara!” I quickly close the distance between myself and the guard, grabbing her face, turning it from side to side. She has blood on one side of her head, and there is blood on her hands, skin under her nails. One side of her face is badly burned and swollen, and I cannot hear her breathing. “Is she alive?”
 
   “Yes,” the guard says. “We brought her back under Ckai’ten’s orders. He’s in pursuit of the attackers. Heather is on her way.”
 
   “Set her in my room.” I clap his shoulder and move past him. “Go!” I do not turn back to see if he has done as I bid. Instead, I race down the stairs, calling for a servant to grab my sword, but Ckai’ten heads me off before I even leave the castle. He’s a bit torn up, a few cuts and scrapes, but otherwise unharmed. “Ckai’ten. Report.”
 
   Huffing his breath, he says, “Got away, your highness. I was fighting off the lot of ‘em when one of the bastards bashed my head and they took off. I went after Scarlet. Heather’s son is in pretty bad shape too.”
 
   “Any trace of them?” I ask.
 
   He shakes his head. “None. I’ll send men out to look for them but…I doubt we’ll find anything.” He gestures behind me. “Lady Scarlet is unconscious, but she might know who they are. They didn’t look military to me, but I didn’t get a chance to ask her.”
 
   Sighing, I run a hand through my hair and take a few minutes just to breathe, closing my eyes and feeling my world crash around me. An attack? In the city? On the night of a festival? Have things really become so dire here?
 
   “Get your hands off of me!” Cara’s voice screams in the distance, and I look up to see Ckai’ten’s concern. A slew of swearing and shouts from guards get my feet moving, and I start running, hurrying back up the stairs to the fifth floor where my little spitfire is staring down five guards with fire in both hands and a tattered dress.
 
   “Cara!” I call, pushing past the guards. Her eyes lock on me, and she bares her teeth. “Cara…peace, Inferno.” I hold out my hands. “You’re safe. You were brought back to the castle…you’re alright.”
 
   She looks at me uneasily, but the fire in her hands dies, and she sways on her feet. I move towards her and set her steady, supporting her. “Come on…you need to rest. Come and sit.” Turning her, I lead her inside and glance back to the guards, saying, “Four men posted here. No one gets in without my explicit permission.” With their acknowledgement, I take Cara inside.
 
   Cara stumbles alongside me into the room, sometimes nearly collapsing. I get her to the couch and she flops down on it, laying back with a heavy sigh. She puts a hand to her head and opens her eyes wide, staring at the ceiling. She’s trying not to faint. I can tell by the way she opens her eyes overwide and how she focuses on the ceiling intently, her breathing ragged. “Cara…” She looks to me, her eyes holding fear and bewilderment. I honestly have no idea how she is still conscious. She doesn’t look like she’s lost much blood other than a cut to her brow, but the burn on her face is awful, and her skin is ashen. “I…”
 
   There is a knock at the door, and I swear and turn from her, going to the door. “Sir. Heather has just entered the castle and has requested to tend the Inferno.”
 
   I nod. “Give Heather whatever she orders.”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   I shut the door, moving back over to the couch. She’s asleep. With a sigh, I smile faintly, but my smile is uneasy and tense. I go to her and put my hand to her throat, checking for a pulse. Her skin is only slightly warm to my touch. My throat tightens. She was placed into my care. I was responsible for this. Why does this keep happening? Why? Who would dare to attack my charge in my own city? Who?
 
   The doors open, I am assuming by Heather’s order, and two servants come in with logs. They remove the decorative pieces from my fireplace and fill it with wood, lighting it and getting it hot as others come and dump out the water from my bath, dragging the tub before the fire and filling it with boiling water. Another maid drops a charm in the water to keep it hot. As they move busily about their tasks, I stand near to Cara. My own people did this. Attacked her. Attacked a royal guard. Can I even trust those in my own castle?
 
   They do not speak to me, and it is just as well. As they filter out, Heather comes in, panting a bit. “‘Scuse ma tardiness, highness. Ma bae was awful bad off. How’s Scarlet?”
 
   “Not well,” I reply, watching her as she comes to the couch. The last of the servants leave, and I step aside for her to take a look. Heather makes an uneasy sound, inspecting Cara. I distract myself from my growing unease and ask, “How is your son? Tam, is it?”
 
   “Aye,” she says and crouches down in front of Cara, touching her face and checking her head. Cara doesn’t stir. “He’s go’ a few broken boons an’ nasty cuts, but he’ll be fine…Looks worse than tis.”
 
   “And…Cara?”
 
   Heather glances over at me and grimaces. “I wish tha’ were tha same…she looks aboot as bad as tis.” She gestures away and says, “I need ta get her fever up. It’s much too low.”
 
   “Let me help,” I offer. Heather looks uncertain, but I think we both know that Cara wouldn’t care, and I’m beginning to think that she’s of the same mind as I am—we no longer know who we can trust. Heather strips Cara down to her underdress, and I carry her to the tub as Heather begins her work, quickly becoming an expert in tending the Inferno woman.
 
   It is well into the night and very nearly the next morning when Heather finally leaves. Cara woke when she was placed into the bath, but she remained mostly incoherent. She was awake enough to not drown and to eat. Heather put me to the task of getting Cara to eat, always putting some hot soup or roasted meat in front of her. She would complain occasionally, but bite by bite, she ate most of what Heather ordered for her—a staggering amount of food, to be sure, and about what I would eat in a week if I wasn’t too hungry. Cara went through an entire roast, several hot rolls with spread, hot vegetables, and several mugs of hot stew.
 
   She now fights off sleep as though it is the plague, wrapped up in several wool and cotton gowns and curled up on my sofa with a mug of hot ale. She stares down at it with this weary, lost expression, her brows pinched together and her lips set into a frown. We have yet to speak on the night, mostly just working on getting her temperature back up. Half of her face is wrapped in bandages to protect the fresh ice-burns. Heather put a salve on it, but it will take a while to heal.
 
   “Cara…” Her eyes snap up to me, as if startled. Her chest suddenly heaves from fear. I hesitate, waiting for her to realize where she is and who I am. Her breathing calms. “…you should sleep. You are exhausted.”
 
   She scoffs and looks back down at the ale. “Sleep…you expect me to sleep, Gabriel?” Her voice is very nearly slurred with weariness. “How can I sleep? I do not mind people out to kill me so much as long as I can fight…but I am completely useless. A year ago, I could have killed them all without a single scratch. Tonight…tonight that bastard was able to get me to the ground.” She glares up at me as if it is somehow my fault. Although…I suppose it is.
 
   I sigh and rub my face. “Cara…you are an enemy to them…you cannot expect—”
 
   “No,” she snarls, standing up and hurling the mug of ale at me. Her motions are so sluggish, however, that even without dodging out of the way, that mug would have come nowhere near me. It shatters, and I look back to the panting creature. She looks quite ill. “I do not expect anything. I never should have left the castle.” I open my mouth, but she begins screaming at me, “I have not forgotten! I have not forgotten who I am! Who you are! I will never forget what you have done to my people! My family! Your people took my husband! My brother!” She moves towards me, but she stumbles in her walk. I lurch towards her to help her, but she slaps my hands away. “I don’t expect anything from you! I hate you!”
 
   It’s hard to take her seriously when she’s so clearly injured and exhausted. It’s sort of like humoring a child who cries simply because they are tired and feel like crying. I suppose I should get angry. Her words are biting and callous, and I have more than my fair share of grievances against her specifically and against her people. But somehow, the thought of bringing it up seems…taxing. “Cara…”
 
   “No!” she screams, and this time, she nearly falls. I grab her arm to hold her up and put my other hand under her elbow. She breathes hard, leaning against me and clearly fighting off exhaustion and vertigo. “I hate you…” she bemoans, sobs beginning to well up in her chest. “I hate you, Gabriel…I hate you…I want to go home…I hate this place…you’ve…you’ve taken everything from me…I have nothing…nothing left…”
 
   Her words go straight through me, and for a moment, I cannot speak. She’s stopped screaming and hitting me, at least, so I put my arms around her to steady her. “Cara…I cannot send you home…believe me or not but…I would, were it possible. But I cannot. I cannot appear weak in front of my own people. Tonight has proven that. My own people disobeyed me and attacked not only my charge but the royal guard as well…I—”
 
   “The White Fang…” she murmurs.
 
   “What?”
 
   Sighing, she looks up at me and looks into my eyes intently. “The man said…they were called the White Fang…he…he talked about purging the country…”
 
   White Fang. So, the insurrection has a name. But I’ve never heard of them before. I tuck the information away and ask, “Do you remember anything else?”
 
   She frowns at me and looks back down towards my chest, thinking past the haze of her mind. “I…they seemed just drunk and stupid at first…but they were organized…the first attack drew Ckai’ten away…then there was a second assault closer towards the castle…they expected me to run back, not home.”
 
   “They expected you to run back to the palace?” I ask. She nods. Very few people would know Cara well enough to know that she would not try to escape. Not out of lack of desire, but from her physical condition. Very few people were given knowledge of how serious her health has fallen. The rest of my kind are not familiar enough to know, even by looking at her, how sick she is. Organized. Intimate knowledge of the higher workings of the palace. She’s right. These were not just some angry drunks.
 
   “Gabriel…?”
 
   “Hm?” I glance down at her.
 
   “Kill me…” Her gaze is still focused straight ahead of her on my chest. “Please…just finish it…I’m ready to die…”
 
   I draw her nearer, and I can feel the heat blazing from her now. Still not what it was when I first set her upon my horse in the wastelands, but better than it was a few hours ago. “Cara…you are much too proud to die…” I kiss the top of her head, hesitating after the fact, uncertain of why I did such a thing to begin with. Certainly, I want Cara. Any man would have to be blind or quite the fool not to. But… perhaps that is not all it is…not anymore. “I will…try…to make you a new home here…I cannot restore what was taken…but perhaps I can give you something… worthy of you living a little while longer…”
 
   She lays her warm cheek on my silk shirt, and I can feel the heat of her go right through it. “Why would you ever bother…” she mutters dryly.
 
   Why, indeed? Honestly, I answer, “I do not know…” We go silent, she and I, for a little while, until I realize that she has begun snoring softly. She has managed to fall asleep standing up and leaning against me.
 
   I just sigh and smile, listening to her soft breathing for a long time before I move, situating my arms underneath her and lifting her up. I tuck her against my chest and carry her through the door on the right, my room.
 
   I open a door to the right of the entrance, feeling my chest tighten. I have not been in this room in such a long time. I open it carefully, looking on as moonlight spills into the room. Catherine’s room is exactly as she had left it. There is a large, four-poster bed against the far wall with thin, cream colored drapes pulled closed. She would often lay in her bed at night and read a book or work on her embroidery. It is not common in Crystalice for a man to share his bed with his wife. They would share bodies, but those who can afford it sleep in separate rooms, even if they are connected.
 
   Catherine wanted a balcony, and so I had one built for her just past the two glass doors beside the bed, curtains drawn shut. There are shelves of various things, trinkets that I bought her, paintings that her little sister, Meridith, made for her. She had a vanity in front of a large, crystal mirror, a table with a tea set and lace cloth. Another door leads to her solar, filled with books of all kinds, soft chairs and cushions where she would entertain her ladies-in-waiting. And yet, I can see nothing. I know where everything is, but white sheets had been pulled over everything—the shelves, the table, the vanity, everything but the bed.
 
   Cara turns in my arms, sighing gently, tucking her face against my chest. She is asleep now, and I smile just a bit at her, bringing my thoughts back to the present. Holding her against me with one arm, her feet barely but automatically holding against the floor, I use my hand to push back the curtains of the neatly made bed. I pull back the soft silk covers and lay the red-head gently down, her hair spilling out over the pillow. She murmurs something quietly, but if it had been actual words, I could not understand them. I draw up the covers over her before leaving her room to find sleep of my own.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Six
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   It’s late morning by the time I wake the next day. I do not remember crying, but I know that I must have, because my nose is stuffed and my head feels swollen. My face burns like hellfire. I sigh and shift in the soft bed, silken sheets rustling against my skin. I clench my eyes tighter, thinking about the last things I can recall, sorting dream from reality.
 
   With a sigh, I push myself up, threatening murder in my mind if there is one scratch on me. When I sit up, I am certain that I look like a cat brushed wrong-side up. I push my tangled mess of hair out of my face, feeling groggy at best when I become aware of another presence in the room.
 
   The room is still, quiet, sunlight pouring in from the windows, the drapes having been pulled open. An older woman and Dena are sitting at the table on the far side of the room, a pot of tea between them. They talk quietly to themselves, and Dena is the first to notice that I am awake. She quiets, looking over at me, then to her older companion.
 
   I have not a clue as to where I am nor where I am supposed to be. I’ve never been in this room before as far as I can tell. It’s far too feminine for my tastes, all soft pinks and creams, but it is a lavish room, filled with well-crafted things and the softest, silk sheets. I look over at the two women who stopped talking and I ask, “Where am I?”
 
   “You do not remember?” the elder asks, her voice gentle, calm.
 
   I shake my head. Dena and the other woman share a look before Dena turns her attention to me. “This is one of the apartments in the prince’s suite. Catherine’s room. Well, it was her room.”
 
   I sigh, tired, irritable. I shiver, drawing the blankets up around me. “Who are you?” I mutter irritably, looking over to the older woman. She is lovely, a fair woman with pale, blond hair drawn back into a severe braid which is coiled and pinned to her head. Her skin is alabaster white, and she has such violet eyes. Surely one of Gabriel’s sisters. She is also slightly pregnant, her belly bump pushing a bit against the table.
 
   “Princess Petara Lunia Jan’tel,” she introduces cordially, “Gabriel’s sister.” I incline my head gruffly. “And you are the Lady Scarlet whom I have heard so much about.”
 
   I ignore her. “Why am I here?” I grumble, looking back to them.
 
   Petara shrugs. “I came to speak with you this morning, but when you were not in your room, I asked the guard, and he said that he had last seen you with Gabriel, and so I asked him. Gabriel just said that you were in the princess’ apartment and left.”
 
   “Have you…bedded him?” Dena asks warily.
 
   “Excuse me?” I snarl, and a cat-like yowl grumbles in my chest. After a moment of fighting back red fur rippling over my skin, I snarl, “No.”
 
   Petara nods, smiling contently as if she already knew. She takes a sip from her porcelain cup, and then looks over at me. “Our mother has requested a visit with you, Lady Scarlet.” I quirk a brow, but she just shakes her head. “It is a good thing. Our mother, the queen, is well respected and loved among the people.”
 
   Dena gets up and walks over to me on the bed when I try to get up. She smiles at me, hesitant. “I…I understand why you are so angry with my Teir, Scarlet…but you are the one who slew our brother…we may not have been as close, but we loved him very much…I hope that you will not hold Claque’s service to his country against him…or me.”
 
   I look up at this young girl, barely a woman, not quite a child, her eyes so big and hopeful. I look away. I sigh, trying very, very hard to say something genuine and meaningful… and appropriate. My eyes move to Petara. “I am an Inferno. This place…it will never be home. I will never slay my own brothers and sisters, but I will protect the people who have sheltered me here. Within the Inferno…family…family is not blood. It is not decided based on who your parents are or who they are related to. Family is formed through bonds and choices…that is all to say…I look after my own.”
 
   The older sister just smiles sadly. She cannot understand. No one can, not here. “Come, Lady Scarlet…our mother wishes to speak with you.” And so, I get up and unwrap the bandages from my face, cleaning off the remaining poultice. The burn is not so swollen now but it is bright red and will surely blister over the next few days. I look at the injury for a moment, and neither princess seems to want to comment on it. Instead, I turn my head and focus my attention onto my attire. I’ve no idea what exactly is appropriate to wear when meeting with an enemy monarch when you are their prisoner, but Dena picks out my dress for me.
 
   The common room in the king’s suite is impressive at worst. It’s filled with all sorts of armors and ancient scrolls, lined with paintings of times past and people long dead. I pause to wander, my eyes wide like a child’s. Petara and Dena share smiles at me and call my name quietly, leading me to a room to my left. Unlike Gabriel’s suite, the queen’s bedroom and solar are not connected to her husband’s. They are all individual rooms accessed by the common room.
 
   When we enter the queen’s solar, she is sitting quietly in a chair by the window, a cup of tea in her lap and a lost look on her face. Gabriel is beside her, talking quietly to her, but he stops when we enter, looking up at us. He meets my gaze, and I look back at him evenly, studying him—curious and wary. The queen then turns her head to look at us, and she smiles gently. I wonder if she thinks I haven’t noticed the two armed guards standing by the open door. There is also a guard behind the queen’s chair, so still that he seems almost like a statue. 
 
   The queen is a lovely woman, even in her older years. Her hair is a pure white, braided loosely and pulled over one shoulder. She is a bit more full than her daughters, but her figure is still charming: her face pale, her eyes a beautiful violet, her lips a soft peach. “Good morrow, my daughters. Come…sit with me.” Petara and Dena both bow their heads, then sit down in what I assume are their normal seats in their mother’s solar.
 
   I look around the room curiously. It is filled with books and paintings, a small sculpture here or there. There are cushioned seats around a table with a pot of tea and small tray of fruits and cheeses. I look back to the queen and find her eyes watching mine, a soft smile on her lips.
 
   Gabriel bows at the waist and kisses his mother’s brow. “Good day, mother,” he says softly, then stands and turns to the door, walking towards me. He stops just before me, eyes holding mine the entire time. When I do not move for a moment, he quirks his brow at me.
 
   “What trouble are you up to, Gabriel?” I ask softly.
 
   But he gives a secretive smile and shakes his head. “With you, Cara, there is always trouble.”
 
   I laugh quietly, and he bows his head to me, then moves past me and out the door. I suddenly meet gazes with the women in the room. Petara doesn’t look at me, sipping quietly on a new cup of tea. Dena sits back in her seat, trying very hard not to smile. The queen does not look displeased, necessarily, but she does not smile, either. Instead, she watches me with a gaze that can only really be described as haunting and pensive, looking somewhere between a phantom and an angel as she sits there.
 
   “Come,” she says softly as I stand in front of the closed doors, guards at my back. It says something about the room that three women and three armed guards can all rest or stand with plenty of room without feeling cramped. “Come here, child.”
 
   I hesitate, but eventually move forward, standing before the queen. I wonder if I am supposed to curtsy or sit. Standing while she sits just feels strange. But again, the woman does not seem offended, and I cannot take my eyes from hers to glance to her daughters for some sort of hint. “What is your name, girl?”
 
   I pause. “Lady Scarlet Anita Sön’yana mei Ka’Rose na Le’sar Inferno.”
 
   She nods her head and smiles. “You are the daughter of the War Lord?”
 
   I hesitate again, glancing to the guard behind her, then reluctantly give a single nod. “His last remaining child.”
 
   “I see,” she says. She then gestures to a chair beside her and continues, “Please, Lady Scarlet, sit. You are welcome to any drink or snack.”
 
   I am not in the mood to eat, and the tea I drink is probably much hotter than what they sip now. But I sit down, laying my hands in my lap, watching the woman before me. I marvel at her, caught somewhere between admiration and curiosity.
 
   “Tell me,” she says, smiling gently. “Who are you?”
 
   I furrow my brow a bit and reply, “I gave you my name, madam.”
 
   She shakes her head. “That is what you are called. I asked who you are. What were the circumstances of your birth…your life? What do you feel and think?”
 
   I give a small smile then and answer, “I hope that you do not expect a one-word answer.”
 
   She matches my look and replies, “I should hope not.”
 
   In my training, part of the reason for the torture is so that if we are ever captured, we will not speak any of our homeland secrets. And so for a while, I do not answer, not exactly sure what she wants from me. Gabriel…he said that his mother was interested in…culture. I will have to be careful but…if she actually does want to know just about my own personal affairs…I suppose it is not worth a fight to not tell her. I do not know what she could really use in that against me. And so I tell her as much as I can. I tell her about being raised solely by my father who had always loved the war more than his Dai’lyn and children. Sage had been bitter at times, but I had always understood my father, and later had shared in his obsession. I tell her about my Dai’lyn and his death, how my brother lost his family, and how I lost him. I tell her of my life as a Knight Protector and about my duel with Gabriel. I shrug. “And that has left me here.”
 
   “I see,” she says softly, studying me quietly. “In your culture…the War Lord…he is equal with the monarchy?”
 
   I struggle with how to explain our government, and again, how much I should say, and then sigh, answering, “I suppose. The king and queen handle all of the legislation. They are the figureheads of our society, but more like…advisers and law-makers. The king is normally responsible for the finances and the laws. The queen normally runs the castle and oversees all of the servants, as well as personally meeting with her people to meet their needs. I have noticed that here, most of your people do not live in the castle or around it. Most have their own homes further out, scattered in villages or towns.”
 
   The queen nods, and I continue, “It is not so in Inferno. The forest is our protection, our refuge, and the Den is our strength. None go far from her walls. The first floor of the castle is a market, filled with all sorts of carts and shops. Most of our people sleep by their supplies, but those who pay for a shop on the first floor also normally have a second or third room adjoined with it for sleeping. There are a few vendors who work on the outside of the castle, in the streets and town that surrounds our castle, but they normally sleep by their supplies as well, or in one of the many rooms on the outside of the castle.”
 
   The queen frowns then and asks, “But are your numbers not almost four to one of ours?”
 
   I nodded. “They are. But our castle is several miles around and…it is not like this. It is not merely a place for sleeping and living and dining. It is much, much larger than this structure. Our home is a place for rest, but it is also a place for trade and for festivals and work. There is a market inside of the castle and homes set up around it. About a mile around the actual structure, a great wall is constructed around the entire fortress to protect all of our people. It is very thick and also houses many people.”
 
   I notice then that I had completely strayed from the original question, and I smile a bit, excusing myself with, “But you were asking about the government.” She just smiles. “The War Lord rules the people. My country is very military run. My father decides what is in the best interest for our country as far as how defenses are made and whether we seek to control another area. There have been times when the War Lord has taken away the power of the monarchy when they passed unfair laws or taxes. There have been times when our country has been run by a War Lord alone, but never without one. A king and queen cannot rule without a War Lord.”
 
   “How interesting…” she says quietly, then takes a moment to think as she drinks her tea. When she sets it down again and looks back at me, she then asks, “And so what are you? Will you become War Lord when your father dies?”
 
   I shake my head. “The monarchy is normally passed on to the oldest son or daughter, but the next War Lord is the strongest Knight Protector with the best leadership abilities. Many times, the others simply decide who it is. Occasionally, the War Lord will name him before he dies. A few times, there have been battles over it. Each Knight Protector will fight until there is only one left. It is decided beforehand whether the fights are to the death or until another gives up or is immobile or otherwise unable to continue fighting.”
 
   “You said ‘he’,” the queen observes. “Are women never War Lord?”
 
   I sigh. “There are not laws against it, but it has never happened. Women are usually only archers. Archers normally do not leave the castle. They are the castle’s protection. There are Knight Protectors among them, but they are men, because the requirements of becoming a Knight Protector are very strenuous on the body, and no woman has been able to complete them for the last three hundred years.”
 
   “Has that ever caused an issue?” she asks.
 
   I shrug. “A few women cried that it was unfair. But I would rather be unfair and have a strong military to protect my people than to appease the few to sacrifice the many.”
 
   The queen nods. “So a woman cannot be a War Lord.”
 
   I shake my head. “A woman can, but the only other way for a War Lord to be replaced is if he is challenged by another. It can be anyone, man or woman. Most people have too much respect for the War Lord to challenge him, but it has happened.”
 
   She nods. “And what about the monarchy? How does the War Lord remove their power and control?”
 
   I shrug. “Very simply. The monarchy is mostly to take care of the irritating things so that the War Lord does not have to. But the War Lord has only to announce publicly that the monarchy is being removed, and it is done. The former king and queen still normally live within the palace and become advisors or stewards, but they are void of power.”
 
   The queen frowns, watching me for a very long moment before saying, “It sounds like the path for tyranny is far too easy.”
 
   I just smile gently and shake my head. “Anyone can remove the War Lord and one of our most sacred and well-kept laws is that anyone can remove him if they are strong enough. Even the War Lord cannot change that. And in the case of a cruel War Lord the people can choose not to follow him, and he will be overthrown by the whole. It is considered less honorable for many men to take out the War Lord instead of a duel, but it is not unheard of. It has happened a few times that War Lords have become too greedy with power and were too hard on the people.
 
   “It is said that was how this war was started. The War Lord before my father’s predecessor controlled Cerulean and taxed them harshly, establishing unfair laws to suppress them to keep Inferno dominant. But when your people rose up and started the war, my father’s predecessor, a Knight Protector at the time, took control over him. But the war had already begun, and your people were far too angry with the Inferno to listen to any reason my father had.”
 
   The room falls quiet, Petara and Dena talking quietly among themselves while the queen studies the bottom of her tea glass. She sighs a bit and looks back to me. “And what of you, Lady Scarlet? What were you while you were there?”
 
   I smile softly. “Before I took my brother’s place as a Knight Protector, when I was still Scarlet, I was an archer, of Le’sar. I was posted on the outermost part of the wall to defend against attacks. I was raised among the soldiers since my father was the War Lord. Even though I could not fight in the war, I would occasionally go with them, to protect the injured and help them. I killed a few times to protect fallen soldiers, but it was an ugly thing.”
 
   I smile sadly, remembering, and my eyes take on a glassy look. I remember how the sight of battle turned my stomach and how I had cried and trembled in my tent. When had death become so normal to me? “But I was also a Ka’Rose…a dancer. Dance is highly revered among my people. All young men are taught how to fight, and all young women are taught how to dance.”
 
   I shake my head. “It is not the kind of dances I see here. To be a dancer in Inferno, you must have great skill and practice. There are four levels of dancers. Only a handful make it to the final level, Ka’Rose, and they are as close to royalty as a woman can get outside of marriage. They are highly esteemed and loved by all people. I and my three dance-sisters were well loved by all of our people.”
 
   I look out the window then; I cannot see the thin stretch of red at the horizon. I sigh, smiling softly, sadly, agonized by the memory. “You see, my lady…I was well loved by my people…because I served them. When I was an archer, I protected the castle. When I went with the men, I protected their husbands and their sons and their fathers. When I was at home and training to dance, I would dance to bless their newborns and to heal their sick and to give rest to the dead. I took time to train the younger dancers, to help them become stronger.
 
   “And sometimes that…is the hardest thing…to have title and privilege is to have responsibility. The more power you have, the more indebted you become to serve others. I learned the hard way the cost of arrogance and pride… I learned that lesson and tried never to stray…The key to being loved by the people is to use the power and wealth and ability Chelyah has given you to serve them, not yourself, whether you are the queen of a country or only a mother of a household…use your power to serve, not control, and you will be blessed. I…threw that all away…”
 
   I look up at her then, and I watch tears rolling down her face, alarming me. She draws in a shuddering breath and closes her eyes, bowing her head. “All my years…and to hear that from an Inferno…” she whispers, then raises her head to look up at me, violet eyes glossy with tears. She smiles and says to me, “My son has come to me on your behalf. Gabriel has petitioned for you to be pardoned for fighting against our country, to live among us. Did you know this?”
 
   I watch her for a long moment, and then I shake my head, saying quietly, “Last night…Gabriel he protected me…offered to…give me a new life…I had thought to have dreamed it.”
 
   “Oh?” she asks, raising her brows at me. Then, she smiles softly and answers, “I understand, dearest. Tell me…do you think that you could ever come to take a husband among us?”
 
   I tense in surprise, suppressing a growl, and then shake my head. “No, my lady…I do not think that I could ever love a Crystalice.” I sigh, wrapping my arms around myself, remembering my Dai’lyn. “When a woman lays with her Dai’lyn…she relishes in the feel of fire in her veins…the feel of his arms, warm with life, with smoldering embers, wrapped around her. And when she is with child, she can feel the little flame inside of her womb, eager to greet her.”
 
   The queen watches me for a very long moment, and it takes a while before I can meet her gaze. She does not speak, but I know the question that she asks with her violet eyes. I try to smile, but I cannot, and I say, “It is the cruelest thing in the world when you wake up one morning and that little fire inside of you is gone.”
 
   The queen sighs and nods her head. “Very well then, my dearest. Gabriel has chosen to take you in. You will be his ward. Do you understand?”
 
   I nod slowly. “He will be responsible for me, my guardian.”
 
   “Yes,” she says, “He has taken on the responsibility to provide you with all of your needs, a home, food, and if you desire one day, to give you to a suitable husband. As such, you will carry his name. Do you understand your part in this?” And now I am convinced that whatever sanity Gabriel had left is now gone. When I do not answer her, she continues, “When people see you, they will know that you belong to Gabriel. Anything you do or say will now reflect on him. Keep in mind, dearest, that Gabriel will one day be king. You could ruin him or you could be of great use to him in helping the country and hopefully ending this war.”
 
   My heart is suddenly pounding, and my head is spinning. I have no desire for that responsibility! “But why!” I cry, much too loudly. “Madame, I killed your son.” She flinches, and the guard behind her moves a slight hair, but the queen continues looking at me. “I have raised armies against your people, killed them! You have no reason to trust me, no reason to give me anything but a swift and merciful death!”
 
   I am breathing hard, trying to understand. The queen considers me and sighs, her age-old eyes watching me keenly. “I do not know all that Gabriel intends, child. But I know that he is a wise man. If he was Mit’an’av, I would have refused. But Gabriel does not think with his heart or his loins. He is wise, although he may not always seem so. I trust his judgment.”
 
   I stare at her for a long time, feeling myself tremble. I look down at my lap, at my thumb rubbing the back of my other hand. I bite my lip, thinking quietly for a long moment before looking up at her. “Why would Gabriel do this for me? Why? I have shown him nothing but spite and hatred. He has given me the power to destroy him politically or physically…I do not understand…” I don’t trust him.
 
   She smiles softly and sighs, shaking her head. “I do not know, child…but take comfort. You will be safe here. You are not part of the monarchy, but you are now family in some senses. You will be protected here.”
 
   I just hang my head, trying to breathe deep for a long time. What is he trying to do? Is he trying to coddle me in hopes that I will help him somehow win this war? Or that it will change anything at all between us? He has lost his mind…he has absolutely…I want to go home…I want my husband and my brother and my mother in my arms again…I want…to not be alone anymore…Finally, I put my hands over my face and just lean into my lap as I begin to cry. I feel a hand on my back, although I am unsure of who it was. But they rub my back gently as I cry softly, feeling overwhelmed.
 
   For so long, I have tried to be my brother, to be a soldier. I do not know what made me stop, but I know that I can no longer go back. And I realize for the first time…I do not want to fight. I don’t care any more. It’s not worth it. I do not want to watch another die by my sword. I do not want to carry any more loved ones home. I do not want to fight. I do not want to forget everything that I had and loved so much. I want to remember what it was like to dance for Jay’let and to help Sage care for his little daughters. I want to remember why I used to laugh…because if I take my sword and cut Claque’s throat the way he did my brother’s…then I will watch Dena cry…I will take away her beloved the way Gabriel’s soldiers took mine…and I can’t do it. I can’t…maybe once I could…but now, I am tired. My very soul is tired…and I just want to go home…
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Seven
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   I walk numbly out of the apartment. The queen invites me to stay, but my mind is hazy with emotions and information, and I do not enjoy sulking in public. The older woman invites me for tea in the evenings after supper, a thing she usually hosts with her daughters. I agree, just wanting some time to think, to put my mind in order.
 
   My body is still sore. I’m not in so much pain now, just sore. I need to start working. “Dena?” I ask softly.
 
   Petara remains behind to talk with her mother, and Dena escorts me back to my room. I have no idea whether I am still to be escorted by guards everywhere or if I just need any kind of escort, but I am glad not to be left to my own thoughts. “Mm?” She looks at me too innocently, smiling compassionately. I wish she wouldn’t.
 
   I sigh, walking down the hall and rubbing my temples. “What are the odds of Gabriel allowing me to train with the soldiers?”
 
   Dena gives a start and then a surprised little laugh. “About as likely as you getting him to wear a dress and call you ‘sire’.” That does, at least, cause an involuntary smile, and I feel a little lighter for it. “Why do you ask?”
 
   I sigh and shake my head. “My body has grown weak from sleep and wounds. I need to train, to become stronger.”
 
   She watches me, as if trying to understand. “Scarlet, don’t you understand? You don’t have to do that anymore. You can be a lady again, a proper one. Perhaps…perhaps Gabriel would take you hunting with him. It is not uncommon for well-borne ladies to hunt, and you could shoot a bow…but to fight? Scarlet, it is no longer necessary.”
 
   I look over at her and give her a small smile. She cannot possibly understand, and I know that if I try to explain, I will be blue in the face before any of my words made any sense to her. I do not fight because I have to, even when I was an archer, when Jay’let and Sage were still alive. I joined the war for revenge but…that was as much a part of me now as anything else. I can no sooner lay down my sword and take up my life as a docile lady than I can change my tiger stripes into a wolf’s pelt. It is a part of me. I was born a lady. I can walk and talk and act like a lady. And by all rights, I am a lady. But I am a soldier too. And now…I have something that I want to protect…I am going to find a way to make this war stop.
 
   “Here, Scarlet,” Dena calls, for I was about to pass right by Gabriel’s room in pursuit of my old room.
 
   “Ah.” I turn and move into the large double doors. I push open only the right one and move inside. All is quiet and dark, but the windows are drawn open, letting in the golden light of the sun.
 
   “Gabriel must be in,” Dena says, moving without care inside and across the room to a door. She knocks softly.
 
   Sure enough, Gabriel opens the door, and just past him I can see a desk with papers and books strewn all around it, lamps lit inside.
 
   “Dena,” Gabriel greets and kisses the top of her head before looking over at me. He stops a bit and then gives an anxious, awkward smile. “Cara,” he greets. Words lodge in my throat, and I am desperate to get them out, but he continues, “Excuse me, ladies, but I have neglected my princely duties for far too long.” He looks back to me, and his eyes soften before he says, “I know you must have questions, Cara. Forgive me. I really must tend to these matters…later, I promise, I will hear you.”
 
   I give a tired, irritable sigh. I have cried too much and too frequently lately, and it has put me in a sour mood. “Very well,” I snip.
 
   He sighs and turns, going back into his office.
 
   Dena looks over at me with an oh-well sort of smile but then grins. “Well, come on then,” she says and heads into the bedroom.
 
   Hesitantly, I follow, and she walks back into Gabriel’s bedroom and then the bedroom I had awoke in this morning. “This door right here,” she says as soon as we go in, “will lead out into the hall as well. So you don’t have to go through Gabriel’s room if you do not wish.”
 
   “Dena, I—”
 
   “And over here,” she says, throwing the sheets off of the vanity, “Is one of the largest looking glasses I’ve ever seen. We’ll get you new pretty combs for your hair.” She looks back at me and grins.
 
   “I really don’t—”
 
   “Oh!” she cries and goes towards the double glass doors, “And the balcony!”
 
   “Dena!” I cry with exasperation. She turns back to look at me, curious and unsettled. I sigh, softening my voice. “Dena…this is all very lovely but…I cannot possibly stay here…This is—was—Catherine’s room.”
 
   “Exactly,” Dena says. I open my mouth again, but she cuts me off, “Scarlet, Catherine is gone—Chelyah keep her—and this room has been laying here collecting dust. It is not good. Not for Gabriel. Not for Enté. This is just the excuse we needed to clear this whole room out so that it no longer bears resemblance to her.” She sighs and watches me sadly. “I loved Rin too…she was like my big sister… but…but, she’s gone, Scarlet…and I don’t want to look at her things anymore in this room.” She smiles sadly. “Rin would…would be so happy to have this room used again. She took such great care with her things.”
 
   I don’t have the heart to tell her no again. I sigh and mutter, “Well…can we just change the colors, then…if we’re going to change everything? I feel like I am in some sort of child’s fantasy room with all the frills.”
 
   Dena laughs. “Of course!” she cries. “We’ll have new bedcovers and curtains brought in, and we’ll get rid of the other things.”
 
   I panic a bit. “But what of Catherine’s pretty trinkets, and…and those lovely paintings?”
 
   Dena smiles patiently. “We won’t throw them away. We are girls, you know. Gabriel told us that we could divide the trinkets and paintings among our own rooms…that way she will be a part of all of us instead of stuffed into this room all alone.”
 
   I sigh and give a little smile. “Alright…”
 
   “How are things going?” Petara asks from behind me. I turn around and look at her.
 
   “Splendidly!” Dena chimes with a grin. “She can’t say ‘no’ to me either!” She manipulated me! She knew damn well too!
 
   Petara laughs. “Can anyone? You’re so spoiled, Dena. Even Claque gives in to your whims. You’re impossible.” I flinch at the name of her Teir, feeling my heart pound, but I say nothing of the matter, watching Dena grin unrepentantly, and I smile. Petara looks over at me then, “Well?”
 
   I raise a brow. “It…is lovely.”
 
   She smiles a bit and shakes her head, “That was not what I meant, but it will do. I am sure Dena has told you that we will change the decorations to suit your tastes? I do not think that we could come by any Inferno items but…the colors should not be as hard to come by. The darker colors are not common here, but we do trade with the Flora, and they carry darker dyes.”
 
   I sigh with relief. It will be good to see colors of my homeland again. “Thank you…and if it is not too much trouble…I really am not used to a bed. It is wonderful, but perhaps for someone else? At home, I slept on pallets of furs…”
 
   They both look alarmed at first before Petara gives an uncertain smile and says noncommittally, “I’ll see what I can do…but for now, come. I am sure Dena has been showing you around.” She heads into a room off of the bedroom where a little parlor is settled. She pulls the sheets off things, revealing a table with four chairs, a fainting couch, a few chairs, and a hearth! I am delighted to see the hearth and wonder if they would mind it being stoked—before servants come in to do just that. Perhaps I’ll make this my bedroom instead so that I can sleep by the fire.
 
   While Petara sets the sheets aside for the maids to collect, she rearranges a bit and finally settles herself down in one of the stuffed chairs. “The first thing we are going to teach you,” says the woman, rubbing her belly affectionately with a sigh, “is basic Crystalice manners.” Servants come and go from the room, stoking the fire, taking up the sheets, cleaning up the room a bit. Some maids come in with two ornate pots of tea and three delicate matching cups and saucers. One of the pots, I can tell, is steaming hot, and the other chilled. Hot tea sounds wonderful at the moment.
 
   I look to Petara when the servants are gone. “Manners?”
 
   She smiles a bit. “Of course. You are a member of the royal family now, my dear. You will be expected to know our customs: how to behave at social gatherings, how to host a party, how to play hostess to ladies in your parlor. You know how to be an Inferno lady. I will teach you how to be a Crystalice lady.”
 
   I blanch. “But I’ve no need for such skills.”
 
   She narrows her eyes a bit. “You have need now,” she argues. “I do not care what my mother says—you are Gabriel’s ward, and as such, you will carry yourself with the utmost integrity and honor. Do you understand me, Scarlet?”
 
   I go very stiff, looking over at Dena and then back to her older sister. “Are you certain this is your first child?”
 
   Petara gives a wry smile. “As the oldest daughter and the mistress of this castle, I have often made it a priority of mine to educate my younger sister and to discipline my younger brothers.” I give a tight smile. Well, this should be fun. “So,” she says and gestures to the tea waiting on the table; we are alone now. “You have a choice, Scarlet. You can either allow me to teach you our ways and become a member of our family, our society. Or you can refuse and forever remain our enemy, a polite prisoner in our home.” I glance to the delicate pots and cups. “Well?” Petara folds her hands in her lap impatiently.
 
   I look back to her. “I…do not know how to serve tea.”
 
   She gives me a strange look. “You do not drink tea at home?”
 
   I shrug. “We do, but in big, stone mugs that you hold with both hands.”
 
   “Oh…” Petara sighs and rubs her temples. “Very well then. I suppose I should explain…a pot of hot tea has been brought for your comfort, but more likely, you will be serving iced tea.”
 
   “Iced?” I ask a bit fearfully.
 
   She gives a single nod. “I suggest leaving your gloves on. Now, the tea is already sweetened, so you do not need to worry about that. It is very simple. You merely make certain that the cups are always full. Only fill the cup three-fourths of the way—”
 
   “But the cups are so small!” I cry, looking down at them with dismay.
 
   She sighs. “Yes, which is why you must pay attention to the level. You never want a cup to be more than one-fourth empty. If it gets that low, unless the guest is still drinking, immediately pick up the pot and offer more. If a guest lays their cup down upside down on the saucer, then they will take no more tea.”
 
   I am rubbing my temples and glaring at the pot and cups from the corner of my eyes. “So,” Petara continues, “Let us say that we are your guests and we have just sat down.” Dena is giggling from her seat, and I shoot her a nasty look before looking back to Petara. “What would you say?”
 
   “Go away?” I offer.
 
   Dena snorts. Petara glares at her, then at me. “No. You would say something along the lines of: may I offer you ladies—or lords if they are present—a cup of tea?—go on, ask.”
 
   I give her a sour look and sigh. With a roll of my eyes, I mutter, “May I offer you a cup of tea?”
 
   Petara is not amused. “Do not roll your eyes. Smile, just a bit, and give a very slight curtsy. Keep your voice softer—speak clearly, Scarlet.”
 
   My face feels hot. So does my blood. My heart is pumping. I take in a breath and give a little curtsy. I soften my voice, but it is still tight, when I snip, “Would you like a cup of tea?”
 
   “We’ll work on that,” Petara says, and continues without fault, “They should all accept, at which point you will take one cup and saucer—go on, pick one up.” I turn and pick up a thin, porcelain saucer, the cup teetering on top. I swallow, staring at the cup as if it might fly away. “Do not stare at the cup,” Petara chastises, and I look up at her before nearly stumbling and looking right back to the cup again. “They are not that fragile,” she sighs. “Just carry it gently over to me, smile, and hand it to me.” I’m glowering at the cup by the time I carefully hand it to Petara, looking up, and giving a menacing smile.
 
   I delight in the small shiver that elicits from her. “Try not to glare.” She sighs, holding the saucer. “Now, you don’t want to leave me sitting here with an empty cup, so go and get the pot.” I go back to the table and grab the pot with cold tea in it. From inside, there is a fragile, clattering sound.
 
   “Ah!” I yelp, alarm, and drop the pot. Petara thrusts out her hand swiftly, and the pot teeters in the air uncertainly for a moment before setting itself back on the table. My heart is pounding so much that I cannot even think to notice Petara’s rare gift for manipulative Magik. “What was that sound!” I cry, looking over at her with surprise. “In the pot. What—”
 
   “Ice.” Petara frowns at me. Dena holds her breath to keep from giggling. 
 
   “Ice?” I ask hesitantly, looking confused at Petara.
 
   The woman sighs and gives a little smile. “Yes, Scarlet. The tea will have ice in it. It’s all right. Pick it up and try again.” And so I sigh and go back to the pot, opening the lid and looking inside. Sure enough, there are little chunks of ice clattering against the sides of the pot. I blush with shame.
 
   Putting the lid back in place, I pick the pot up by the handle, my other hand at my side. “When did you discover that you have the Gift?” I ask, turning back to her, eyes on the pot.
 
   “No, no,” Petara says, watching me. “Put your other hand under the pot. It will make it more balanced.” I glance up at her, then bring up my other hand underneath the pot to steady it, making my way to her. “And I was a young girl. My grandmother had the Gift as well.” The Gift is a rare talent for a Magik that is able to move objects and Shift into forms other than the natural. I reach her and begin to tip the pot towards the cup. “No. Stop. Stop.” I look up at her. “You’re going to tip the lid off, and tea is going to go everywhere. Take your hand off the bottom and gently hold the lid on while you pour.” I sigh and do as I am told, pouring the tea. “Not so fast! Not so fast! That’s enough!” I bring the pot up quickly, hearing the ice clatter around in it, and Dena is openly laughing now.
 
   Petara sighs as if put through a dangerous ordeal and come out alive. She takes a careful sip of her ‘overfilled’ cup and then looks back to me. “Good, now one for Dena. And try not to take all day.”
 
   I sigh and go back to the table, set down the pot, and collect a teacup and saucer. “Why are you laughing?” I mutter to Dena when I hand her the cup. 
 
   She grins. “Because I had to do this too.” She laughs and I smile a bit, filling her cup. Every now and again, Petara pipes up with a ‘don’t lean so far over!’ or a ‘make sure that you smile’. I am about ready to throw the pot at her. Finally, I take the pot of hot tea, fill my own cup and saucer, put in a cube of sugar, and sit down in my own stuffed chair, pulling my legs up beside me.
 
   “Scarlet,” Petara cries, offended. “Get your feet out of the chair, madam. Your feet stay on the floor, crossed at the ankles, and do not curl up so. Sit up straight. You may lean back a bit, but your shoulders need to be straight and your head needs to be up.”
 
   I correct my posture with an irritated sigh and growl, “And women actually enjoy these sort of gatherings?”
 
   “Very much so,” Petara answers, and just as I resettle myself with my cup of hot tea and raise it to my lips, she calls, “Dear, my cup is empty. That is very poor manners.” I look up at her over the rim of my cup, and my eyes threaten murder.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Eight
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I can hear the women in the other room. Sitting at my desk, I try to focus on the papers in front of me, new legislation needing to be revised and resubmitted. I am about halfway through the page when I hear a sudden cry from the other room. My head snaps up in alarm, and I still my thoughts so that I can hear Cara clamor about her tea pot. Ice. She had been startled by ice in the pot. I laugh warmly and stand up, clasping my hands behind my back and wandering closer to the wall where their voices carry.
 
   I find myself delighting in the sound of them. Petara in her usual way is barking commands more firmly and as unforgiving as many Knight Protectors that I have met. I can practically feel Cara’s agitation and growing exasperation, and sometimes I do not need to, for she tells Petara as much. Dena is laughing over it all, sniggering at the pains she had gone through herself many years ago before her coming-of-age party. I smile to myself, crossing my arms and leaning my brow against the cool, stone wall, just listening.
 
   All day, it continues, Cara serving tea and being corrected on her posture, on how to entertain her guests and not have them grow bored. Petara is a relentless teacher. She can find fault in anything, and although Cara doesn’t know it—and certainly wouldn’t believe it—I know that Petara is going easy on her. Cara struggles and mutters through the whole ordeal.
 
   I keep returning to my desk, staring down at my papers. But I find myself reading the same line over and over again until I sigh. Trying to clear my head, I begin pacing the room, but then I hear a burst of Dena’s laughter and know that Cara has said something outlandish again, and I listen to see if I can hear what it is.
 
   That pattern carries through most of the day. I struggle through that last bit of legislation and write up my revisions, but it takes the whole of the day what should have only taken me an hour. I listen as my sisters leave to go and freshen up for dinner, and I stand up at last. I need to do the same, and I want to see how Cara is doing.
 
   She is face-up on the fainting couch when I enter, and I smile ruefully at her while I adjust the cuffs of my shirt. She eyes me and grumbles, “I do not wish to ever drink tea again. I am so full of tea and tired of serving it. Why must there be such stupid rules for serving tea? It is only a drink!”
 
   I chuckle and sink into a stuffed chair beside her, sighing heavily and smiling to myself. “It is not about the tea,” I tell her. “It is about the guests. How you serve the guests and how well determines their importance to you. If you are very courteous and careful to a guest, they will feel appreciated. Doing the opposite will offend them.”
 
   She turns her head back so that she can look at me, an irritated sort of expression tugging at her lip. “In my country, we show respect to our friends by inviting them into our homes and allowing them to serve themselves. It shows familiarity and a closeness between us.”
 
   I smile easily at her. “Just as well, Cara. Perhaps Petara and Dena would appreciate such attitudes with time as they come to know you better, but others will not. And it will be important for you to make the right impression so that you can better assimilate.”
 
   “I do not wish to assimilate,” she counters and sits up, red hair tumbling down her back. “I am not a Crystalice, Gabriel. I never will be. Why is it that you wish to change me? I will not do it. You cannot make me something that I am not.”
 
   My smile falls, and I stand up, going to her. With her back turned to me, I come up behind her and murmur, “I do not wish you to be anything else.” I could lean my chin on the top of her head if I wanted, but I do not.
 
   She turns and looks at me with those golden eyes. Her brows knit together, and her lips turn in an impertinent sort of manner. “Then what in the hell is all of this for? And why have I even been made your ward, Gabriel? What—”
 
   A soft knock at the door breaks her words. “The king and queen are leaving for supper, sire,” calls the guard.
 
   I sigh and look back to her, tipping up her chin gently. “Another time, Scarlet. For now, freshen up for dinner. You look tired.”
 
   She glares at me and abruptly turns and leaves the room, slamming the door shut so that I have to go out through the hall and go back around to my own bedroom—she had shut that door as well. I can’t imagine what I said to her, but I don’t have the time to debate with her either. Adjusting my shirt and pulling on my doublet, I tie back my hair and step into my boots, strapping them. It’s not a formal dinner, but I need to be presentable.
 
   I knock on Cara’s door, but the guard tells me that she had already left for supper, and so I head down to the dining hall. I hurry there, but the sight of her stops me still. She stands at the top of the stairs, frozen in place. The whole room is silent, watching her, and she stands there, looking so small and terrified in her gold and russet gown. The guests are not many. My parents and sisters, their Teir, the castle steward, the lords and ladies in waiting, who are more like companions to their royals than servants. I no longer tolerate companions, but my lord-in-waiting still sits with the others at the lower end of the table. It really is a small dinner, but Cara is trembling.
 
   I move to her side and smile easily, catching her attention and offering my arm. Her eyes meet mine—wide, terrified, but then she takes a small, hesitant smile and accepts my arm. Armies of foes and threats of death leave her completely calm, but dinner with my family has her shaking. I lead her down to supper where she sits more silently than I have ever seen her for a long period of time, letting Dena talk quietly about the different types of food available. She eats little. I sit at her side. Usually, I would be across from my mother, to my father’s right, and beside me would be Claque, across from him, Dena. But Claque had tactfully been moved beside Dena instead, and Petara had switched places with Kale so that Scarlet is surrounded by companions. Even still, she eats little and speaks only enough to be polite.
 
   As soon as the first person leaves the table, Dena and the younger ladies-in-waiting, Scarlet stands as well and quickly leaves. No…she will never be a Crystalice…this will never be home. I share a look across the table with my mother, and neither of us speak, the same haunted look in our eyes. And neither of us look to my father who has not spoken a word to me since I made Scarlet my ward.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Nine
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   After dinner, I collapse into bed. I once complained over being locked into my room for so long, but suddenly seeing all of those Crystalice, being surrounded by them…it was horrifying. I collapse into my pillow nearly as soon as I crawl into bed, barely taking the time to strip out of my outer dress…and I dream of war. I dream of the battle. Not any specific one. They all blur together. But I remember being on horseback…I am unseated by a Crystalice. I hear the screams of my horse as he turns on his side and crashes to the ground. I see the Crystalice’s blue eyes right in my face, pupils dilated. His blood splatters against my helm when I thrust my sword into his chest.
 
   I wake with a gasp, sitting upright in my strange bed in my strange room. I can’t breathe. I gasp quietly, shivering in my wool nightdress, clutching the covers to me. I run a hand through my hair, gulping down some air as my wide eyes search the room. Slowly…slowly, I relax and sigh, laying back down. I stare at the darkness above my bed in terror until my eyes close.
 
   A knock. There is a quiet knock upon my door, and I know now why I had been roused from my slumber. It is just as well. I do not wish to linger in the realm of nightmares. Glancing to the window, I realize that it is not too terribly late. Gabriel might still be awake playing a late-night game with Kale or perhaps Claque. I retired early, my energy and health depleted.
 
   The knocker raps again upon my door, and I stir myself from my bed and pull on my robe, going to the door and opening it quietly. I am surprised by the sight of Tam before me, standing there with his weight leaned on a cane and a rueful smile on his lips. “Tam!” I say, alarmed, and he grins at me.
 
   “Ah hope I hadn’t waked ya, lady,” says he.
 
   Ckai’ten looks around the door at me and smiles a bit. “I told him you would prefer to be awakened than not.”
 
   “Hm,” I reply with a single nod. As tired as I am, I hate to sleep. “Come in,” I tell the Flora boy, but he hesitates at the door, looking uneasy about entering my room. I sigh. How do Crystalice ever hold comfortable conversation with so many societal requirements and conditions? Are women so terrifying to them that their men do not trust themselves alone? It is silly at best, grossly insulting at worst.
 
   “Ckai’ten, will you provide escort for the boy?”
 
   He laughs a bit and nods, ushering Tam in as I go and sit at the little table by the fire. The icy balcony doors have been boarded up at least, keeping out some of the chill. “What troubles you?” I ask him. The tea on my table is a bit cool by now, but it takes only a little Magik to heat it once more, and I empty the half-filled pot by filling two cups.
 
   Tam sits across from me at the table, and Ckai’ten stands by the fire patiently, minding his own despite being in the room. “Well, ah…ah wanted ta be sure you was alright, miss.”
 
   I smile faintly and reply, “I am fine. The burns will be gone soon. You look to be in far worse shape.”
 
   He looks down at the tea uncertainly. “It’s no so bad. Just a twisted foot and some broke ribs. Ah’ll be fine.”
 
   “Hm.” I sip my tea quietly, watching him over the rim of the cup. “That is not why you’ve come,” I tell him, but smile at his offended expression and add, “Although I do not question the sincerity of your concern.” He sighs and looks back down to his cup once more. “The nightmares?”
 
   He nods slowly and finally raises the cup to his lips and drinks some. His eyes are heavy, like mine, but he fights sleep. I look down at the amber liquid in my porcelain cup for a long while, thinking quietly to myself. “I still have them…I still dream of war. When I close my eyes…it’s as though no time has passed and I am there in the field once more…”
 
   He looks to me once more, hopeless. “I don question why I fight. I don want ta live under the Inferno rule. But…I am afraid. Every night…ah die again…is like I don even sleep anymoar.”
 
   “I understand…” I tell him. I do not fear death when I am awake, but somehow, I still run in my dreams. But what I fear the most is those who have already died. Some by my own hand. “They will never stop…not completely.” I look back to him. “So you do what you can. Keep something by your bed, something that brings you comfort. So that when you wake, it is the first thing you see. It will not stop the nightmares, but…when you wake, it will keep you from lingering within them. It reminds you that you are home, that you are safe.”
 
   He is quiet for some time and then says, “What is it… that brings you comfort?”
 
   I give a lonely smile. “I have nothing left to me…but… at home…I slept with my husband’s shirt. I would wake up and smell him and know that I was alright. Sometimes…all you need is something to hold on to.”
 
   He looks to me and stares into my golden eyes for too long, too young to hide the soul-broken agony inside of him. He has drowned for too long and no longer knows if he can swim again. Quietly, I offer, “Why…don’t you tell me your nightmares?”
 
   Tam seems uncertain for a moment, looking back down to his cup. Then, he nods slowly. “Alright…”
 
   I sleep heavily once Tam leaves until I feel something nudging me. I raise a heavy arm to swat at it and give an incoherent sound before I am roughly nudged again. I make another rude noise but finally come awake, turning over and opening my eyes to glare through a squint at whoever is trying to rouse me from my slumber. Petara and Dena stand by my side, Dena peering over Petara’s shoulder. “What?” I snarl, propped up on my elbows.
 
   Petara sighs. “Ladies are not in the habit of sleeping through the morning.”
 
   I roll onto my side, clinging to the covers. “Good thing I’m not a lady…” I mutter. Unseen hands give me no time to react when she grabs a fistful of my covers and yanks them off of me.
 
   I shriek, curling up into a ball and bolting up at the same time, sitting up in my wool nightdress with the cotton chemise under it. “What is it!” Gabriel calls in alarm, appearing in the doorway in his shirt and breeches, looking like he was in the middle of getting up and dressed.
 
   “Get out!” I scream at him, throwing a pillow at the door. He ducks his head and quickly leaves my sight.
 
   I huff a heavy sigh and glare over at Petara. She smirks. “Good. You’re awake. Come then, let’s get you dressed. Scarlet, I believe that you have met your lady-in-waiting, Heather.”
 
   I look over at the old woman who chuckles and holds onto my beloved blankets. “Heather, you fiend,” I accuse and glare at her.
 
   “Och. Come nao, luv. Gedup and les get ya dressed. Come nao,” she calls and laughs, drawing me out of bed.
 
   “Are all Cerulean this bossy?” I mutter as they drag me out of bed, another chemise being thrown over me, and this time adding a corset. Thankfully, they don’t lace the corset too tightly, but I do not enjoy the constriction to my chest.
 
   “Only when Inferno girls don’t do as they are told,” Petara replies with an easy smile. “Stop fighting the corset, Scarlet. You’re going to hurt yourself.”
 
   “This thing is awful,” I cry, pulling at it and adjusting it unhappily.
 
   “Well, you’re going to need to learn to wear one,” Petara replies, gesturing to the servants to bring in the hot tea.
 
   “Why?” I growl angrily.
 
   “Because,” Petara replies, sitting herself down with her round belly. “You will be attending a banquet, and you will have to learn to dance as the other Crystalice women do.”
 
   “Stiffly and without breathing?” I ask when the thing is finally laced up, and Heather begins yanking a dress over my head.
 
   “More or less,” she says, pouring herself and Dena some tea before sipping it casually. “Form is everything in Crystalice dance.”
 
   “And in Inferno dance,” I reply, holding on to the edge of the bed while Heather laces up the back of my dress. “The ability of a dancer to move with the music and contort her body is crucial.”
 
   Petara clears her throat. “Yes, well, in Crystalice, we prize composure and posture. If nothing else, the corset keeps you from slouching.” She then gives a patient smile. “You will only need to wear it during our dancing lessons. And you will get used to it, I promise.”
 
   “I don’t want to get used to it,” I mutter irritably as I walk uneasily to the table and sit down stiffly. “I want it off.” Cats don’t like leashes.
 
   “Don’t be so childish,” Petara says with a sigh. “Come and sip some hot tea. You’ll feel better.”
 
   I pour a cup and sip it slowly, glad that today is a more informal, self-serving sort of day. I wonder if Gabriel said anything to his sister on the matter…I don’t care. I sip the tea, glad for its warmth, although I had to set the cup down when Heather began plaiting my hair. I sit there as she works, looking at Petara. “Anyways, what banquet am I attending?”
 
   “Mine,” replies Petara with a grin. “Tomorrow, I will be on bed rest until the birth. And when my child is born, there will be a banquet to celebrate.”
 
   “Fantastic,” I murmur with half-hearted enthusiasm. I am overjoyed for Petara, but this corset is going to be shredded soon. I sigh. “So we are not doing more tea lessons today?”
 
   She smiles a bit. “No. We’re going to practice your dancing today. Crystalice dancing.”
 
   And we do.
 
   For five months, Petara and Dena and Heather attend me every day, teaching me the most ridiculous and unnecessary manners and etiquette. There are so many rules and customs for if you want to flirt with someone or just let them know that you enjoy their company without being too forward; and, of course, there are ways to let someone know that you want them out of your sight. All while keeping a smile on your face. All of them.
 
   It doesn’t matter. I’ve found a way out. In the gardens. The wall is low enough that, in my tigress form, I can clear it. The banquet will be my distraction. It will be guarded, yes, but mostly inside. All I need to do is get away from my escort. It actually makes me a little bit sad…I was starting to look forward to the banquet. But I can’t stay here. I have to leave…
 
   Gabriel will understand…I cannot stay here…Inferno is my home…
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   Petara gave birth to a beautiful baby boy named Bronx. I was allowed into the birthing room—men were not. I and Dena and Heather all stood by anxiously, letting Petara squeeze our hands, smoothing back her brow. I was forced to leave after a while though since they kept icing the room in order to keep it cold. I went and curled up on a chaise with Gabriel in Petara’s parlor. I received many strange looks, sitting by his side, but everyone was too anxious to speak. Gabriel put an arm around me and rubbed my arm, knowing that I was nervous and—I think—he appreciated my affection for his own anxiety.
 
   Thankfully, Petara was up and bossing me around in under a week. She held her son in one arm and pointed at me with the other. “You’re turning too fast, Scarlet—did Dena not teach you this?” and “Scarlet, you’re smiling too wide. It’s too familiar. Tone it down some.” It was endless. But eventually, it pays off…
 
   Or rather, we are out of time and hoping for the best.
 
   Tonight is the night of the banquet. I spent the past several months waking up early for lessons which lasted until dinner, then eating a tense dinner with Gabriel’s immediate family, and then tea with the queen and princesses before reading a book the queen gifted to me well into the night whereupon I fell sound asleep. I hardly found any time for social relaxation in the month, and my head is so full of information that it feels like it is going to break.
 
   All of the ladies decided that evening to get dressed and ready in the queen’s lavish dressing room. The queen is already dressed, and quite ornately; I wonder if it is ever irritating, since I am fairly certain that her spine is immobile from the corset around her waist. But I enjoy preparing for the banquet with the girls, the maidservants alternating between helping us dress and cooing over little Bronx who nestles happily into his grandmother’s arms.
 
   As nervous as I am, and as angry as I am at the corset being cinched around my waist…I am excited. I am going home. “And just wait until you hear the music!” Dena exclaims. Dena taught me to dance usually only by the lute or harp. Tonight, there will be an entire orchestra.
 
   I laugh and reply, “I am sure that it will be lovely.” Heather stuffs me into a few chemises and several petticoats, then my corset, a heavy dress, and all of it decorated with fine ribbons and golden chains. Beautiful, brilliant colors. My dress is gold, glittering and dark, accented with burgundy lace and thin, golden chains. It is just light enough so as not to draw too much attention, but it is dark and warm enough to suit my complexion, which seems to please my two trainers.
 
   Petara sits back in her seat with her mother, smiling at the pair of us. She’s all dressed and letting her maidservant comb out her hair and plait it. Even barely a week from giving birth, Petara still sits up straight and keeps her chin up, an easy smile on her lips. She has taken to quizzing me every now and again through the afternoon on what I learned: “Now, after you twirl the second time and dip under the right arm you…” She trails off.
 
   Past my hand covering my face, elbow on the arm of the chair, I mutter dryly, “Turn once, then back, curtsy, then take his left hand and begin again.”
 
   “Good. Alright…that should be enough. Now, which one is the salad fork?” she asks.
 
   “I hate salad,” I mutter, but then sigh and answer, “Second from the left.”
 
   Petara nods. “Alright. We may go.” Dena just laughs and walks back to me, rubbing my brow where the lace from my glove had left an imprint on my head from leaning into my hand.
 
   I smile and shake my head, looking over at Petara and saying, “Thank you for your help…I do appreciate it.”
 
   “Oh, I know,” she says proudly, reclaiming her babe and cradling him. “If I had thought you did not, I would not have spent so much time training you for my banquet.”
 
   The queen smiles and nods. “This is to celebrate Petara, but it is also for you, dearest. This will be the first time, Scarlet, that you have been to a civilized, social event. Everyone will be very interested in you. You carry not only Gabriel’s name, but you are also the first Inferno that they have ever seen outside of war.”
 
   “It helps that you are pretty,” Dena remarks, smiling proudly.
 
   I smile—uncertain—and I shake my head. 
 
   King Dante arrives first, walking into the room, and everyone bows. I hesitate, watching him while he walks in. Dante is an imposing man, and if it weren’t for his coloring, I would think him an Inferno. He’s at least six and a half feet tall with wide shoulders and a powerful chest. His face is haggard, but his jaw is strong and firm, pale, blue eyes hard and cold, surrounded by leathered, wrinkled skin. His eyes lock on me for a moment, and his jaw tightens, his eyes narrow.
 
   I then remember my manners and curtsy low, but I never drop his gaze. I hadn’t meant to be insulting; perhaps it was a quiet challenge, perhaps mere curiosity. But Dante says nothing of it, moving to collect his queen when we rise. He offers his arm, and she gives a small, polite smile as he leaves with her. Kale and Claque follow after they leave, both going to their Senai with glad expressions. Well, Claque doesn’t really have an expression, but there are a few facial twitches which I am beginning to notice that give him away. There is a fuss again over Bronx, who enjoys all of the attention with happy gurgles and hiccups. I am distracted for a moment, turning away from them and going to the window. I watch the horizon, although there is no red strip of flame. But I pretend, if only for a moment, that just beyond where the sun touches the earth, my home is waiting for me.
 
   I sigh, closing my eyes, touching my fingertips to the cold glass and taking steady breaths when my throat threatens to tighten on me. I feel a gentle hand on my hip, and I look up, turning my head back to see Gabriel. I smile and say, “Do you not know, Gabriel, that it is impolite to touch a female in public, even if the pair are married, unless during a dance?” I quote Petara, chastising him, “Perhaps you should spend a few weeks with her.”
 
   He just smiles and answers, “Do you plan to harass me already, woman, before I have even said your name?”
 
   I laugh, feeling my heart warm when I turn to face him. He is cold to the touch, and he radiates that frozen air in a way that makes me want to clasp my hands over my nose to warm it. But I smile at him, catching his blue eyes. “Then say my name, Gabriel,” I answer a bit provocatively.
 
   He chuckles at my antics and reaches for a curled lock of crimson and amber, bringing it to his lips and murmuring, “Cara…”
 
   I stare at him for a long moment, but when he looks back to me and smirks, I give a little cry and shove his chest. He laughs, and I try not to smile, berating him, “Gabriel, you fiend! You should be ashamed.” Gabriel…this will be the last night I see you…
 
   He laughs at me. The others sigh and shake their heads and pray for a miracle tonight. He grins up at me and says, “Shame me all you like, Cara, but we are going to be late.”
 
   I shake my head at him, hands on my hips, and sigh. He offers his arm with a playful smirk, and I glare up at him, trying not to smile as I take his arm and let him lead me down the hall and a flight of stairs to the ballroom. The king and queen are already seated at the far end of the white marble table, and Gabriel and I arrive just as Dena and Claque take their seats.
 
   I go still for a moment as almost every eye of probably six hundred guests now turns on me. Gabriel must feel my unease, for he bends his lips to my ear and whispers, “I told you that we would be late.”
 
   I cut him a look and growl, “I am going to stomp your foot if you insist on teasing me.”
 
   “You do not weigh enough,” he challenges, but he leads me to our seat just to be sure. Once we sit and the meal is blessed, things relax a bit more. Despite the earlier silence, Crystalice are fairly conversational people.
 
   I am less inclined than the others to jump into conversation, however. We are forced to take our traditional seats, with Gabriel at his father’s right, I beside him. His mother is across from him, and Petara’s husband, Kale, is across from me. Beside me is Claque and beside him, Dena. Petara is across from them with Bronx. And so this leaves me in the middle of a three-way conversation between Gabriel and his two brothers-in-law.
 
   “I keep telling you,” Kale insists, gesturing with his fork to the other two, “The Levosa keep to smaller numbers and have weaker physical capabilities. If the Flora were to attack from under the mountains and corner them in the valley, they would be defenseless.”
 
   I tense a bit at the conversation, but before I can open my mouth, Claque chimes up, “Yes, but how could you corner them in the valley? It’s a very obvious trick. Surely they would avoid such a thing.”
 
   “Only if you can remove the leader,” Gabriel says simply. I debate talking with them. We aren’t discussing the Inferno and Cerulean, so it helps. Our allies have also been at war, the Flora and Levosa, and also for very similar cultural differences. The Inferno and Levosa are allies but aren’t a part of each others’ wars. We trade with one another, but we do not aid each other in battle. “It is simple,” Gabriel continues, “Kill the queen bee, and the ants are helpless.”
 
   Fire sparks in my veins. “You are all fools,” I say simply, narrowing my eyes. They all look to me. “You’ve not the slightest idea of their battle tactics.”
 
   “Oh?” Kale asks, hiding a smirk and giving Gabriel a mocking glance as if he is humoring me. It only makes me angrier. “Then do tell us, Lady Scarlet. Why would that not work?”
 
   I sigh. “The male has his harem, but the male is not the leader of the harem.” The Levosa suffer a severe lack of males in their society, they have for generations, part of why what had begun as a tradition of having two or three wives has escalated into a harem of wives. No one knows why they aren’t producing sons, and sons are deeply cherished in their lands because of it. In any case, the Levosa are notorious for not getting along tribe-to-tribe. The males all have individual tribes set up throughout the country, and they do not tolerate other males.
 
   I have the attention of the men around me and continue, “Even if you kill the male, he is not the strongest, only the center point. He is the figure head, so to speak, who gathers the women to him. But the females are the strongest.”
 
   “But would they not be lost without their leader?” Claque offers, and I turn my head to him.
 
   Determined to prove my point, I reply firmly, “No. The male is not the leader, only the center. The females have their own system. They compete with one another to determine their hierarchy, for the chance to mate with their husband. The strongest women are the ones who will bed him most frequently and will be more likely to produce a son which is the equal to queenship in their world.”
 
   “And so if the male were removed, what then? Or even the…what do you call it—head wife?” He glances around uncertainly, and the others shrug.
 
   “There is no leader,” I reiterate, “Only a hierarchy. If the male is killed, the strongest female, the Matron as she is called, will resume control of the harem. She will then oversee as the other females take their roles as either fighters or protectors of the children. Even if you kill her, the woman beneath her will step up, and the woman beneath her. You have to have a force strong enough to take out all of them at once.”
 
   “But that would violate the Flora code of honor,” Claque argues. “They do not allow an attack on women. They would kill the patriarch, but not his females.”
 
   I shrug. “Killing the male will not do anything. The harem will merely relocate and assimilate with another harem, or if there is an attack, they will delegate responsibilities and fight back. It is not like here where you have a leader and subordinates. They all work together as a team. There is no single person who is more important than another.”
 
   Claque seems genuinely interested now, having proven myself well educated in the structure of other cultures and militaries. We begin to talk at length of military strategy and construct until at last, Petara leans over and pleads, “I beg you both! Dena and I are beside ourselves sick with this conversation!” I blush but am proud of myself, and I enjoyed my conversation. I glance to Gabriel, but he just laughs and sips his wine.
 
   Dinner concludes, and everyone parts from the table. Petara is the central focus of the night, and she stands with her child and mate to the side where she receives congratulations and blessings for the babe. Gabriel stands by my side and leads me around the room, introducing me to a fair number of people. I am glad for him by my side, for I do not think that I could have managed it without him.
 
   There are so many people, all with so many questions, all smiling at me, and yet their eyes…their eyes all hold so many different things. Some of them are scared and seeking for their future king to assure them that he has properly “civilized” this Inferno to behave, that we are not monsters. Some of them barely contain their anger and disgust, and it seeps out of them between clipped words. Some of them are genuinely curious and eager to learn, eager to know a woman and not a soldier. But after a while, I see the unspoken questions in everyone’s eyes. I can hear it in the undertone of their conversations.
 
   How many Crystalice have you slaughtered?
 
   Are you really the one who killed Prince Mit’an’av?
 
   Did you kill my husband?
 
   Son?
 
   Father?
 
   Brother?
 
   It’s haunting how well I can see them. There are a few who look on me with hatred and loathing, but mostly, the others are afraid. The women are gossipy and the men are resentful. In their eyes, women are not meant to be in battle to begin with. Yet here I am, everything that I am not supposed to be—sitting with them for dinner.
 
   It amazes me the things that I see in these people. When I was at war, everyone was just another soldier to kill, just another enemy in my way of vengeance, victory. But here, I can see who they were. That one was the youngest of five brothers who had wanted to be a scholar. That one had only been married two months before leaving to fight for his country, his widowed bride just beginning to show. The one there was the sole provider for his two brothers and sister. That one was the father of six. I can see them all. I can see who they were, their names, their lives, not just another body thrown into the flames.
 
   When finally the formalities end and a few begin to dance while others socialize, I excuse myself in a rush, feeling pain squeeze my chest as I linger out into the hall. I walk a good ways away from the door and finally sink to my knees, taking off my gloves and muffling my sounds as I cry softly, tears rolling down my face.
 
   “Scarlet?” a thrum of a voice asks, and I look up to see Ckai’ten in his formal uniform looming over me. He gives a small smile and kneels down in front of me, picking up my chin and gently brushing away at the tears. I smile and close my eyes as he does so, sighing softly.
 
   “The people in there…many of them…they have lost someone they love to the war…all my life…the Crystalice were just monsters, enemies, another obstacle.” I start to cry a bit harder, shaking my head, looking up at him. “But they are far from!” I cry past my tears as he tries to hush me. “They had families, friends, children….and I-I took them!”
 
   I start crying harder and Ckai’ten just sighs and shakes his head at me, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and waiting for me to be quiet. I sniffle and brush back a hair in my face, finally calming down after a moment. I lean my head against his shoulder and sigh as I sit there.
 
   He chuckles at me and asks, “Feeling better?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.” I sit up and sigh, looking over at him with a small smile. “This is far too formal for my tastes.”
 
   He gives a sad little smile and says, “Yes, well…Has Gabriel been doing better?”
 
   I shrug, laying my chin on my knees. “I have barely spoken with him the past few months. Petara has been preparing me for tonight.”
 
   Ckai’ten chuckles and stands up, taking my hands and pulling me with him. “Then you had best head back.” He sighs and kisses my brow, looking down at me with a gentle expression. “War is never kind, Scarlet. It haunts the soul and torments the dreams. Perhaps…it is just as well…”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty One
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   Dancing is by far my least favorite activity of these events. I hoped to be able to finagle my way out of such by walking Cara around and introducing her to the attending guests, but when I turn to offer my arm, she is suddenly gone. A glance to Petara and Dena reveals nothing. They have their attention on the infant lord in his mother’s arms now that supper is completed. I sigh, turning to scan the room, but I can find no sign of her. With her red hair and vibrant dress, I had not expected her to be such a difficult target to find. But with the shuffling of guests as everyone stands and escorts their mates out to the ballroom, she is either hiding or no longer in the room.
 
   “My lord,” purrs a silky voice, and my ire is almost at once struck. Smiling tightly and with little patience at the moment, I turn to observe Avene rise from her bow. She smiles warmly at me, beaming really. “I had hoped, my lord, that you would not be too encumbered by your charge to enjoy your evening with a dance.” Encumbered? Hardly. And I have no desire to dance at the moment, not when I haven’t a clue as to where Cara has gone.
 
   But I give a politician’s smile and bow slightly at the waist. “You are dear for being so concerned on my behalf, lady, but I am afraid that it is my very charge who calls for my attention at present. It is my duty to present her to the guests this evening.”
 
   Her smile twitches but only seems to widen. “I see. Of course, highness. Pray tell, where has the Inferno gone to?”
 
   Something burns in my chest at her choice of words, and I wonder as to why. Many refer to Scarlet as the Inferno—since there only is ever one present to speak of—but something in the tone of her words bothers me to the point of correcting her: “Lady Scarlet, if you please,” I say mildly, “and that is my concern as well. Excuse me, lady.” I leave her there, turning and leaving the dining hall.
 
   “Milord,” a guard calls, and I look to him. “If you are seeking the Inferno lady, she has gone down the east hall.”
 
   I incline my head to the man and then start down the hall. The first sight to my eyes, which releases a sigh from my chest, is that of fire-red hair in curled ringlets and of a beautiful, dark dress. My second sight, however, is of a tall half-breed before Cara, holding her delicate hands. He pulls away from her, leaving his kiss on her brow. I clench my hands.
 
   “Cara,” I call, stalking down the hall towards them. Ckai’ten releases her, and she looks up at him with an apologetic smile before sighing and looking back to me when I approach. “Is everything all right?”
 
   “Yes, Gabriel,” she sighs with exasperation. “Ckai’ten heard me crying and wanted to make certain I was well.”
 
   “Why were you crying?” I ask, eyes boring into hers.
 
   She opens her mouth but then shuts it and glares. “It is of no matter. I have no desire to explain again.”
 
   We had seen little of each other in the past months, despite now sleeping with only a wall between us. Still, I didn’t expected such venom in her words, and I realize that she is trying to shut me out. I step closer to her, reaching out and cupping her chin with my hand. I bow my head a bit towards hers and murmur soft, “Why are you throwing up walls, Cara? What have you to fear from me?”
 
   She glares up at me for a long moment, her teeth clenched. “I would like to go back now.”
 
   I look to Ckai’ten, giving a single nod. “My gratitude for your protection.” Then, I place my hand at the small of her back and guide her back towards the ball room. “Now would you like to tell me what was bothering you?” I ask as we stop before entering the room, turning her to me and trying to meet her gaze.
 
   She sighs, refusing to let me see her eyes. “The people who I killed in war, Gabriel…they were not only soldiers but people…someone loved them.”
 
   Now I am the one to sigh, and I place my hand on the back of her head, kissing her brow as if to erase the previous kiss. “Yes, Cara, and that is the way of war. You give your enemy a face but not a heart, not a past, not a family. You give yourself a goal and do not look around it…that is the way of war.” I pick up her face then and smile down at her as she looks up at me. “Come now, Cara. Enjoy the night.”
 
   When finally I lead Cara back inside the ballroom, I try to do so with as little attention as possible. But bringing Cara into the room is much like introducing a lion to a pack of caribou and expecting them to get along. 
 
   Many people are dancing now, so thankfully, there is a bit of distraction there, but I can hear the quiet whispers and see the oppressive glances. I want to glare at them, tell them to leave her alone. Cara shrinks against me, trying hard to behave and not act like a tigress. Her nature is to hold her head high and meet the eyes of those around her, to challenge them. But she is trying very hard to fit in and behave, and I can tell that it is wearing on her soul.
 
   I lean over and whisper in her ear, “Dance with me, Cara.”
 
   She looks up at me in mild alarm and shakes her head, and when I tug her into the open floor, she digs in her heels and glares at me. “I will not dance.” I stay where I am, watching her, and eventually, her features soften and she says quietly, “I have not danced with another since my Dai’lyn died…”
 
   I sigh, shaking my head. “Did Dena not teach you?”
 
   “She did…” Cara answers, looking uneasily out at the dancers. “But this is not what I would call dancing.”
 
   “Then, if it is not dancing, what problem remains?” I ask, and tug her onto the floor before she can protest any more. She glares at me for a long while, that spiteful little look that taunts me to laughter. I try to hide my smile as I lead her in the first dance, but when she is refraining from casting death looks my way, she makes faces at me when she thinks that others cannot see, trying to get a rise out of me. Finally, I laugh as she twirls back to me, and I hold her a moment longer than necessary and say, “Careful, Cara, or I will indulge you in your game.”
 
   She just laughs, smiling at me; the sound is like bells, but loud, uneven—beautiful. I smile at her. Petara and Dena can paint her up, teach her to walk like a wolf and howl like a wolf, to blend in with the snow. But Cara is a tiger, her stripes bold and brazen and her personality strong, her character solid. I hope that she never loses that woman inside of her—that fire.
 
   After a while, Cara excuses herself for some air. She has a hard time being surrounded by all of these people, their hateful and intrusive glances, like a candle surrounded by ice. Some just want to learn; others would rather kill her. I meet a few gazes from the men, warning them, staring them down until they back off. Women can be vicious, but I trust them enough not to attack her openly tonight. But some of the men can be dangerous, and I know which ones those would be.
 
   With Cara gone, I go to my sister, Dena, and speak with her and Claque for a long while. Dena is pleased that Cara is doing well so far, and she beams with delight. Cara is a fair dancer, but I can feel the tigress beneath her skin, aching for something fast, something that flickers and moved like the flames, something that would set her heart racing. I wonder in that brief moment what it would be like to dance such a dance with her.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Two
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   The music fades behind me like a silent dream. No one is out in the garden, but lanterns are lit low and hanging throughout, casting an almost warm glow upon the dark space. I didn’t think anything could grow in this place, but it does. Still, most of the garden consists of ice statues and plants I have never seen before. There’s a tall, fat tree with whip-like vines hanging in a glossy curtain all around it. But instead of leaves, tiny crystals clatter and chime down the little vines, like glass ornaments.
 
   I pause by the tree, brushing the vines with my gloved hand just to hear the beautiful sound of them all chiming together. A soft smile touches my face, and I look back to the brilliantly lit ballroom. I can see Gabriel, although he cannot possibly see me out here in the dark. He stands with Dena and Claque, his back to me. I smile a bit, watching him. I don’t have much time. If I take too long, he’ll come looking for me. He’ll come looking for me anyways, and I need as much of a head start as possible. But…I like watching him there, his smile and easy stance. He looks handsome in his formal attire, elegant. And I almost want to go back in and dance just one more time with him.
 
   But I can’t. It’s time to go.
 
   I drag in a breath and set my eyes on the far wall with determination. In the shadows, I pull off my gloves, pull the pin out of my hair. My hands are shaking, trembling. Damnit. Why won’t they hold still! There’s no need to be afraid. But I am beginning to wonder if it is fear…I shove my thoughts aside and yank off my boots, throwing them on the ground. I can’t think. No regrets. I have to go home. I have to. This is my only chance. I won’t get another opportunity like this.
 
   “Scarlet.” A woman calls my name, a voice I do not know. I gasp and turn my head to catch the sound. But no one is there. I Shift just a bit so that my tigress’ eyes can see more clearly than I. But no one is there. Sighing, I turn back around and pull off my necklace. I shake my head and reach behind me to unlace my dress.
 
   There is a sound. My fingers stop on the laces, as though frozen. Laughter. Gabriel’s laughter pours out of the open doors, and I pause and turn my head to listen. I drop my hands, and they fall limply to my sides. He’s there in the ballroom, and I can see his face. Claque is glowering and Dena is blushing, and everyone is staring rudely at the three of them. I smile, just a bit, and I look down at my hands. I close my eyes and clench my hands, then loosen them again.
 
   I can’t stay…I can’t…Blinking up at the night sky, tears fill my eyes and run down my face. I close my eyes. I have to go…I don’t belong here…Inferno is home…this place will never be home…I have to go…I cannot stay here…with him…
 
   My breath leaves me in a rush, and I kneel, picking up the cream, silk glove. I stare at it for a long while, and then I sigh and pull it back on. Suddenly, something slams into my head. Blunt, cold. Metal. It hits me straight in the temple, and my whole world spins. The dark gardens fade to black, and I can feel myself falling.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Three
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   “Gabriel.”
 
   A woman calls my name, but I do not recognize the voice. I turn my head, but no one heads towards me or is looking in my direction. I look back to Dena and Claque, and my sister asks, “Something the matter?”
 
   “Gabriel.”
 
   She calls more persistently this time, and I ask my companions, “Did you hear that?” as I turn my head and search the crowd again. Finally, I see her. She is standing by the open double doors that lead out to the gardens where Cara left just a moment earlier. She is looking straight at me, although no one seems to notice her.
 
   She’s not like any woman I have ever met before, dressed in a long, straight gown of white with long sleeves and a skirt that drops to the floor. Her hair is a solid black, spilling in thick curls down her shoulders and back, her eyes a bright, blazing blue. Holding my gaze, she says to me, “Gabriel, hurry! Please!”
 
   Dena tries to get my attention, but I had not heard what she said. “Excuse me, please, just a moment,” I say quickly, shuffling my way through the crowd. I hear Lady Avene call me, trying to get my attention, but I do not heed her, heading out into the gardens.
 
   The woman with the white dress stands a bit of a ways down the cobblestone pathway in the light snowfall. She is waiting, watching me insistently. “Gabriel, this way.”
 
   She hurries off again, fast, and I follow her through the gardens. Suddenly, she is gone; I just blinked, but where she had been…there is nothing now. Just as I stop and begin looking around for her, I hear a strangled sound, a muffled scream. Distracted, I move towards the sound, not sure of what it is. A dark figure looms over another on the ground, and I open my mouth to call attention to what I assume is two youths carried away, when the one beneath him shifts a bit from him and screams, and in the white glow of the moonlight, I can see her crimson hair spilled out on the ground.
 
   My heart stops beating before it slams into my chest, and I take off running the distance from me to them. I snatch the man by his shirt collar and throw him off of Cara. He lands on his back a foot away, and I draw my dagger, slamming him back down to the ground when he tries to get up. I put the dagger to his throat, watching him with furious eyes. “Give me one reason why I should not kill you this moment!” I roar, and the man looks up at me with wide, fearful eyes.
 
   “P-Please, my lord! I was j-just following orders!” he stammers, and I shift back a bit, although my knife never leaves his throat. He is one of my guards, a handsome man who enjoys his time with courtly ladies.
 
   “What do you mean ‘orders’?” I snarl, giving him a little shake. “Whose orders!”
 
   “L-Lady Avene!” he cries, flinching back. “S-She paid me fifty gold pieces! T-Told me that she d-didn’t care how I k-killed her…just that I got it done…said I was saving you trouble…d-doing you a favor…s-serving my c-c-country!” Perhaps it is fear, perhaps it is just a revelation of his own atrocity, but he seems to realize the gravity of what he tried to do.
 
   I thrust him from me and glower down at him. “Do not move or there will be no mercy. You will be killed.” The man doesn’t move an inch, and I turn back to the woman on the ground. Cara has her hand on her stomach, coughing a bit, trying to sit up past how badly she’s trembling. Tears soak her face, and her hair is damp and covered in dirt. The man had ripped her bodice, her skirts pushed up to her thighs. She coughs again as I move towards her, feeling sick, and she gives a soft cry of alarm, shrinking back from me. A puff of fire bursts from her chest, warning me away. My heart twists in my chest, and my stomach rolls and lurches.
 
   I whisper, “Cara…Cara, it’s alright…I am here…” She looks up at me, realizing who I am, and I take her into my arms as she begins sobbing, making soft, pained sounds. Her head is bleeding from where it looks like the soldier had knocked her to the ground, her lip busted from a hit.
 
   “G-Gabriel…” she whispers, claiming my attention to her stomach where her hand lays over a wound, blood bubbling out. I can’t breathe, can’t move. And then, I snatch her up and start running.
 
   I care little for the guard. I care only for the woman in my arms, trying to breathe past the pain, hiccupping her breaths, holding her stomach. I storm into the ballroom, and it takes only a heartbeat for people to realize what had happened. A woman screams. Cara is cradled in my arms, tucked against my chest, her dress torn, her waist and hands covered in blood.
 
   I am ready for a kill and everyone knows it. I look to my sister and her Teir and growl, “Arrest Lady Avene.” Gasps go up around the room, and everyone parts to reveal an astonished Avene. Claque gives a grave nod and moves towards her with another guard.
 
   “W-What!” she cries, looking to me with panicked eyes. “I-I have done nothing!” she screams out in alarm as I slowly stalk towards her, Cara in my arms, daring her to deny the evidence in front of her.
 
   I glare down at her, growling at her, “The man who almost raped and murdered Lady Scarlet says otherwise.”
 
   “B-But, he is lying!” Avene implores, staring up at me with big, innocent eyes.
 
   My eyes narrow. “We shall see, madam. Starting with if you are missing fifty gold pieces from your mother’s accounts.”
 
   Avene’s pale complexion turns sallow, noticeably so, and she stammers for a moment before bursting into tears and crying out, “I was only trying to protect you, my lord! I knew that filthy, Inferno witch would try to seduce you or kill you! I was trying to protect my prince! Can you not see, my lord?” she pleads, reaching to tug on my sleeve. I snatch my sleeve back from her.
 
   “G-Gabriel…” Cara chokes, breathing hard, clenching her eyes past the pain. She is trying to get my attention. I am wasting time.
 
   “Arrest her,” I growl, turning from Avene and stalking out of the room, no one getting closer than three feet as Claque and his soldier bind her wrists.
 
   The woman struggles, shrieking at my back. “Turn back to me, Gabriel! Do not turn your back to me! I could have been everything! I could have been queen! Look at me!” she shrieks. “Scarlet of Inferno is nothing but a fire-borne demoness whore! She needs to be killed! This country needs to be rid of her!”
 
   I do not turn back. I stalk up the stairs and to my own suite, the guards startled at the sight of Cara in my arms. “Stay at the door,” I snarl, throwing the doors open with a slam of my shoulder and going into Cara’s room just as Heather and the healer come running in. I lay Cara down on the bed, and Heather pushes me out of the way, her and another healer quickly analyzing the damage. I stand back as they look over her, taking off the dress to show the wound on her stomach. The healer starts working, mending the inside before working her way out, tending the wound, sewing it shut.
 
   Heather sighs and looks over at me. “She wa’ lucky, highness. Tha blade wa’ no long ta bagin wit’, an’ tha corset took mos’ o’ tha blow. Eh was meant ta stop ar, no ta kill ar. Be glad ya attacker wa’ a lusty one, or she may a’ready ba deed.”
 
   Cara lingers in and out of consciousness while healers tend her, a mix of Magik and herbs healing the wound. The shredded muscles will take time to heal, and she will need to be careful not to tear the wound again, but Heather assures me that the woman will live. Petara and Dena both came by to see her. The night is ruined, to say the least, but Petara seems more concerned for Scarlet than for a garish party. They leave eventually. Claque was forced to carry Dena back to the room, the woman having crumpled in sobs and trembling in fear for Scarlet. None of us had expected such a thing in our own home. Our word is absolute. This event has only gone to show how our control is weakening.
 
   For many hours after the room had fallen silent, I linger in the room, sitting in the darkness. They try to send Cara to sleep, but she will not let them, and so I step out while they change the bedding and clean her of blood. They dress her in a chemise and dressing gown before I am called back in, and I take post at her side.
 
    “I…” Cara says after a long while of silence. “…am really…getting sick…of being in bed.” She won’t let them sedate her. She is afraid to close her eyes, and she breathes steadily past the pain.
 
   I take her hand and kiss the back of it. “I am not surprised. How are you feeling?” I ask softly.
 
   Cara just smiles and answers, “Foolish question…” She hisses as another wave of pain hits her, clenching her eyes, then looking back at me. “I am alive…it hurts, but…I will survive.” I just sigh and shake my head at her, looking over the stitches Heather sewed on her forehead where she had been knocked almost unconscious with the hilt of the soldier’s dagger.
 
   “What happened, Cara?” I ask softly, knowing that her head is hurting.
 
   Cara shakes her head, wanting to sit up, but Heather forbids her to. So she lays on the bed, turning her head to face me. She suddenly looks frightened, and I push back her hair, tucking it behind her ear. She makes a soft sound in her throat, and I realize that she is trying to hold back tears. “I just went for…fresh air…so I walked around…he came out of nowhere…hit…my head…and I felt the metal in my stomach…it was so cold…I could hardly breathe.” The first few tears slide down, and she hiccups a bit, then flinches from the pain in her stomach. “He knocked me to the ground…he started tearing at my clothes.” She starts crying, covering her face with her hands.
 
   I look over at the others and gesture to the door that Claque and Petara stand by. My sister nods and leaves, looking ashen and worn. Claque, however, pauses to speak quietly with me about Avene. She is being held until both she and the guard can be questioned, although she practically gave herself away shouting at me the way she did. Either way, Claque assures me that this is not going to end well. Avene is a high-borne lady, and although she is protected from torture or execution…there is no way for this to end well. Not to mention that many people will sympathize with her desire to be rid of the Inferno. I can already see the debates between my father and myself fueling…but such an atrocity and outright treason cannot be ignored. I will not let politics dictate that justice forgo punishment for the woman.
 
   Once they are all gone, I sigh and shake my head, gently stroking Cara’s cheek while she cries softly. “I’m sorry, Gabriel…” she whispers through tears. “I’m so sorry…”
 
   I frown, turning her face to look at mine. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Cara. I am ashamed that this has happened in my own palace. This is supposed to be a place of safety, refuge.” I lean my head down and kiss her trembling lips softly. She makes a soft, quiet sound, but does not protest, and she sighs softly when I pull away, looking up at me with tired, terrified eyes.
 
   “Sleep, Cara…” I stand, blowing out the candle on the nightstand. I am furious—with myself, Avene, my own guards, everything. I watch her lay there, helpless, hurting, tired, and I clench my teeth and turn from her, heading out.
 
   “Gabriel,” she whispers softly, turning her head to look at me. I pause, looking at her from the doorway. She hesitates, then murmurs, “I am afraid…”
 
   I sigh softly, giving her a small smile. “I will be in the other room, Cara. I’ll leave the door open.”
 
   She looks at me for a long moment, fighting sleep. She shakes her head, whispering, “Will you stay?”
 
   My throat tightens, my heart stuttering. I swallow before I can finally speak. “You want me to stay with you tonight?”
 
   She looks at me with tired eyes. Then, she gives me a small smile, closing her eyes and murmuring, “Of all men, Gabriel…you will never scare me…you will not hurt me…” I watch her there for a moment, feeling the hatred and rage slowly seep out of me. I watch her lay in her bed, crimson hair spilled out over the pillow; she is breathing soft, still in pain. Just those soft words, not meant to be flattering but honest, go straight into my chest, robbing me of my anger and dark thoughts.
 
   Only Cara can ever make me rage like a blizzard and then bring me to laughter and peace. The best and the worst she can bring out in me.
 
   I return to the bed and sit on the edge of it, pulling off my shoes, my doublet, my belt, leaving my shirt and breeches as I go to her, laying down beside her. She cannot sleep on her side because of the wound, but I lay down against her, my arm above her head, my other arm draped just above her wound. She sighs and smiles sleepily, leaning her head against my arm, and that is all it takes to melt my heart.
 
   I will never in my life tell her these things. And if I can help it, she will never know that I feel anything more than lust. But in the quiet, when she lays there so peacefully, in that moment when no one can see, when no one could know…in that moment…I wish that she is mine.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Four
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I lie back on my sofa, feeling the sweet cold biting into my skin. It is a pleasant sensation, the chill, the frost. I can nearly see my breath it is so cold. Still, the pleasantness of it does little to appease my sour mood. It is my mood, after all, which has turned the room nearly to ice. Dark emotions swirl inside of me like a torrent, and the more I think on them, the colder the room becomes.
 
   Cara has had a few visitors over the past month or so since the incident, but most of them no longer come. Her waking hours are few and I am fairly certain that I have driven most of them off. They do not wish to risk a meeting with me to see her. Enté is the only one safe from my anger, and he visits occasionally, but I am afraid that I am not much in the mind for games.
 
   There is a soft click of a door, but it does not come from the entrance to the room but from one of the inner chambers, Cara’s room. I glance over at her as she emerges, wrapped up in heaps of layers of warm cloth that trail behind her. She looks on me with a quiet, somber expression, leaning forward just a bit from the wound which I am sure causes her great discomfort still.
 
   I hear her soft sigh and the rustle of her skirts. She moves to the other side of the room by the window where there is a table with a pitcher of ice water and glasses. She pours a cup of water, and I wonder if she would be able to tolerate drinking water so cold, but she turns to me, coming to my side. “You are ill, Gabriel,” she says softly, handing me the glass while I lay back against the couch. I watch her, and she sits down on the floor by the couch, her skirts fanning around her legs.
 
   I sit up a bit and drink the water half down before setting it past her on the table. My arm brushes her cheek, and she shivers and shrinks back from me. I watch her, bringing my arm back and just studying her as she sits there.
 
   When she finally does speak, she does not look up at me, and instead asks softly, “Where is Enté?”
 
   The question catches me off guard for a moment, and I take a moment to find my thoughts. “Dena and Claque took him to the city. I was going to meet them later but now…”
 
   She looks up at me then. “But what?”
 
   I sit up and run a hand through my hair, scattering long, silver strands across my shoulders. “But now I am tired and sore and not in the mood for company.”
 
   She shrugs. “I am here, am I not?”
 
   I cannot help a small, almost taunting smile, and I answer, “You are not company, Cara. You are just you.”
 
   She looks back at me, studying my expression for a while before a slow, gentle smile touches her face. But then her eyes soften, and she looks sad. She sighs and shakes her head, then looks up at me again, and I notice that my throat is tight. 
 
   “Cara…” I whisper, barely able to speak as I watch her fight her tears, brushing them away furiously. I slide from the couch, sinking onto the floor beside her, moving her hands away from her face and cupping her jaw in my hands. She will not meet my gaze, but she continues to tremble and hiccup with tears that I brush away. I wish that I could send her home. Chelyah knows, I do. But to send her home would not only be giving the enemy back one of their most competent commanders, but the faith my people have in me would be destroyed. There simply is no way of sneaking her out or getting rid of her without my people noticing. I cannot afford it.
 
   Finally, her eyes meet mine, and it seems to make things worse, for she makes a soft, strangled sound in the back of her throat as her tears begin to pour faster now, and I can no longer help but to pull her to me, gathering her in my arms as we sit there on the floor, the Inferno woman settled between my legs, her hands holding my arm that wraps around her shoulders, the other around her waist. I wrap her up in my arms, laying my head atop hers and she just cries against me. Her skin is hot to the touch, particularly against my bare flesh which is several degrees colder than hers. But it does not burn, and it is not uncomfortable enough for me to let her go. Nothing could have made me let her go.
 
   Cara cries like her heart is utterly broken, like her soul is shattered, and she is at a loss at how to put it back together. Her whole body trembles, and she can barely breathe past her crying. I wish she would stop. I would give anything just to make her stop crying that way. “Cara…” I whisper, clinging to her, rocking her softly, completely at a loss. “Cara, Cara…forgive me…forgive me, Cara…”
 
   Finally, she begins to speak again, saying softly, “I do not love you, Gabriel…I do not know that I could ever love a Crystalice…at best, I admire you…at worst, I desire you…I am terrified, Gabriel…I do not want anything to do with you. You are pale and cold…but still, I long for you. To kiss you soft, kiss you deep. To lay with you and explore every inch of your form, see what makes you gasp, what makes you squirm—”
 
   “Alright, alright. Please, Cara, that is enough,” I gasp, almost desperately, and she tips her chin up at me, just watching me with red eyes for a moment. Almost without thinking, my head sinks toward hers. I wait for her to pull away, giving her every opportunity to push me back and curse me. My nose brushes hers, and I feel her warm breath against my lips when I hesitate. Cara moves then, and she closes the slight distance between us, touching her lips to mine. I feel my breath leave me in a rush, and I sigh contently, the hand on her chin moving to tangle in her hair and gently cradle her to me. But just as my mind begins to go hazy and my body weak, my spitfire gently pulls away, breathing softly against my lower lip, leaning her brow against mine.
 
   “It is hopeless…” she whispers, closing her eyes, and I feel my chest constrict. “I cannot love a Crystalice, Gabriel…I can enjoy your touch, and even your company… but I cannot love you…” She pulls away, and I let her. “And I am no one’s whore,” she continues as she stands, and I move, snatching her hand, although I do not get up.
 
   I almost cannot find my voice, but I answer gruffly, “I have no desire to make a whore out of you, Cara…you are much too proud for that.” I manage a faint smile, and she returns it pitifully. “I wish I could send you home, Cara…Chelyah knows I wish I could, but I cannot.” I see her lip tremble, and she closes her eyes. I tug her hand gently, and she comes to her knees before me. I touch her face, and she opens her eyes, looking up at me weakly. “But perhaps, beautiful flower…I can make you a new one…”
 
   She gives a little smile, closing her eyes again and sighing softly, leaning her face against my hand. “I did not think you would like my dark skin or red hair…do you really think that I am beautiful, Gabriel?” she asks, and I almost laugh.
 
   “Go ask any man in this castle, and he will tell you so…as long as he is not in front of his wife,” I answer truthfully, chuckling softly.
 
   The soft sound of her laughter, a bit shaky, is so beautiful to my ears. “Do you really mean that?” she asks softly, her voice tired, and I wonder if she might fall asleep on me.
 
   I smile. “I told you: go ask.”
 
   She shakes her head sleepily and murmurs, “No…about making me a new home…will you really…give me a new life here?” A longing for acceptance, love, a home. I can hear it in her words, and I doubt that if she was not so hazy with emotions and sleep that she ever would have admitted it to me. I wonder that there really must not have been anything left in Inferno for her…how much has she lost there?
 
   I sigh, taking the hand on her cheek and gently laying it on the back of her head, guiding her to lean into me, and when she does, she slackens. “I give you my word to try, Cara…” I murmur against her hair, but her only answer is an intelligible murmur, and I wonder if she heard me at all.
 
   I will. Somehow, I will get her out of this frozen place. I will not let her die.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
              Part Three
 
   God be thanked, the meanest of his creatures boasts two soul-sides,
 
   one to face the world with, one to show a woman when he loves her.
 
   -Robert Browning
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Five
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   Of course, it would just so happen that the day we plan to leave, it begins pouring down rain.
 
   Glaring up at the dark sky from my place on the stone steps to the castle, I say to the prince beside me, “I thought it only snowed in Crystalice.”
 
   Gabriel looks at me, then gives a heavy sigh and looks out to the servants loading up the carriages. “It rains from time to time, turns all the snow into mush and then to ice. It can be irritating.”
 
   “I never would have guessed,” I answer sourly. My stomach is in knots, and if ever I bend or turn, pain steals my breath and doubles me over. At least I am alive…I just have to keep reminding myself of that.
 
   Gabriel wanted to leave for Ocarine—a warm, coastal region of Cerulean—the day after our late-night talk, but it took three days to get everything packed and ready, and prepare the palace for him to be gone. He sent a messenger ahead of us to let the Lord and Lady of Marine know that we will be staying at their manor while we are there. The lord of the castle and Gabriel are apparently kin, and he was like brothers with the lord’s late son, so there would never be an issue with Gabriel just dropping by, even with an Inferno.
 
   And so finally, with our small caravan—myself, Gabriel, Heather, Enté, Gabriel’s manservant, two drivers, and six guards—we are ready to leave. Petara and Claque keep insisting that it is not safe to travel in so few numbers, but Gabriel is impatient to get away from the Crystalice palace, and any opposition immediately turns into an argument.
 
   Even I am sick of it.
 
   “Gabriel, it really would be no harm to wait another few days,” I say, knowing very well that I can handle any fight Gabriel comes up with. But he has been trying lately to avoid fighting with me.
 
   I have never taken the time to more than browse over Ocarine on the maps. All that I know is that it borders the ocean and has a fairly warm and humid climate. I forget many times that Crystalice is only a part of Cerulean. Not all of it is icy. Ocarine is actually fairly warm, although Gabriel already complains about how hot it’s going to be.
 
   Gabriel just shoots me a look and snaps, “No. If we wait much longer, you could get even worse. Our healers know little about how to treat an Inferno beyond flesh wounds.”
 
   I glance gloomily ahead of us into the rain. “I hate the rain…”
 
   He sighs and trudges into the icy downpour, starting to shout orders at the servants, trying to figure out how soon until we can leave. It will take three days to reach the castle on the shore, and we will stop to let the horses rest every few hours or so.
 
   I watch him as he speaks with servants, Dena coming up beside me and sighing softly. “He is taking this guardian thing a bit seriously, is he not?”
 
   “Mmm,” I muse quietly, shaking off a cold chill and wrapping my cloak around me even tighter. Enté is still sleepy since the morning is new, and he hides himself under my cloak, wearing one of his own and hugging my legs.
 
   “Lady Scarlet!” I hear Tam’s voice call to me from within the castle, and I turn and peer at him from under my hood.
 
   He hurries up to me, still hobbling with his cane. Heather is worried that he’s done more than merely twist his ankle. He pauses to catch his breath and then smiles at me, offering me a small piece of wood just barely bigger than his hand. “For you…” he says, panting.
 
   I take the piece curiously and look down at it. It is a carving, a wolf. It is not unlike the Crystalice emblem, his head raised in a howl towards the sky on the front of the wooden talisman. “Eh’s…Fenrir…tha first of the wolves… he will protect you…”
 
   “I…do not understand,” I say, frowning at him, confused.
 
   “Eh’s for you,” he repeats and stands up, leaning on his cane and giving me a small, shy smile. “Something ta hold on ta…ta remind you tha’ you are safe.”
 
   My eyes go wide for a moment, and I clutch the wolf talisman a little tighter in my hand. Something to hold on to. Something made for me. The small little piece, the kindness behind it, causes my heart to swell, and tears form in my eyes. “Tam…” I say quietly and then I move towards him and wrap my arms around his shoulders. I squeeze him tight despite the burning pain in my stomach, and I breathe steadily to fight back tears. “Thank you…” I whisper, and he just stands there awkwardly, not knowing what to do. Finally, he pats my back a bit with his free hand, and I stand back and smile at him.
 
   “I think in another life, I would have been happy to have a younger brother like you.”
 
   He blushes and smiles a bit. “We’ll be waitin’ here for ya return, lady. Be safe until than.”
 
   “I will.” I give a little nod.
 
   Gabriel turns to us and shouts, “Alright! Let’s be on our way!”
 
   I look down at Enté, smiling softly. “Come, my love.” He looks up at me, making a face, and I pull my hood up over my head again before bending down and picking up the sleepy child. I hiss with pain, letting out the breath between my teeth, and Dena gives me a chastising look.
 
   “You are going to pull your stitches if you pick him up like that.”
 
   I smile cheekily at her and answer, “Then maybe I can convince Gabriel to wait until the rain has ended to leave.”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “Chelyah could not convince him of such.”
 
   I laugh and shake my head, carrying the little child out into the icy storm. “Gabriel, the wheels are not going to like the soft ground,” I warn him as I go to his side. He neglected to don a proper cloak, although the cold hardly bothers him. He can die from a heat stroke or dehydration, but not from the cold. Sufficiently cold temperatures can send him into a dormant state which is more or less like being comatose, but it preserves the body until the weather warms. I’m not sure that such cold weather actually exists on our island continent, Vendrain.
 
   Gabriel pauses to kiss Enté’s brow, but the child is displeased with his father dripping water all over him, and frankly, I am as well. I give him a look, but he says nothing, only gesturing to the carriage. With no desire to be made sick or weak, I make my way to the door and pull it open.
 
   I shut the door behind me and sigh softly, taking off my wet cloak and shaking it out a bit while Enté takes a seat beside me. The child does not suffer from cold, despite being a half-blood, but from exhaustion. He is not usually up so early, and he protested the entire morning. The carriages are small, so the first carriage holds only Gabriel, myself, and the boy, while the second carriage holds Heather along with Gabriel’s servant. The guards would rotate riding beside the caravan and sleeping in the hooded cart carrying our luggage.
 
   All in all, the next few days promise to be long and drudging.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Six
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   “I told you that the soft road would not be kind to our wheels,” Cara reminds me, as if I had ever forgotten. Two days down the road, and she stands before me with her hands on her hips and a frown on her mouth. The rain lightened into a gloomy mist, but the roads are still mostly mud and slush. Not very pleasant for riding.
 
   At least the guards and servants know better than to say anything. I sigh and glare back at the woman, answering, “What would you have me do, Cara? Rains can last for weeks without cease in Crystalice. We did not have weeks.”
 
   “You did not have weeks,” she chastises as we stand there on the side of the road, Heather now trying not to laugh. “I could have waited another month. I was just fine in Crystalice.”
 
   “You,” I snarl, “have twice nearly lost your life to its inhabitants, and your condition has not improved.”
 
   “Thrice,” she says, now glaring hard at me, Enté peeking through the window to try and see what is going on, although I know that he cannot hear. “You did more damage than that knife.”
 
   I roll my eyes, rubbing my face with my hand. “Blessed Chelyah…”
 
   Cara flushes and glowers at me. “Dare you mock me, Gabriel? In case I have failed to make my position clear: I hate the rain; I hate ice. I hate snow, carriages, traveling, and mud.”
 
   “Which is why, you noisy woman, we are going to Ocarine,” I sigh, looking back at her irritably. All she has done the past three or four days is complain—even before we left!—and I am about ready to leave her on the side of the road. 
 
   As much as she resents this trip, she needs warm weather. She needs safety. Ocarine holds those things for her. If she would only just stop being so stubborn and try to be useful instead of making sure that I am well aware of everything that I have done wrong in the past month or so.
 
   I watch her teeth snap together, and her golden eyes pin me where I stand. After a moment of glaring daggers at my head, she finally sneers, “Well we will not be going far now will we, Gabriel?”
 
   Anger sears my veins, and we stand there for a long while glaring at each other, until finally, she just sighs and turns, waving me off and muttering, “Oh, we haven’t the time to bicker now. Night will fall shortly.” She sighs and stands there for a moment, looking at the carriages and the horses before saying, “We shall have to leave the carriages here until we can come back with a new wheel and axel. There are two drivers and twelve horses. We can abandon the ruined carriage for now and take the horses to the nearest town to find a replacement.”
 
   I think over it for a long moment, and then sigh, rubbing the back of my neck as I look at the mess before me. We could send a pair of guards on ahead to get a replacement, but that would take hours to get to the nearest town and back. Night would set in long before they returned, and only four guards would be left to protect a caravan of seven.
 
   I look up at Cara, and her expression clearly tells me that we should have planned better. But whether I like it or not, her solution is the best we have for right now. So with a heavy sigh and a humbled pride, I answer, “Very well. No one can go anywhere with the carriages anyways until the weather clears.” I am suddenly very glad that I had not listened to Petara’s insisting on finer carriages.
 
   Cara smiles a bit, shaking her head as she turns back to the carriage, opening it and pulling out the little child from inside. I turn to speak with the guard when I hear her sharp cry of pain. I look over when she fumbles to keep from dropping Enté, snatching him into her arms and using her body as a cushion when she loses balance and her side hits the side of the carriage. Heather reaches her before I do, taking the boy from her and chastising her the way only Heather would dare.
 
   “Cara, are you alright?” I ask when I stand before her, her hand pressed to her stomach, her brows pinched together in pain.
 
   She draws in and releases a few breaths through her teeth, then shoves at my hand on her shoulder and hisses breathlessly, “Yes…go away…”
 
   I frown at her, staring hard at the crimson crown of her head as she sucks in air. Heather has Enté balanced on her hip, proceeding to lecture the Inferno sternly about pulling her stitches and not obeying the healers.
 
   Cara shakes her head, clearly in pain. She picks her head up, face tight, eyes narrow. “Just give me a horse, so we can get there faster,” she says, walking past me to a gray stallion with black spots, mounting him easily, although I can tell that she is used to leather armor, not skirts, by the way she overthrows her leg. She arranges her skirts around her, but when her eyes meet mine, she gives me a look that dares me to tell her to ride sidesaddle.
 
   I chuckle and take my own white stallion which we brought with us. The stallion is trustworthy and well trained. He tosses his head when I am upon his back, and I pat his neck with heavy thumps to show my gladness at being able to ride after such a long time.
 
   “Heather, I can hold him on the horse, “ Cara argues, my attention just now going to the argument before me with Heather standing with Enté in her arms. “It will be of no harm to me to hold him as we ride. These horses are too large for him, and you will be riding side saddle.”
 
   “An’ if you fall off your horse, missus?” Heather challenges, narrowing her eyes stubbornly. “You look mighty unsettled as it is.”
 
   With I sigh, I call out, “Give me my son, Heather. He will ride with me.”
 
   Enté, tired from his nap, is too tired to argue, as I am certain that he would have. For whatever reason, Chelyah decided to curse me with this spirited Inferno at the same time my son reached a rebellious stage.
 
   Heather hands the sleepy child to me, and I set him upon my horse, letting him lean back against me. I wait as the servants and guards load our bags onto the horses. We brought only what was necessary, and I planned on buying whatever else we needed once we reached the manor.
 
   Night settles in by the time we reach the nearest village. It is a small, simple establishment, with one inn and one stable. Most of the villagers have settled indoors and out of the horrible weather by the time we plodded into the town and towards the stables. I can still hear the scraping of metal from the blacksmith’s workshop, but that is all that can be heard.
 
   “Highness,” an old, round man greets me at the stables, bowing low and looking in fierce need of sleep. His voice is low and gruff, as if afraid of the darkness.
 
   I incline my head to him, wishing that I had the patience and mood to smile and be friendly. As it is, I want a hot bath and a pair of clothes that do not drip. “We have need of rooms and keep for the horses.”
 
   “O’course, highness. I takes good cares o’em,” he answers me, taking the reigns of my horse. Cara has already dismounted and is beside my horse, slipping her arms under my son’s arms to collect him carefully. I am tired of arguing with her. If the stupid woman wants to hurt herself, then by all means. But she is more cautious this time, distributing the boy’s weight to settle him comfortably against her. Enté begins to whine and cry, but the patient woman rocks back and forth, murmuring and speaking sweetly to him, patting his back lovingly.
 
   “Highness?” The old Stable Master draws me out of my thoughts while I watch the woman and boy, and I return my attention to him. “Sire, me wife, Mari, be inside. She can shows ye a good room.”
 
   “Thank you,” I answer wearily, dismounting easily now that Enté is not settled against me. My boots slam down into three-inch high mud, and I look down at them with displeasure before sighing and moving past the soldiers and servants as they dismount and unpack, heading into the inn. Mindful of the mud, I stomp my boots on the final step before going inside.
 
   A rusted, brass bell rings atop the door, and inside is dim. Cara is still holding Enté, bouncing him slightly to keep him calm as she speaks to the inn keeper about how many rooms we need and what supplies as well. Two young girls scurry up and down the stairs getting everything ready.
 
   I expected that the inn would be full of rain-soaked travelers, but apparently we are the only ones clever enough to travel in such horrible weather.
 
   Cara goes to a wooden bench against the wall and lays Enté down. There are four round tables with chairs set around them in the entry room, probably to double as a tavern. She lays her cloak over the boy, which is mostly dry on the inside. I wonder if it is worth mentioning that it is good for Enté to be cold, since she seems to be acting more out of habit than out of knowledge for my kind, but Enté seems content, so I leave her alone.
 
   She comes to me when she is finished, her eyes lax from sleep and her skin pale. “The Inn Keeper says that there is only one other occupant tonight and that we may have all of the other rooms. There are seven available rooms, four with two beds.”
 
   Thinking through the numbers for a moment, I answer, “Very well. The guards will keep a two-post watch through the night. The drivers stayed with the carriages and two guards. You can either stay by yourself or with Heather, but Heather will most likely be tending Enté, and you need rest.”
 
   “I believe you just gave me an option and then took it back,” Cara mutters, mildly amused by the little smile on her lips.
 
   I sigh and give a half-hearted smile before saying, “Go to sleep, Cara.”
 
   She looks at me with tired eyes before turning and heading to the stairs, saying a brief word to Heather when she comes in and collects the fussy Enté from his place on the bench to go and lay him down.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Seven
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   “Sage!” My heart thunders in my chest louder than the scatter of hooves around me. A horse charges at me with a rider mounted for a kill, and I scream, ducking and throwing myself to the side just in time for one of my own to charge up in front of me with his sword at the ready to face my assailant.
 
   I breathe hard, my copper hair scattered across the ground, gathering dirt and leaves in its wake. “Sage!” I scream again when I pick up my head, dragging myself off of the ground and pressing forward again. I dodge fighters and horses, jump over fallen corpses or those who soon would be, fighting my panic. “Sage!”
 
   There is a cough, a sputtering of blood mixed in with the sound of my name. I throw my head to the side, searching for the sound. “La…La’c-centa,” my brother wheezes, struggling to sit up, a hand pressed to his throat to try and stop the bleeding.
 
   I hadn’t realized that I started running, but my feet are moving, and I tear across the battlefield to my brother. “Oh, Chelyah… Chelyah,” I plead in a whimper, collecting Sage into my arms, his burnt-copper hair spilling into my lap, dirty and blood-clotted. “Sage!” I sob, smoothing the hair out of his face.
 
   “S-Sorry…” he hisses, sputtering blood again.
 
   “No.” I smooth back his hair again, cupping his face. “You’ll be sorry if you die on me. Don’t you dare stop breathing, Sage. Stay with me. Stay with me, damnit!”
 
   A horse screams behind me, and I toss my head back to stare wide-eyed at the man charging me, sword thirsty for my blood. 
 
    
 
   With a scream, I bolt up in the bed, terror seizing me and stealing my breath. I clutch the sheets to me, the poor cloth singed in places and burnt through with a few holes. It takes a few moments before the dark room comes into my view, thunder rolling in the distance and rain slapping the frail glass. Lightning lights up my world and the figure of a man sitting in the corner.
 
   I suck in a breath and scramble for my dagger. “Easy, Cara.” I go still.
 
   “Gabriel,” I sigh his name, leaning my head back against the wall. “For Chelyah’s sake. You frightened me.”
 
   He chuckles, the sound low and rich. “I do not think that it was I who frightened you, spitfire.” Silence greets him, and I turn my face to the window, staring out at the storm as my heart and breath slow carefully. “What were you dreaming about?” I can see the shimmering blue of his eyes.
 
   I bow my head, looking down at the way my bronze fingers clutch and rub at the sheets. “The day…the day my brother died…”
 
   “Sage?”
 
   “Yes.” I look up at him, giving him a sad smile. “Why are you in my room?”
 
   “I could not sleep.” He pauses a moment, then continues, “Normally…when I cannot sleep…I will stay with Enté…watch over him as he slumbers…that gives me some peace…” He sighs. “But Heather is with him now, and I have no wish to startle the old woman.”
 
   I sigh to myself, studying him. “You have been very lonely since your wife’s death, haven’t you?” He says nothing, but the blue of his eyes thins into a warning glare. My response is a tired ghost of a smile. “Come to bed, Gabriel.”
 
   His eyes shoot open, and he looks fairly alarmed. “To…bed?”
 
   I laugh at his expression, then cover my mouth and try to muffle the sound. “Do not sound so scandalized! Do your kind never share a bed?”
 
   He clears his throat and explains, “Only married pairs, and usually they even have separate beds if they can afford to.”
 
   “How odd.” I smile. “You have lain by me before… come and lay down with me, Gabriel. We will both sleep much easier.”
 
   Finally, he chuckles, shaking his head and asking, “Does nothing scandalize you?”
 
   “Never,” I challenge, and smile as he gets up and trudges over to my bed. I shift over when he pulls back the covers, ignoring the way my whole body aches. I can feel his cold instantly and realize that I am not going to sleep well between his cold skin and the chill pressed against the window from the outside storm.
 
   Gabriel’s movements are awkward and uncertain, and I try hard not to smile at him. He looks up at me, blue eyes curious and tired. I am quite certain that if he were not so exhausted and desperate for sleep that he would never have joined me.
 
   Still as he pulls the blankets over him, pushing off the heavy wool blanket and the quilt on top of that onto me, I shift down so that I am laying again, and I lay on my side so that I face him, arms curled up by my chest.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Eight
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I woke so late in the night. Forgetting where I am, I almost panic before finally getting up. I debate going out into the rain, but while I enjoy cold rain, the thought of coming in with my clothes soaked and mud on my entire bottom half does not sound comforting.
 
   Instead, I walk the halls, barefooted and in only my slacks. A guard notices me and puts a hand on his sword but stills when he sees me and inclines his head politely. I nod back to him and he begins his walk again, quiet. I find myself pacing the halls and pause when I hear a sound.
 
   At first, it sounds like the coo of a bird, and then a soft gasp and the creak of an old bed. I wonder if the guards bullied the working women into staying the night with them and my fists clench to go and deal with them, but when I open the room, there is only one person in the bed, and her copper hair spills out over the sheets.
 
   She wakes, and I don’t know if from me or whatever had her gasping and searching madly for a weapon. I wonder if this is how she slept in the barracks or in the field. When she camped out with her men, did she keep her weapons by her, ready to strike down any opposition? What horrifies me most when she asks me to come to her bed isn’t that she asked, it is that I am already moving to get up. I never had a woman call me to her bed before, and it is a rather… delightful experience.
 
   Catherine would come to my bed at times, or she would tip her chin just so to let me know that she wanted to be kissed. But she never welcomed me into her room. That was her home, her space, and she guarded it fiercely.
 
   Cara doesn’t fully settle until I am in bed with her. The sheets are warm, the bed feeling a bit singed, but I find that I do not horribly mind. She just lays there, watching me with a coy little smile on her lips, as though she finds me to be a curious puzzle, and she wants to explore. Her golden eyes are rich and bright, and I can nearly see my refection in them as I study her. I keep my body rigid, still, my face lacking in any expression.
 
   But then she closes her eyes and shifts a bit. I tense, wondering what she would do, but she presses her warm, little body against mine and snuggles close. Her head tucks up under my chin, and one hand touches my chest while the other slides between my arm and my side, thoroughly caging me to her. For a moment, I don’t dare to move, just laying very still.
 
   Cara, however, seems to fall asleep immediately. Soon, she breathes slow and deep, and I watch her for a long while. I shift, rolling onto my back since I can never sleep on my side, and she comes with me, half laying on me. She is hotter than usual, and I push the sheets further off of me and debate opening the window, but I feel a tremor go up her spine. So instead, I draw the blankets and quilt up over her, tucking them around her carefully. In her sleep, she makes a face and mumbles something before going still again.
 
   I find sleep easily after that.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Nine
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   “Jay’let, it is beautiful!” I cry, trying not to squeal like a child. It had been a year since my moon-blood started, and Sage’s wife always tells me that now I am a woman and cannot act like a child any longer. But I am so excited.
 
   I hold up the beautiful orange and gold dress as though it is made of glittering jewels. Perhaps if I liked jewels, Jay’let would have found a way to purchase them for me, but I prefer cloth to gems.
 
   Jay’let is two years older than me, although he still looks like a lanky young boy. His hair is a bright orange with flecks of gold on the ends, and his rich, brown eyes smile at me. He is lounging in a chair by the fire, trying to look as though he isn’t paying attention to me opening the gift, but I know better.
 
   It’s two months before the festival, and I will be performing with the other dancers. I have grown much in the past year. I am taller, while my bust and hips have widened. I am still young, not quite a woman, but I have been married for one year, and I am happy.
 
   I hear Jay’let stifle a laugh as I start pulling my other dress over my head, and he shakes his head, eyes on me now. I grab the velvet cord that goes with it and hurry to the fire where Jay’let is already sitting up to help me. I turn around, and he starts lacing up the back, and when he finishes, I move to turn around, but he puts his hands on my hips and holds me there.
 
   I find my cheeks warm, and I look down at my feet as he slowly kisses up the open spaces in the back of the dress to my shoulders and my neck. He tugs me down into the chair with him. “My beautiful flower,” he murmurs in my ear before kissing it.
 
   I turn my head to look over at him and grin. “It is a lovely dress, Jay’let. Thank you.”
 
   “Anything for you,” he says with his boyish grin, and my smile widens before I kiss his lips.
 
   “Where is the prince?” he asks suddenly, his voice turning urgent.
 
   I sit up a bit, slowly beginning to realize that I am dreaming.
 
   “Where is the prince!” he demands, my heart sinking. I do not want to wake up…Jay’let, no…”Hurry! Search the corridors! Head to the barn!”
 
    
 
   My eyes crack open right as someone bursts through my door, and I gasp, grabbing the blanket to cover my chest. It’s a habit because at home I usually do not sleep with clothes, but here it is far too cold for such a practice. I feel the bed beneath me shift and realized that it isn’t a bed at all.
 
   Gabriel groans softly in his sleepiness, his cold body solid beneath me. There had been much commotion a moment ago as guards ran through the halls shouting, their insistent cries filling my dreams of my Dai’lyn, but now everything is very quiet.
 
   They stare at me, and I stare right back at them. Two, almost three guards, are trying to fit in the doorway to my room, and behind them, servants and help all try to peer over them to see what is the matter.
 
   Gabriel finally stirs, apparently having been sound asleep, but when he cracks open his eyes, he goes very still. He looks at me from the corner of his eyes and then over to the guards. He mutters a few choice words before roaring, “Out! Now!”
 
   I did not know that he could summon a voice so powerful so early in the morning, but he did, and it jolts the others into motion: hurriedly backing up, tripping over one another before slamming the door shut.
 
   I sink back into bed with a few choice words myself, sighing heavily and laying my head against Gabriel. “You’re in trouble,” I tease him, trying to lighten the mood, but he is clearly not in the mood, grunting and nudging me off of him. I try not to be hurt by the gesture, rolling over and bringing the covers with me so he won’t see me bite my lip to keep from voicing a complaint. What is Gabriel to me? He is my guardian, and on good days, my friend. I do not need his affection.
 
   But when I hear the door shut behind him, I suddenly feel much colder than when his arctic body was against me, and I make a soft sound in the back of my throat, closing my eyes.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   Morning comes too swiftly after sleep claimed me once again that night. I must have slept fitfully, for my shoulder is sore as though I tossed all night, and my hair is incorrigible from the mess I find it in when I go to my looking glass. With a sigh, I drag a bristled brush through my hair, wincing at how it pulls. It’s funny, really. I can fight until I am black and blue and bleeding from every square inch of flesh without wincing or stopping, but by the time I finish combing out my wild mane, my eyes are red and teary in protest to this self-inflicted abuse.
 
   I wait for Heather to come, although she never does. I sit on my bed for a long while, listening to the sounds around me. I can hear the old woman fussing at her charge in the other room, and the sound of guards and servants moving up and down the halls. I realize then that a bath had been drawn for me, and I wonder at how I managed to sleep through a servant coming in and filling it, but apparently, I had. Either way, I am grateful and strip off my dress and chemise, leaving them out on the bed rather than on the floor, which has become a rather irritating habit of mine for Heather, before sinking into the tub. It isn’t very hot, really, but it is warmer than the surrounding air, and so it brings a small comfort to me as I lay in its grasp, heating it up, soaking up the water and finally scrubbing my skin clean.
 
   I usually do not waste energy heating up my own body, but while the bath was pleasant enough, the day is still a fairly cold one, at least for me. I have stopped heating up my body temperature, because it makes me noticeably weaker, and the weaker I seem, the more Gabriel seems to criticize me. As my guardian, I do not like him any more or less than I had before, although I have come to understand him better. Somehow, he feels responsible for me, and as foolish as that notion is—and I have told him so many times—he is stubborn and refuses to relent or allow himself to relinquish his duty to me now as my guardian. As it is, I am irritated. My own father in Inferno was one of the hardest men to live with, demanding and particular about certain things. But even under his iron thumb, I had freedom to do and say as I wished. Gabriel treats me a though he could not possibly understand why I would not agree with his judgment.
 
   Sighing, I pull on my chemise, and then my skirts, before pulling the heavy dress over my head and lacing up the back. I am quite certain that I would have done better with Heather to help me, but I manage just fine on my own. I also can feel knots twisting in my stomach. If Gabriel, being as used to me as he is, was scandalized at the prospect of sharing a bed with another, then I am quite sure that the guards who stormed into my room in the middle of the night would be twice so. And regardless of what anyone says, soldiers gossip worse than ladies. Sighing at this, I know that tensions between the Crystalice surrounding me and myself are only going to become more strained. And here I am trying to be on my good behavior. A groan escapes me at these thoughts, and I rub my face irritably.
 
   Outside of my room, everyone moves about, trying to get ready to leave. I make my way downstairs, dodging a maid who is bringing up clean linens. Enté and Heather are sitting at a table downstairs, the little prince munching on what looks like cold cuts and cheese. I go over to him and smile, ruffling his hair and kissing the top of his head. “Good morning, little prince. Good morning, Heather.”
 
   “Good morning, Scarlet,” Heather replies with a particular tone.
 
   I wince and smile at her, feeling like when Sage’s wife had chastised me for teaching her oldest girl an inappropriate word when I stubbed my foot on the chair. “Did you sleep well?” I ask politely and realize very quickly that was the wrong question to ask.
 
   “I did, tank ya,” Heather replies cordially. “I ‘eard dat ya slept quite marv’lously as well.”
 
   I shrug, refusing to feel guilty for something that, in my culture, is perfectly acceptable. “Fair enough. Gabriel woke me up, and he’s awful cold to sleep next to, but well enough I suppose.” Heather quirks a brow at me and I raise my chin up a bit to answer the challenge.
 
   Finally, she gives a gentle smile and replies, “Dat’s bonny, ma dear. Ha’e ye eaten yet?”
 
   “No,” I reply, and accept the silent invitation, sitting down at the table with them and beginning to eat as well. Chilled breakfast is not nearly as comforting or enjoyable as a hot meal. I would rather eat stale bread so long as it’s warm. But I need the food and silence my complaints, eating idly as I watch everyone wander about in and out of the inn. “What is everyone a fuss over?”
 
   Heather looks up from her food and then to Enté’s, beginning to cut up more of his meat for him. “A team wenta get an extra wheel so tha know what size ta make tha new un.”
 
   “I hope it won’t take too long,” I reply, knowing that some carriages can be very elaborate and difficult to reproduce.
 
   Heather shakes her head and smiles wryly. “Nay, lass. Jus’ a simple wheel. Blacksmith said he’d ‘ave it finished by tha morn.”
 
   “So long for one wheel?” I ask incredulously.
 
   Heather shrugs. “The only blacksmith here be a Crystalice. Crystalice blacksmiths work with a lower heat, so it takes longer to soften the metal.”
 
   I wrinkle my nose. “That’s ridiculous. I’ll take care of this.” I finish eating my food quickly and get up, much to her curious expression as I move outside. Gabriel stands outside with his hands on his hips, speaking to one of the townsfolk. I consider trying to slip past him to where I can see two men carrying the broken wheel down the street. However, I am somewhat of a black ink stain on white parchment in this area. I am glad for the climate change, but the mess that became of the roads is horrible even though the rain has stopped.
 
   When I had just begun thinking that I might be able to slip past Gabriel without being noticed, he turns his head and looks straight at me. He frowns, and I already feel tired before even arguing with him. “What are you doing out?” is the inevitable question.
 
   “I didn’t realize that I was confined to the inn,” I retort. Gabriel doesn’t deserve my immediate angst, but it is terribly cold, and I am sick of the cold. My head hurts, everything is freezing, I don’t want to eat, and my consciousness feels like it’s in a fog. I am not in the mood. I just want to do what I want and be left alone.
 
   Gabriel’s eyes harden a bit, and he replies coldly, “You are not. But it becomes my concern when you are intentionally putting your health at risk.”
 
   I sigh, trying to be patient. “I can help with the wheel.”
 
   “Since when do you work with metal?” He looks me up and down, knowing full well that it takes more upper body strength than my small form. A glance to the blacksmith with his arms as big as my waist assures me of that.
 
   I glance at him and then back to Gabriel. “I worked with the swords when it was necessary. Point is that I can get it done and in less than a day.”
 
   The blacksmith laughs. “Darlin’, you no be able ta even lift tha tools.”
 
   I cut him a look. “Give me a fire, and I’ll have all the strength I need.” The two men share a look. Gabriel rubs his temples and sighs. He does not like this, I can tell, but we are wasting time and I am getting weaker. So the blacksmith walks to the fire and stokes it as much as he can before sauntering away, gasping and plopping down in the snow, glad for its chill. The fire isn’t near as large as it needs to be, so I go over and stoke it until it roars. “Yes…” I purr and sink close into the fire.
 
   Gabriel jumps towards me out of habit, I assume, fearing the fire would hurt me. But I moan as the flames torch my body. They consume me, fuel me, the Magik that is Inferno keeping my hair and clothes from being eaten by the flames. For the first time in months, I feel warm. I am blazing hot and loving every moment of it. At once, I feel worlds better than I have in days, and I grab the materials and start working. If only the Crystalice palace had some way to house such a large fire for me to rest inside. Then, I would not have had to come all the way out to this place…
 
   The blacksmith is right: I’m not strong. But with fire fueling me and pumping me and being able to work the metal hotter than he is able, I am much more effective than him. I don’t stop. I just keep heating and hammering, measuring and going at it again. It isn’t going to be pretty. It is probably going to be very bumpy, and it probably is not going to last longer than what we need to get to Ocarine, but at least it would be done.
 
   Just as the sun begins to set, I fall back into the fire and rest there. My vision is a blur of reds and yellows as the fire wraps me up, soaking me. I can hear the others talking, but the whispers and cracks of the fire are just so soothing, and I sink back into it. I wake to a sharp poke at my side and sit up, leaving the welcomed warmth of the fire and glaring at Gabriel who had poked me with a long, metal rod, not daring to get closer. He smiles gently. “Well done, Cara. Now let’s get moving while we still have light. We might make it by morning.”
 
   My disappointment must show on my face. Leave? But I am so warm and so comfortable here. I sigh, and he offers his hand, after having tactfully placed a heat-working glove around it, as well as consoling, “Once we are in Ocarine, it will be warm and we will have you set up in a room with a working fireplace.”
 
   “Oh, very well,” I mutter irritably and accept his hand, climbing up out of the fire. It flickers on my form for a while before the cold drives it to sink into my skin. I still carry with me that warm glow until the chill sets in and I am left on my own to produce the fire that brought me into this world. Back at the inn, I pack all of what I had brought into a bag and hope that the miserable drizzle will hold off at least until I can climb safely into the carriage.
 
   Enté is whining down the hall as I braid my damp hair and pin it up out of my way. Everything feels damp and musky and cold. I am almost irritable all over again. But even still, I feel better than I have in days, and so I go down the hall to where Heather is trying to pack Enté’s things and he is whining about having to ride in the carriage again. He’s thrown himself onto the floor, his face red and wet, his mouth gaping open.
 
   Sighing, I give the very ornery Heather a shared look of exasperation before going to the child. I crouch down by him, and he looks up at me. I touch my finger to the tip of his nose and smile. “Tag,” I say, and watch his eyes look at me with confusion. “You’re it.” My smile grows into a grin as his eyes widen with understanding, and I jump up, running out the door. Oh, my side is going to hate me in a few hours, but for the moment, I feel warm and alive and blazing in glory. I laugh, running down the hall as his little feet charge after me.
 
   I dodge past some of the guards who look on in confusion before their eyes follow the little prince, and they laugh and shake their heads. I lead Enté out of everyone’s way, out into the snow, the slush that sprays the air when my feet kick up. I turn around to face the little boy who runs after me, wearing only a light shirt and pants, his feet bare in the snow. I wince at the sight. Enté seems to love it, but it makes my toes hurt just looking at him. My feet are wrapped up in stockings and stuffed into fur-lined boots, and even then, I am still wriggling them and clenching them to try to keep them warm. I make a face at Enté, and he comes charging after me. The poor kid is so tiny; there is no chance of him catching me when I am actually running. So I run backwards, jumping away from him, dodging this way and that before he finally grabs me.
 
   I laugh and call out, “Okay, I’m it now!” He takes off running with all his little might, and I laugh, jogging after him until a pair of ice blue eyes stop me in my tracks. Enté turns his head to look back at me, grinning like a fool before he runs right into his father’s legs. Gabriel catches him before he falls back and laughs, hauling him up and setting him on his hip.
 
   “Just what trouble are you two into now?” he asks as I make my way over to them both with a warm smile.
 
   “Just a game of tag,” I tell him, and he raises a brow before I lean over and kiss his cheek. His skin is freezing against my warm lips, and he stiffens a bit before I say, “Tag. You’re it now, Gabriel.”
 
   Enté laughs before he realizes that Gabriel is holding him. Gabriel’s eyes are on mine, filled with so many questions and so many answers I do not have. His eyes are laughing. Have they ever laughed before? I don’t think so…but they are laughing now, smiling at me, and I never remember that cold blue feeling so warm. “Hurry, Cara! Grab me! Grab me!” Enté cries, leaning towards me in his father’s arms.
 
   Gabriel looks back at his son and laughs. “Not now, Enté. Time to go.”
 
   “Aw,” comes the expected complaint as Gabriel carts off the boy—who has gone lax in his arms—over to the carriage. I laugh to myself and shake my head. I turn to the inn to go and get my things, but some of the guards are coming out carrying mine and Enté’s bags, so I head for the carriage instead. I sit down across from Enté, determined to keep him entertained for the next few hours. I encourage him to sleep through his boredom, but he has so much energy on top of the excitement of going to a new place.
 
   “His Senai is the ward of the lord and lady we are visiting,” Gabriel explains when he climbs into the carriage and shuts the door. He sighs and leans back against the cushions, and I can see that he is glad to be moving as well. As much as he complained about my fixing the wheel, none of us wanted to be stuck here for another day. The sun has set by now, and there is only a golden strip on the horizon.
 
   Enté looks over at his father curiously, as do I. “Is that so?” I grin at Enté.
 
   Gabriel chuckles. “Yes well, he probably doesn’t remember her. It’s been a while since we traveled to Ocarine. Her name is Zsoka. She’s rather quiet and shy, but a sweet girl. They got along fairly well about a year back. I think that you will like her, Cara…making her Enté’s Senai is very similar to why you became my ward…” Enté looks back and forth between the two of us, realizing that we are talking about him, or at least something that has to do with him, and rather curious on the matter.
 
   “Oh?” With a look at him, I smile softly. Enté really is such a cute little child. He is…strange. I think with fondness of the fire-borne children. Their skin is all golden and bronze, warm caramel in the candle glow. And it is so lovely. Their hair is dark, some a rich chestnut, others gold, and some firebrick red—like mine. So many colors, so dark and rich and lovely. And this child, he is so pale, so cold. If he were one of my kind, I would think him to be sickly. His skin is as white as the snow, and his eyes as cool and sharp as his father’s. His hair is like silver, teal and shimmering in the light, like the moonlight—bright and soft and pale. And still so lovely. I have always thought the Crystalice were ugly creatures with such fair, sparkling features. But this child…he is radiant.
 
   “Is something the matter, Scarlet?” Gabriel breaks my train of thought, and I look up at him to find his inquiring eyes. Apparently, he has been watching me for some time. I wonder what showed on my face as I looked on at his son, this child who is still beautiful even though he was born of my enemy. This child who is supposed to be ugly and evil but who is instead the calm glow of moonlight in my darkness, lighting my path.
 
   “No,” I reply with a faint smile, homesickness in my heart when I shake my head. “I was…only remembering…”
 
   “Remembering?” he inquires, leaning back in his seat even though his eyes seem to lean forward into me.
 
   A smile is my reply. “Yes…of my homeland. It…has been so long since I have seen color. I feel as though…I have gone blind to colors. Here, everything is pale and frozen and cold…I have forgotten—almost—what it is like to live among people with dark skin and fire in their eyes, the vibrant colors of their clothes, their hair. So much color. And here…it is so pale…I had almost forgotten.”
 
   His smile fades a bit, and I can see some disappointment and a bit of offense in his eyes. He doesn’t speak for a moment, so I add softly, hesitantly, “It is…beautiful…” His eyes go back to me, curious and yet…desperate somehow. A gentle smile touches my lips, and I continue, “I…miss my home but…I have never really thought of this place as beautiful. It is cold and unfamiliar…but…” I sighed, trying to find words.
 
   Gabriel reaches out and takes my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “You are beautiful,” he tells me, gently, quietly, as though it is a secret just for us. And I can hear it in his words—what he must have heard in mine. I am not supposed to be lovely, not to him. I am the enemy. From the time we were born, he was told to hate my dark skin and my red hair, the fire in my eyes. And I was taught to fear his cold skin, his pale eyes. I give a hesitant smile and squeeze his hand in return.
 
   “Me too?” Enté pipes up, breaking the sacred reverence of that moment between us.
 
   I laugh, and Gabriel laughs too, and we lean back in our seats. “Yes, Enté. You are beautiful too,” I tell him, and he grins, and I wonder how much longer until he begins to scrunch his nose at anything ‘unmanly’. I know that I won’t be able to call him beautiful for much longer. Soon, he will want to be called ‘handsome’ and ‘manly’ and ‘strong’. But he is beautiful. I hope he never forgets that.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty One
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   That miserable drizzle holds off until we reach Ocarine. It is sometime in the night when I realize that the ground is now dry, or at least solid if it’s still damp. The snow slush gives way to dirt and short, tolerant plants, and slowly, to soft grass that cushions the sound of that damnable squeaking wheel that Cara made. The wheel is what is keeping me up in this early hour. A peek outside the window doesn’t tell me much. It’s dark inside and out. There is a lantern hanging on the carriage that allows enough light for me to find my surroundings.
 
   I am certain now that we are in fact in Ocarine, but a glance to the sky disheartens me. We should have been in Ocarine hours ago. The horses must be tired, and I am sure now that we won’t reach the castle until at least noon. With a heavy sigh, I flop back into my seat and look ahead of me. Cara is sleeping—again. She must be tired to be able to sleep in this rickety, jumpy carriage with that damn squeaky wheel. But there she is, curled up on the seat with her red hair spilling out over the cushion. She let it loose from her braid shortly before going to sleep, saying that it was giving her a headache.
 
   Enté is tucked up against her, and with a sigh, I am reminded that her warm body is probably what is making him sweat and whine in his sleep, and now I know that she really must be tired to be able to sleep with his cold body pressed against hers. So I lean over and gently pull my son from her arms. Cara sighs with relief in her sleep and rolls onto her back, one arm hanging off the seat, the other on her belly.
 
   Enté whines and shifts in my arms, but I put my feet up in the seat and lay back, cooling my body. He settles much more comfortably against my cold form, snuggling into me, and I smile. How long has it been since I’ve held him like this? Chelyah, it seems like ages. How long has it been since I played with him? Spent time with him? I would often sit in his room when insomnia drove me from my bed or watch him play to distract my thoughts from work. But how long has it been since I knew my son as a father should know their only living offspring? My sigh is heavy and ruffles his hair, and I lay my cheek against his head for a moment before kissing it. “Forgive me…” I whisper, knowing that he can’t hear me, and I close my eyes.
 
   When I open them, sunlight is beaming in from the cracks in the curtains. I shift uncomfortably, feeling a heavy form on me. Enté is still sleeping. He hadn’t slept well by Cara, so he is still knocked out. I yawn, and my body groans in protest to moving. Great. I am stiff and sore, feeling frozen half solid. While freezing is something I occasionally enjoy, especially when I don’t feel well, being frozen in an uncomfortable position is not any more fun than sitting for a long period of time in one position. Damnit.
 
   “You’re awake.” Cara’s voice is low and soft, and I love the sound of it. She is sitting up and smiling gently. She has more of her color than she’s had in a while. Her skin is golden and warm, almost back to the copper bronze it is supposed to be.
 
   “Is that a question?” I grumble, rubbing my eyes. Enté is content to be a deadweight on my chest. Sighing, I manage to sit up enough to stretch out my sore, stiff muscles and settle him to lay on my legs where both of us can be a little more comfortable. Another yawn steals my words, and Cara laughs at me. 
 
   “I just didn’t think you would sleep is all,” she explains, turning to part the curtain on the right and peer out of it. The golden sunlight cracks from the folds and spills over her cheek, down her throat and shoulder. “It feels so much warmer here…even the sun feels like it’s warm again.” I don’t bother telling her that the sun is always warm, especially to a Crystalice out on a cloudless day. It’s miserable. But she seems happy, so I let her be. She pushes open a window pane and calls to the guard, “How much farther?”
 
   “An hour or so, miss,” he calls back, and Cara smiles and shuts the pane. She sighs and sits back in her seat. Her golden eyes return to me with the most curious expression, as if wondering why I’m watching her. And then she smiles, this bright, beautiful smile that lights up her whole face, showing her teeth and hiding her golden eyes. And I can’t help but smile too. She’s so much…happier in the warm weather. I wonder if this is more like what she was like at home. This happy, almost child-like innocence. Before it was taken from her. Before this stupid war took it from her.
 
   “Hey…you,” I call, and she makes that curious face again. I smile and murmur, “Come here.”
 
   She makes a funny face, pursing her lips to one side and scrunching her nose as if she isn’t sure, but she leans over towards me. I cup her face in my hand and draw her closer and brush my lips against hers. Mine are cold to the touch, I am sure, and hers are like kissing fire: hot and almost painful but not painful enough to pull away. She’s stiff at first, and then she falls pliant to my kiss, leaning into me, one warm hand touching my shoulder to keep herself steady.
 
   After a moment, she pulls away, and her cheeks are now the shade of cherries, red, almost purple, and I smile at the wide-eyed look on her face. “Nnnn…ar’ ‘dere yet?” murmurs my son, stirring on my lap.
 
   Cara blushes darker and shifts, sitting back in her seat. “Almost, little love. Just a while longer. See if you can sleep just a little more.” Enté sighs with impatience and discomfort but falls lax again, keeping himself from waking up because he doesn’t want to be bored. I look back to Cara, but she isn’t looking at me. Her chin is in her hand, and her face is pointed to the glass, golden eyes taking in the new surroundings. The sunlight shows a smile on her lips.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Two
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   It is not quite home, but the air is so warm and humid when I step out of the carriage. I take in a big breath and spread my arms wide in the sunlight. It pours down on me like a fresh, spring rain, and I am a flower soaking it up. The heavy clothes I’ve been wearing suddenly feel too heavy and much too confining, but they have been keeping my limbs from freezing and falling off, so I suppose that I can’t complain much. Still, I can’t wait to be out of them. I want to feel the sunshine on my bare skin…that is, until a cool, ocean breeze sweeps powerfully over the cliff and draws a squeak from my throat. I recoil, drawing my arms in close and shivering. In the distance, Gabriel laughs, and I shoot him a look of daggers, pouting.
 
   “Come inside, Cara,” he calls, still chuckling as he carries the half-awake child into the castle. It normally would not be proper for a man to be carrying his son and tending to him the way Gabriel does—that’s a woman’s job, after all. But Enté is all that Gabriel has left since his wife died, and I don’t think anyone has the heart or the constitution to fault him. And Gabriel isn’t exactly someone you argue with.
 
   So instead, I smile and go running for the castle, looking like some excited child—but I am. It has been so, so long since I have felt warm and alive. This place is not home, but it will do. I feel like myself again. I am warm, and I can breathe. I can feel the blood in my veins again, thawing out from its slumber. I can feel sensations across my skin, tingling in my fingers and toes. And it feels so wonderful.
 
   A sight stops me, and I pause to look out at the crag not far. There is a figure there. I can scarce make him out. He is male, and tall, and not a Crystalice. He is at the least a half-breed with his sandy blond hair tossing in the cool breeze, and he is dressed in brown slacks and a blue—maybe green shirt. He looks over at me, and we stand there for a moment, just watching each other. Finally, he gives a smile and brings his hand up in a short wave.
 
   A bit dazed and confused, I bring up my own hand, half open, watching him. “Scarlet!” Heather calls in-between shouting instructions at the servants who have come out of the castle since our guards are exhausted. Heather berates our guards who try to help and sends them into the castle to eat and sleep while she puts the new servants in line.
 
   I toss my head over to her, crimson hair blocking my vision of the man on the cliff with another gusty wind. “Coming!” I call and hurry back towards the castle once more. Inside, people are moving about in a most haphazard manner, going this way and that. I have to duck and dodge at all the people moving about. Gabriel is nowhere in sight, so I have no means of finding any sense of direction. Darting up a stairwell, I try to escape the madness and somewhat succeed.
 
   Sighing, I start down the hall, hoping to find some sort of direction. This palace is much different than my fire-borne Den and the ice kingdom. There are so many windows, so open and loose. Instead of glass panes, there are bamboo door-like things hanging open, I suppose in case it rains. The castle is made of sandstone and quartz, featuring warm colors of pink and gold, and apparently feldspar as well. I run my hand over the walls, admiring the colors, the variance, the difference.
 
   “What are you doing here?” someone snaps at me. Her voice is sharp and curt, and I whip my head to take a look at its owner. The woman is thin and tall. She is wearing a dark red dress that is tied much too tightly. Her nose is so high in the air, I’m surprised that she can even see me, her pale blond hair tied up tightly in a bun on top of her head. “Answer me,” she snaps.
 
   I shut my mouth and glare at her. “There is no need to be so rude,” I growl at her. “I am merely lost is all, and I didn’t know who you were.”
 
   “I am being rude?” she huffs and takes in a breath. I prepare myself for the verbal lashing about to ensue. “I have welcomed you into the comforts of my home, you ungrateful little—”
 
   “Ah, the lovely Lady Cynthia,” Gabriel steps up behind me with a charming grin that I have scarce ever seen him wear.
 
   He bows at the waist and barely has a moment to take a breath before ‘Lady Cynthia’ opens her mouth again: “Prince Gabriel. That insolent little—”
 
   “Yes, yes, she is quite a little spitfire, isn’t she?” he asks and chuckles. “My most sincere apologies, my gracious host. It is the fever making her so ill. I’ll escort her to her room now and get her out of your hair.”
 
   Astonishment keeps me silent. That alone. I am stiff as a board and not daring to breathe, my eyes lock on Gabriel with anger and spite. He starts steering me away before I can say anything. My anger fills me up like hot water, and I cannot even hear what Cynthia is saying to Gabriel as he leads me off, down the hall. I follow stiffly, my face flushed with anger, my nerves buzzing, my blood boiling. I am trying so hard. I feel like I might pop from the anger swelling up inside me. But I make it to my room. Still, I don’t dare open my mouth. As soon as Gabriel shows me in through the door, I turn and slam it in his face.
 
   One big breath….let it out…and another…let it out… and three…
 
    
 
   Thirty five…another breath…thirty six…let it out. My breath comes out in a great rush, and I feel a little light-headed. So I plop down onto the ground in a most unlady-like manner, but no one is around to watch me anyways. I sit on the ground, leaning back against the wall, and I close my eyes, bringing up one knee and resting my arm on it. I mull over Gabriel’s words, staring blankly at the floor ahead of me. I am sure he was keeping me from deeply insulting our hostess and making my own life miserable, but did he have to be so…I grind my teeth and sigh.
 
   Finally, I take a moment to look around my room. It is large and spacious. There is a large bed against the far wall with light, sheer curtains pulled back and tied at the posts. There is a chest and an armoire, and a vanity with a looking glass. There is also a large set of double doors made of bamboo and reeds, it seems, leading out to a balcony from what I can tell. I push myself up off of the floor and begin to wander around. My bags are sitting beside my bed, and I haul my trunk up onto it, beginning to unpack. I hadn’t packed my own things since I’d had no idea what to prepare for, but Dena seems to have done well.
 
   I untangle myself out of the heavy, damp clothes I wore here and hang them up to air out. Standing naked in my room, I find a basin of water by the vanity and heat it carefully before washing what I can and freshening up my hair some before leaving it loose to dry. There is still a cool breeze in this area, but it is much warmer, and I no longer fear catching ill.
 
   Then, examining my clothes, I pull on a cotton chemise and a nice, cotton dress over it, lacing it up. It requires no bodice or corset, only enough to keep the chill of the wind from getting to me. I will still probably want a cloak if I go outside, but it’s sufficient for indoors. After that, I step into a pair of slippers that keep my toes warm without weighing my feet down as the boots had done. All in all, I feel worlds better, doing a little twirl in the open space of my room before sighing and flopping back onto my bed, laying back on it for a while.
 
   Finally, after I nurse my wounded pride for a while, I decide that I need to go find Gabriel and talk to him. Upon leaving my room, I realize that there is in fact a guard, just not at my door. “So which is it?” I ask him flatly, “Are you protecting me or protecting everyone else from me?”
 
   The guard, who I am not familiar with, looks uncertain before answering hesitantly, “A bit of both, I suppose. I am merely to report the comings and goings of everyone down this hall in order to best protect and serve its occupants.”
 
   “I…see…” I reply, nodding slowly. The formality of his language bothers me, but only because among my kind, that sort of formality is an insult. It means that you aren’t allowing someone to see your heart and mind, that you are holding them at a distance. And that just isn’t something you do, not even with a stranger. “Well, can you direct my ‘goings’ towards Gabriel?”
 
   He inclines his head. “Prince Gabriel is in his room,” he gestures to the door two doors down from mine. “And left specific instructions not to be bothered.”
 
   “Oh. Perfect. I’ll go check on him then,” I say simply and start that way.
 
   The guard looks startled and quickly speaks up, “But…the prince said he did not wish to be disturbed!”
 
   “That’s nice.” I move to the door before he can gather his wits to stop me. The guards at Crystalice are well enough used to my ‘antics’—as Gabriel calls them—to know how to deal with me. These Ocarine guards are going to need some training. I just smile and open the door, going inside and shutting it behind me.
 
   My eyes fly to the man in the room. His top half is wet, like he had dunked his head in water—and it seems that he had from the water splattered around the basin. He is shirtless, pale, standing by the window with his wet hair clinging to his back and shoulders, as if trying to keep cool. I wrinkle my nose. It is far too chilly to walk around half naked or wet, and certainly not both. Thankfully—or not, I haven’t decided—he has yet to dispose of his breeches, which are settled on his hips, although his shoes have been discarded beside the door.
 
   “Well…” is the only logical word I can form as I look him up and down for a long moment. Is that…pink on his cheeks? I almost laugh.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he growls at me, nervously thrusting a hand through his long, wet hair which now looks more of a medium gray than white.
 
   I grin and laugh a bit, walking over towards him. “Oh, don’t be so rude,” I tease him, smiling warmly. “I only came to say that I was sorry…” It is funny how much easier that has become in the while that I have known Gabriel. A few months ago, he would have had an easier time trying to declaw me.
 
   He seems to realize this, because he stiffens, startled by the admittance. And then he narrows his eyes. “What do you want?”
 
   I give him an offended look. “See if I apologize to you anymore.” I frown. “I just wanted to say that I was sorry for slamming the door on you. I just didn’t want to yell at you, and I felt like I was going to explode.” I narrow my eyes on him. “You really didn’t have to humiliate me like that in front of that shrew.”
 
   Gabriel sighs and says, “Cara…don’t call her that. She’s our hostess. Her son and I were good friends for years—”
 
   “Then I don’t see why I can’t speak plainly to her,” I retort, putting my hands on my hips.
 
   He sighs and walks over to me, putting his cold hands on my arms and rubbing them up and down. “Because,” he says with a heavy sigh, giving me a tired smile, “Speaking like that to her is an insult, and I don’t want you upsetting our hostess. It’s rude, especially after everything she’s done to try and make us feel welcome.”
 
   I scoff and frown but sigh when I look up at him. “I’ll behave,” I promise begrudgingly, fighting a twitch of a smile.
 
   Gabriel smiles and leans down, kissing the tip of my nose. “That’s my girl…” he purrs teasingly, probably to bother me, but the phrase has far too much warmth in it.
 
   I give him a nasty look and mutter dryly, “Do not call me that.” But I give an easy smile and tip my head back before he can move away, pressing my lips to his. A chill runs down my spine at the coldness of his touch, but I wouldn’t pull away for anything. He sighs—with relish or regret, I don’t know—but, he leans into me and presses his mouth to mine. His hands are on my arms, and he pulls me a little closer. I close our kiss and start another, leaning into him.
 
   He makes a sound—soft…deep—in the back of his throat, and it makes my heart flutter and my lips curl in a secretive little smile as they find his again, this time parting them, tasting him. He groans and I sigh, his arms going around me, pulling me to his chest. He is so cold, and I shiver as he holds me, but nestle closer as if that might bring me warmth. It doesn’t—but he is making my blood run hot with his kiss.
 
   There is a knock at the door and it cracks open. He gasps, jerking back from me. “Sire, dinner has been set.”
 
   “A-Alright,” he stammers, breathing a bit hard. The door hesitates, but then shuts, and Gabriel looks down at me with this lost, wanting look in his eyes, like he is drowning and he isn’t sure if I am here to save him or pull him under—maybe both.
 
   I smile gently, easily, letting him know it is okay. But…there is an intimacy there that I have not felt since Jay’let kissed me many, many years ago. “It’s okay…” I whisper and go up on my toes to gently and chastely kiss his lips once more. “I’ve got you…”
 
   “That’s what I’m worried about…” he murmurs in a husky voice before kissing me one last time and then holding me away from him. He gives me a rueful smile. “Get out of here, woman, so that I can get presentable for dinner.” I grin at him, having a feeling he isn’t talking about his lack of shirt but unwilling to look down and test my theory before I turn and laugh, flitting out the door and back to the hall.
 
   I leave his room and grin at the wary look that the guard gives me. I know that he can’t tell what sort of mischief that I caused—only that some was wrought. “Could you tell me how to get down to dinner?” I ask him.
 
   He raises a brow at me but then gives a single nod. “Down this hall, miss, there is a flight of stairs. Take those down to the second floor and down the hall from there, you’ll see the great room on your right.”
 
   I incline my head. “Much obliged,” I reply. I feel like I insulted him, but the guard seems more at ease then, and I continue on my way. The staircase is in fact a spiral staircase at the end of the hall. I did not see one when I first arrived, and I came up a different way apparently, else I was too upset to notice, and I remember spinning down the spiral staircase in the Den when I was little. I pause, listening for sound. But the hall is quiet. I grin with childish glee, beginning to hurry down the spiral steps as if I am spinning, just as I did when I was small at home.
 
   The only bad thing concerning spiral staircases is the lack of foresight they provide—as demonstrated when a solid figure suddenly appears in front of me, and, unable to stop without hurting myself, I run right into him just as I cry out in alarm. I jerk my head up and it hits something hard. The man takes a step back to steady himself, and large hands grab my arms securely. His grip almost hurts me, but once it’s clear that we aren’t going to tumble the rest of the way down, his grip slackens. I had been looking down at my feet as I was walking and, in my alarm, jerked my head up and slammed it right into the man’s chin. As such, I leave my head lowered and wince against the bump I know will grow.
 
   “Are you alright, lass?” he asks, and I look up, my face right in front of his as he is a step beneath me on the stairs. Yet, he is still somehow taller than me. These aren’t short stairs either, so he must be pushing seven feet tell.
 
   He has the most startling green eyes that I have ever seen, and he surely is not a Crystalice with his warm, tan skin, still pale among my people, but with more color on his skin than I have seen in months. I realize that I’m staring, mouth slightly agape, and I blush with shame and say quickly, “Yes. Fine. I-I hope I haven’t hurt your chin.”
 
   He had been watching me intently, as if waiting for me to speak, and when I do, he gives a slightly confused look before a smile stretches across his features, and he laughs, deepening my blushing shame. “I’ll survive,” comes the warm reply, a deep, low thrum. I smile hesitantly, feeling quite embarrassed of myself, and it is then that I realize that although his hands are still on me, they are not painfully cold.
 
   “You’re a Flora,” I say at last with some mild alarm, looking at his face again.
 
   He considers me with warmth and amusement in his eyes and asks ruefully, “Aye, an’ do you always say the first thing that comes to your mind?”
 
   I open my mouth, then shut it, blinking once or twice and watching him. “I see no reason not to.”
 
   I feel his hands release my arms, and I find my stability on the step above him, putting my hand on the rail once more. I look back at him, and he considers me quite curiously which is beginning to fluster and irritate me. “It’s just as well then,” says he, “I prefer a forthright companion. Forgive ma own rudeness, sweetheart.” He takes a step back and bows at the waist, and when he rises and looks up at me, I give an awkward curtsy on the spiral stairs. “My name is Alistair.”
 
   “Scarlet,” I reply, sparing him the lengthy title as he had done for me. I incline my head and really take note of him for the first time. He has curly, sandy blond hair with a warm tint to his skin. He wears brown breeches and a dark green shirt. “You’re the man I saw out on the cliffs,” I say, blinking and looking up at him. He is certainly handsome, and much larger than he seemed so far away on that cliff earlier today. This man seems to take up the entire staircase. He must be a Flora then, for I have never seen another man equal in stature to one of my own Inferno with the exception of the Flora who could be well on to seven feet tall, great beasts of men and quite terrifying too. Comes from having the second form of a bear.
 
   “And you are the red-headed sprite I saw running through the courtyard,” he remarks and chuckles to himself, musing at me.
 
   I blush and glare. “I had been trapped inside that damn carriage for days. You would dance and run around too.”
 
   “I’ve no doubt of it, lass,” Alistair replies, and then looks past me just as the sound of footsteps fill my ears as well. I turn my head, and here comes Gabriel taking the steps several at a time, messing with the cuff of his sleeve. Thankfully, he sees us just in time and stops, looking at me first, then past me to Alistair. “Gabriel,” Alistair greets cheerily before either of us can say anything.
 
   Gabriel collects himself and smiles brilliantly. “Alistair. I was not aware that you were staying here. It is good to see you, old friend.”
 
   Alistair inclines his head. “Och! Indeed. I take it, this little spitfire is yours then?” There is laughter in his voice, but it dies abruptly when my fist sinks into his stomach. He grunts and stumbles back.
 
   I shove him out of my way, not even looking at Gabriel, and I snap as I storm down the remaining stairs, “I belong to no one. Least of all a man!” Neither of them come after me, although their murmurs, indistinguishable, linger in my ears until I am into the hall and nearly stomping down it to the dining room. Just outside of the large entry way, out of sight from its occupants, I pause and sigh, a hand on the wall.
 
   I open my eyes and realize then that someone is there. A little girl. I have never seen anyone like her before, and I know at once that she is at least partly one of my own kind. She is a small thing, and although I know she is at least Enté’s age, she looks much younger by the sight of her. Her skin is a rich, dark color, like cocoa, and her hair is black and straight, curling just a bit at the ends. Her honey brown eyes are large and look up at me silently, curiously, fearfully.
 
   I smile a bit. “Hello, little one,” I greet in a gentle voice, and the girl flinches and then looks up at me again. So that’s what Gabriel meant when he told me that the reason for naming Zsoka as Enté’s Senai was similar to him taking me on as his ward…she is an Inferno. “You must be Zsoka?” She gives a hesitant nod. I smile and crouch down in front of her, and she takes a step back. “I’m Scarlet…but you can call me Cara if you want.” She looks up at me with those large, honey eyes, and she doesn’t smile, but she looks on at me curiously until stomping footsteps draw our attention to the entryway where Cynthia emerges and stops just in front of us.
 
   “Ah, Zsoka,” she says in a curt voice, and Zsoka’s eyes fall. I look up at Cynthia and she looks down at her nose at the both of us. “Don’t patronize her, woman. She doesn’t speak,” she says to me, and then to the child, “Zsoka. You’re late. Come inside and sit down.” Zsoka, as if animated by a will not her own, moves silently past the both of us and into the room, out of our view.
 
   I stand, slowly, until I am face to face with Cynthia, my golden eyes glowing with threat, like fires flickering and fading and flickering again. “And why doesn’t she speak?” I ask her with no attempt to hide the accusation in my words.
 
   She sucks in a breath, and her lips purse even tighter. Sarcastically, she snaps, “I don’t know. She doesn’t say.” And then, she turns and marches back into the room. I stand out in the hall for a few moments, feeling my skin burn from the bite of my nails in my flesh, until at last, I am drawn out of my wrath when my beloved child calls out my name with glee.
 
   Turning to him, I smile as he races down the hall to me, and I kneel and gather him up in my arms and laugh and swing him around, not giving a damn about my injury. I set him down and take his hand, walking into the dining hall with everyone else. The Lord of Marine and Lady Cynthia are already at their seats. I don’t see Zsoka at first, and then realize that she is munching on a plate of food by the fire, sitting on the floor.
 
   I find the sight curious, but before I can comment on the matter, two men fill the room with their presence, laughing together. Gabriel and Alistair. I toss them both an irritated look, but it melts at the sight of them. I have never seen Gabriel laugh like that. Even with me, he gives startled or wary laughs, but looking at him now, he seems so light and happy and carefree, something that I have never seen. He has never looked so beautiful to me there. And I feel a slight pang of jealousy in my chest for the companion who can make him laugh so.
 
   Speaking of, I notice then that Alistair watches me with a most peculiar smile, studying the way I admire Gabriel, and Gabriel’s eyes follow his friend’s look to me. I suck in a breath and glare at them both before turning to help Enté into his chair. Gabriel takes his place at the lord’s right, Cynthia at his left. Alistair sits beside Cynthia, and I take my place beside Gabriel, firmly lodged beside one man and across from the other.
 
   Although a fire is lit in the hearth, the room is filled with open windows that let in the cool, ocean breeze as the sun fills the room with golden hues. Only the hearth is warm, and Zsoka huddles into it with her hot food. The food placed at the table ranges from chilled meats to fruits and bread that have cooled but are fresh enough to still be soft. The men still talk amongst themselves, and have now included the Lord of Marine in their conversation. But Cynthia has not joined in and merely gives curt, one-word responses when the others try, her eyes fixed on me. Enté is oblivious to everything, trying to wield his utensils with care. I help him, showing him how to cut his meat until he knows enough to do it himself. After a moment, another tray is brought out, this one just for me. It’s loaded with piping hot soup, hot, roasted meats, and a goblet of warm ale.
 
   I am surprised at the courtesy since I had not expected it from Cynthia…until I realize its purpose. The meal is not meant to bring me comfort, but instead to isolate me and make clear my differences, as noted by the very garish tray and goblet, which are nicer than what the others use with their golden metal and intricate carvings, jewels studied in the base and rim—mocking me. Drawing attention to me. I feel my blood run hot while the others muse over the meal, curious and interested, but completely unaware of the violence that sparks between my eyes and Cynthia’s.
 
   And finally, I speak. And my voice, when it rings out, silences all others and commands attention. When I wish to be acknowledged, I refuse to be ignored, a tone that served me well as a Knight Protector. “Tell me: Zsoka is your daughter, is she not?” My voice is biting, hard and cold.
 
   Cynthia seems prepared for me to speak. And when the Lord of Marine opens his mouth, she beats him to it, snapping, “Our son brought her back from the war when she was orphaned. The fool chased her father out onto the battlefield where he was struck down. Since my son’s death, we have allowed her to live here, but she is not my child.”
 
   “So you harass her,” I accuse without tact. There’s not really any point being polite to her, hostess or not.
 
   “Cara…” Gabriel’s voice is a low, warning growl.
 
   I ignore him. “You abuse her. The bruises are fainter on her dark skin but I can see them. The scars are white, not dark. She won’t speak. Even if you are not the one to strike her, you continually hurt her. Like you are trying to do with me. You want her to be ashamed of being fire-borne.” The woman tries to speak, but I do not let her. No one else tries to speak, but from the corner of my eyes, I can see the Lord of Marine’s guilty look and Alistair’s surprised but knowing one. I cannot see Gabriel’s face, only his tense body. “Why does she sit on the floor by the fire?” I snap.
 
   At last, Cynthia gives a poisonous hiss. “She is an Inferno. That is where she belongs.”
 
   The words are carefully chosen so that their meaning is ambiguous whether the girl belongs on the floor or whether by the fire. But either way, I know the meaning. The whole table falls silent save for the breathing of me and the woman, each of us scarce containing our rage. Finally, I stand up and pick up my tray and my goblet and push back my chair.
 
   I turn to the fire where Zsoka watches me with shame and guilt and fear and…a very small want. I wonder what it is she hopes for. She looks like she might cry but is much too proud to. So, in the silence of the hall, I move to the other side of the room and tuck my legs beneath me before sitting down with my tray and goblet. “May I sit with you, little one?” I ask gently, watching the girl with large, golden eyes and giving her a sad smile.
 
   Zsoka studies me for a long moment before nodding slowly. I smile a bit and incline my head, beginning to eat. And we sit there by the fire together. The others at the table mutter amongst themselves, talking quietly. I can probably make out their words if I try hard enough, but I don’t care enough to try. Instead, I let Zsoka taste some of the food on my plate. I laugh when she makes a face at the steamed vegetables, and we smile together. I let her sip on my ale since she wasn’t given anything to drink, and we eat there together, so many questions in her eyes. I wonder how much she remembers about her homeland…how much do I remember? It’s been almost a year since I last saw the roaring forest, the hard, red clay of our earth. It seems like years since I have seen our towering, black forest and amber flames.
 
   “Do you remember?” I ask softly after a long while, looking over at the girl whose eyes are beginning to droop from a combination of a full, warm belly, and the bit of ale she’s had to drink. She looks over at me though, silent and curious. “Our homeland? Inferno. Do you remember?”
 
   Her eyes hold pain for a moment, and she rubs one arm, giving a half shrug. So not much then, I imagine. I sigh a bit and then give a small smile. “Do you remember the story of the moon and sun?”
 
   She looks up at me with clear interest in her eyes, and my smile widens into a small grin.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Three
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I suppose that by now, Cara should stop surprising me. Attacking Alistair the way she had wasn’t too unexpected, although the look on his face when she had stormed down the stairs had been priceless. “Where in the devils did you find a woman like that, Gabe?” he asks in a grunt, giving a low laugh as he rubs his wounded stomach. I know that feeling. She doesn’t look like she would cause too much damage, but Cara knows how to throw a punch, and I have a feeling that Alistair will be feeling that one well into morning.
 
   I throw him a grin and a laugh. “I bested her in a duel. And when it came down to dealing the final blow…well—”
 
   “You couldn’t kill her,” Alistair fills in and nods to himself. “Not that I’m saying you should have ended her but…no one would have faulted you.”
 
   “I would have,” I told him with a sigh, hands on my hips. “Besides…I don’t want a woman’s blood on my hands…”
 
   “No…” he says warily and chuckles, “Judging by that green look you gave me, I’d think you’d rather have something else of hers on your hands.”
 
   I cut him a sharp look. Alistair is the only person in the world who can get away with saying such to me, and he abuses that right often. “Mind your tongue, brother,” I warn him. Warmth colors my cheeks, but it’s not so much my pride offended as I am angry at his words. Something about it rubs me the wrong way. As if Cara is nothing more than a conquest. But…Cara is more than a woman to take to bed to love one night and send her on her way. Hell, if it was that simple, I would have done so already. But Cara is…not that. I know that if ever I do claim her…she will consume me… all of me. I would no longer be my own again. And somehow, that is almost more tempting than the thought of her body against mine.
 
   “What’s that look for? I didn’t mean a thing by it,” Alistair amends, chuckling a bit and watching me, although his eyes are much too careful. He has seen something interesting there and wants to explore it. I know better than to let him.
 
   I merely chuckle and say, “Mind it not. Cara is merely… a tax upon the mind.”
 
   “I can imagine,” he says and laughs, and we start down the stairs together. “You called her Cara…a nickname perhaps?” he teases.
 
   I give him another look and chuckle a bit. “Ah, if she would ever let me. No, she will not answer to her full name if I call for her.”
 
   “Scarlet?” he asks.
 
   “Indeed,” I reply, feeling a twinge of anger that this man is given leave of her name when I am not. I consider Cara and I to be…companions of a sort that I could probably venture to use her name. But I do not trust Cara not to smite me for it on principle alone. We arrive in the hall as we talk of the recent happenings since our last meeting. None is as close to me as Alistair. He is my oldest friend. My brother in arms. We are laughing when we came into the dining hall, and I had meant to finish my conversation before continuing to the table, but I notice Alistair’s eyes waver from mine. I follow them and find Cara standing before us, and whatever look she was holding is gone, and she turns impetuously from us to help Enté.
 
   I thought that dinner would be a pleasant experience. The conversation is lively and enigmatic, and Cara does not interrupt or grow irritated with it. Enté behaves himself as well. Everything seems to be right. At least until Cara’s powerful thrum of a voice steals command of the hall. It is as if her words shoved my own back into my mouth, down into my lungs. I look to her, astonished, as she begins to challenge the Lady Cynthia. I try to silence her, but she keeps on, ignoring me.
 
   And for the first time, I notice the little Zsoka, who is in fact sitting by the fire, huddled in close to it with her tray. She crouches protectively over it as if she is used to having to guard her food and now does this out of habit. She eats quickly, for half of her food is already gone, contributing to my theory that she is not used to as much food or being able to keep it long. She stops eating though to watch Cara, and I follow her eyes to Cynthia, to the lord of the manor, and then to Alistair.
 
   I am angry on Cynthia’s behalf at first, until I see the guilty looks of the men, and the self-righteous indignation in Cynthia’s eyes. Surely not. If there had been any such mistreatment of the child, it would not have been permitted. The Lord of Marine and I discussed this specifically when Zsoka was made Enté’s Senai. She will not be their heir, but she is their charge. She is expected to be cared for and well treated. Zsoka is to them what Cara is to me. They are expected to take care of her. But it is clear to me now as my eyes bore into those of my host and his nephew that this is not the case.
 
   Cara stands up, and I make no move to stop her. Let her do as she wishes. I will deal with them. I am scarcely aware of her going and sitting on the floor by the fire, talking quietly with the child, but I keep my eyes on the others. “Lord of Marine,” I growl after a long moment of tense silence. “Is there truth to what the lady says?”
 
   “You trust her word over ours, my lord?” snaps Lady Cynthia, face flushing.
 
   I give her a level look. “I do not remember addressing you, milady. I was speaking to your husband, the man I placed in charge of the child—of my son’s Senai.”
 
   The lord does not meet my request. He watches me with aged eyes, fine wrinkles just beginning to show around his eyes and the corners of his mouth. Alistair sighs. “Gabriel, I—”
 
   “You will answer my question,” I command, ignoring my friend.
 
   The man at last, sighs and says, “I placed her care in the hands of my wife, to treat her as appropriate for her behavior.”
 
   My scowl deepens. “Such an answer will not excuse you from blame.” I turn my eyes on Cynthia. “How then, milady, has she been treated?”
 
   “As appropriate,” the woman snaps, and then checks herself and replies more carefully. “She is obstinate, my lord. She throws tantrums and lights herself on fire. She does not speak properly or politely, even when told to do so. She dances through that halls—dances, milord! As if some thing possessed! She wears her underclothes outside instead of her dress! By all rights milord, she acts like a savage! As though she were a Kerijan!”
 
   Alistair chokes on his drink at the use of such a word which is not suitable for polite society in the least. Lady Cynthia has given a child, a child not much older than my son, the term of a woman who abandons her husband and children and sells her body freely on the streets. The lowest form of existence in our society. Even beggars and prostitutes are referred to in higher favor. It takes effort to control my anger as Alistair clears his throat, drinking more water. “Did it ever occur to you, madam,” I reply angrily, “that in her homeland, these actions are part of commonplace society and are not the mark of…a disrespectful woman?”
 
   “Well they are not respectable here,” she says tersely, putting on a show with her puffed breathing and tears in her eyes. “I have done my best by her to raise her to be a proper Crystalice woman.”
 
   “And let us hope that you have not killed everything good in her to do so,” I growl and stand from my seat, no longer hungry. I need to get out of this room before I kill someone.
 
   “Do you remember the story of the moon and sun?”
 
   In the moment of absolute silence, Cara’s voice rings clear and beautiful as she sits with the child. Zsoka looks up at her with curiosity and wonder in her eyes, and Cara smiles ruefully down at her. I pause. “Long, long ago,” Cara continues, her voice deepening and lengthening in the true way of a storyteller, “The whole earth was dark. There were no lights in the sky. No sun or moon. Not even stars. Long ago, there was only us…” Cara grins and holds her hands out in front of her. “Instead of lights in the sky, each person was aglow in beautiful colors.” Flames flicker from her hands, curling around her arms, a brilliant, warm glow in the darkening room. “Each person glowed from their heart-fire. This beautiful, glorious flame.” Zsoka is enraptured now. I hear a chair scrape and look over to see Alistair stand and move closer to the fire. He takes a seat in a chair far away enough to be comfortable, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, watching Cara and Zsoka.
 
   The fire bursts forth from Cara’s hands, making Zsoka gasp—the first sound she has made all night—and out of the fire hovering in the air, people emerge, dancing and spinning, shapes of them all. “And each person had their own light according to the strength of their heart. The kindest of all people, those who were wise and generous and loving, had big, beautiful heart-fires. But the cruelest of people, those who hurt other people, had small, weak heart-fires. And so everyone knew by the size of a person’s heart-fire whether they were good or bad.”
 
   The people vanish, leaving behind only one face in the flames. She is beautiful. For a moment, I think it to be Cara’s own face, for it is similar. But no, the nose is more curved, the lips a little thinner, forehead a little taller. A sister, perhaps, or a mother. “But the most beautiful heart-fire of all was that of the Princess.” She smiles, and I am as enchanted as the child and take a seat not far, listening to the woman tell the story.
 
   “Many princes came to see the Princess, because her fire was so amazing. One prince was very handsome and clever, but his heart-fire was small and weak. The Princess had made a promise that she would only marry a prince whose heart-fire was as bright as hers, so that together, they could lead their people with compassion and wisdom.
 
   “Years passed, and many princes came. Some of them had pretty heart-fires, but none as bright or as beautiful as the Princess’ fire. The Princess almost gave up hope. Surely, she thought, it would be better to marry a prince with a smaller heart-fire than to be alone. But at last, a Prince arrived. His heart-fire was bright and beautiful—every bit as much as the Princess’. Everywhere he went, people smiled because of the warmth of his fire. When he was near, everyone could see so clearly.
 
   “‘At last, I have found you,’ he told the Princess. ‘I have searched for years and in many far away places for a princess with a heart-fire like mine.’ And so the Prince and Princess were married, and the whole kingdom rejoiced.
 
   “All except for one. The handsome prince with a small heart-fire was very jealous. He wanted to marry the Princess and keep her fire all for himself. And so, the wicked prince used up all of his Magik from his heart-fire in order to curse the Prince and Princess. He separated them and placed them both on opposite sides of the sky so that they could never be together. Before, the sky had been completely dark, but now it was always bright! The Prince and Princess tried to reach each other, but it was no use because they were cursed to be on opposite sides of the sky.
 
   Because of all of this, the Princess cast a final spell, draining most of her Magik. No longer would heart-fires shine on the outside. Instead, they only shone from within, so no one knew how bright their fire was. You could only tell by what people said and how they treated each other. And so the Princess took all of the love and beauty in her heart-light, leaving behind kindness and gentleness and patience, and spread out the love and beauty into thousands of little, beautiful fires all across the sky.
 
   She did this so that the night would be a time of rest and peace for the weary, a time to prepare for a new day. These little heart-fires were her children, and she loved them. And since the Princess’ fire was spread out and not as bright, every morning and every evening, she could see her Prince for a little while. And so they were never really apart. Each had their own beautiful heart-fire, and they were able to be together forever.”
 
   By the end of the tale, the sky is dark, and the room is lit only with the light of Scarlet’s fire, one brilliant ball for the sun, and a softer flicker for the moon, surrounded by other, smaller flickers. And then the image burns out, smoke fluttering up to the ceiling and vanishing there. Moonlight pours into the windows, and I take notice of the room now. Cynthia and her husband are gone, but Alistair remains with myself and the two children sitting eagerly by Cara who looks down at them now with a tender smile.
 
   “Come now…” she says softly, breaking the spell over the room, and she stands up, stretching out her hand and watching the braziers light up and illuminate the room. “It is time for bed. Zsoka, will you stay with me?” Zsoka looks up at her with sleepy, curious eyes. Cara smiles gently. “I want you to stay with me from now on. I will teach you how to be an Inferno again.” And—hesitantly, Zsoka smiles, a brilliant, beautiful smile from a child’s heart. Cara looks to me, not exactly asking, more telling me what she wants to do. And what can I say? I give a little smile and incline my head. Yes. I should have protected Zsoka from the start…I thought that I had. Cynthia and her husband had loved their son, Thomas, so much. I had assumed they would love Zsoka as well. She had been like a daughter to him.
 
   “Alright…” Zsoka says softly, sleepily, and that seems to please Scarlet to no end. Scarlet holds out her hands and picks Zsoka up, cradling her to her chest, and I can see sparks of flame between them. I suck in a breath when Cara takes Enté’s hand, but apparently, she has cooled that part of her, for the boy does not complain and smiles sleepily, depending on her hand to keep him up as he stands. Zsoka watches him, her head resting lazily on Cara’s shoulder.
 
   Cara glances up for a moment at the pair of us sitting there, and I catch my breath at her heated, golden gaze, twin pools of sunlight swirling in her eyes—molten and fierce. But she turns away with the children and leaves the room. I release a breath quietly and turn to look at Alistair. I smile and mean to tease him over the matter, but the words fall dead in my throat at the sight of him. The way he leans forward with his elbows on his knees. His eyes are enthralled, following the glow of her as she leaves.
 
   I turn my head back to the doorway which is empty now, and I stand, clearing my throat. “Well, that was not the way I had planned on this evening turning out,” I say casually with a tense chuckle.
 
   Alistair shakes himself and clears his throat, seeming to come back to this world. He laughs uneasily and runs a hand through his hair, casting a nervous glance to the door before back to me. “No, not in the least, brother,” he says and gives a more genuine laugh this time. It eases me some, but not enough. “Come, the hour is late, and I imagine that we shall be woken early in the morn,” he says amiably and slaps my back. “Stop scowling, sir,” he teases and meanders out of the room.
 
   Alistair asks when we are out in the hall, “Is…she always like that?” 
 
   I walk alongside him, my thoughts jumbled and tangled with emotions that run hot and dark and ugly. “Like what?” I ask, probably more tersely than I should have, but I don’t want to talk about her.
 
   Alistair opens his mouth and then thinks better of what he was going to say and searches for another word. “Petulant?”
 
   I bite off a laugh, and that small sound is enough to ease some of the indiscernible anger in me. I smile a bit and glance over at his curious look. “Usually. I’ve learned with her that…whatever she feels, she feels strongly. Anger. Sorrow. Joy. Lo—” I break off the last word and try to disguise it with pretending something is caught in my throat. I focus on the stairs ahead of us as we begin to ascend them. That word. I know it, taste it, feel it. But why is it lodged in my throat? Why will it not emerge as the others had? The more I question, the more panic begins to rise in me, until at last, Alistair is broken from his dazed stupor.
 
   “Gabriel, what’s the matter?” he asks and stops on the stairs.
 
   I look up at him and sigh, running a hand through my white hair. “Nothing, Ali. Alas, I had little to eat and am merely still drained from my journey is all.”
 
   Alistair studies me for a long moment and then sighs and starts up the steps again. “You’re a poor liar, Gabe. A good quality in a man. But if you do not wish to speak on it, only say so.” He seems a bit miffed, but knowing him, it will blow over soon.
 
   So I sigh and say, “Ah, you know me too well. I am troubled, but I do not wish to speak on it just yet until I know it better.”
 
   Alistair nods. “Fair enough. Well, goodnight. Sleep well.” He pauses by his door to salute me, and I give a tired smile and a one-handed salute as well, lazing off to my bed. I don’t pause by Enté’s room. I don’t want to know if she is there, putting the child to bed. I don’t want to know what I would do if I was alone with her.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Four
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   Zsoka is sound asleep almost the moment I lay her down in my bed. I help her out of her dress and wash her face and hands from the meal and tuck her in to bed. But I am far too awake to sleep. Anger is still coursing through me in torrents and it will not give me peace. I pull off my dress, the ornaments out of my hair. I stand in my room in only an underdress, but the cool air from the balcony almost feels nice. It’s cold, but not unbearably, and it helps to pull me out of the haze of my mind. I move towards it to close the bamboo doors, not wanting the other Inferno or myself to catch a chill in the night.
 
   But when I stop at the balcony, I see before me a great, glowing moon out on the horizon, her light cool and pale, glittering on the water’s surface like a necklace of silver strung out from an amulet. Maybe it is the story I told by the fire, the image of my mother’s face, so perfect, in the flames. Perhaps it is homesickness that pulls me out. I step out onto the balcony in my underdress, the wind tossing my red-gold hair. It brushes in front of my face, down my neck, tickling the front of my chest, but I pay it no mind, too enthralled by the brilliant glow of the moon. I miss my home…
 
   I pad my way to the edge of the balcony, leaning against the banister and staring out at the moon as if leaning any further would bring me any closer to her, to home. This side of the castle overlooks the ocean, nestled on the side of the rocky crag so that below my balcony, the ocean laps and roars at the great rocks, foaming eagerly. I break my gaze off the moon to look down at the sea, look down and down at the great and powerful waters crashing on the rocks.
 
   “Do you always walk about in your underclothes?” calls a voice that is somewhere between teasing and anxious.
 
   Startled, I jerk my head and catch only the sight of my red hair before I push it out of my face and look at the balcony several feet from mine where the golden-haired man named Alistair stands outside of what I assume is his room. I hadn’t noticed him when I walked out on my balcony and I’ve no idea how long he’s been outside. I’m a bit startled and glare, crossing my arms over my breasts, not that it helps the outline of my form glowing through the underdress with the moonlight on me. “I wasn’t aware that anyone else was out here,” I say shortly and turn to go back inside. Modesty doesn’t really bother me in most cases, but at night in a strange place and with a thin underdress, it certainly does.
 
   He laughs and says, “Do not let me disturb you, miss. Here. Take this.” I turn back to him, and he offers me his cloak. There are several feet between my balcony and his, and I look back at him with a dubious look. I frown, watching him as he offers his cloak, leaving him only in an open-front shirt and a pair of breeches. “Do you mean for me to toss it so far?” he teases, watching me with a mischievous glint in his eyes.
 
   Finally, I turn back to the balcony, for reasons beyond my fathoming. Perhaps I do want to stay out longer on the balcony. Perhaps I want to see why exactly this man is talking to me when most in this place seem to hate my kind with a passion. So I go to the edge of the balcony and offer my hand. Alistair leans over and laughs a bit. “You’ll have to come closer than that, lest you want me to fall off.” He grins. “You’ll have to save me, of course, if you let me fall.”
 
   I lean farther and grab the cloak from him, coming back to safe distance on the balcony and wrapping the cloak around me. “And who’s to say I would save you?” I counter, clasping the cloak. It is warm and lined with velvet on the inside. It feels nice and it smells…strange. Like earth. A rich, musky scent of earth and salt from the sea. I tug it closer to me, the wind pulling gently at it, calming its torrent. “What if I let you fall?”
 
   “You won’t,” he says confidently, still leaning with his arms on the banister, but in a much less precarious position.
 
   “Oh?” I ask, raising a brow in the moonlight. “And why is that?” In this light, his blond hair looks almost like Gabriel’s silver…
 
   “Simple: I’m far too handsome to die,” he says and winks.
 
   A laugh bursts out of me unexpectedly, and I smile warmly, moving a hand to cover my mouth, but he grins warmly at me, seeming quite pleased with himself. I shoot him a rueful smile and reply, “Obviously. That must be the reason.” He grins broader but I can see a faint stain on his cheeks. “But tell me: you are not like the others I have met here.”
 
   “Is that a question?” he replies and shrugs easily. “You mean, why am I not as harsh and rude as my aunt or as placidly bland as my uncle?” I shrug now. “Do not judge them too harshly, love. War does terrible things to good people.” I find myself curious at his words and he sighs. “This is really not a conversation to have across balconies.”
 
   I shrug. “Then tomorrow? Perhaps when I am wearing more than my nightclothes and your cloak?”
 
   He grins at me then. “Ah, but I like the sight of you in my cloak, lassie.” My eyes widen a bit, and it’s my turn to blush, something that is very hard to do, mind you, especially for Inferno.
 
   “I suppose you like the sight of me in my nightdress too,” I reply with dry humor, because I am quite certain that the cloak is not what he likes so much, and I take a step back towards the door.
 
   “Ah, but I’m much too decent a man to say such things to a fine lady,” says he with a more bashful smile. Does he always smile?
 
   I find myself unable to help from smiling as well, and I laugh a bit. “Handsome and a decent man. What’s a woman to think?” I tease him.
 
   “That…” he starts as he turns his eyes to inspect the banister of his balcony, then mine, “…I am far too intriguing…” he pushes and pulls at the banister for a moment and then jumps up onto it, balancing and looking over at me with a wicked grin as I stand and stare in astonishment, “…for you to go in for the night…”
 
   I cry out in alarm, “What in the hell are you—”
 
   “Stand back, love,” he calls, and without further warning, jumps from his banister to mine. His feet land on my banister, but his foot slips as I jump back in alarm, and he loses his balance, going backwards instead of forwards. I lurch forward and catch his hand, the other one grabbing the banister. He dangles there from my balcony for a moment, one hand in both of mine, the other one holding on to the banister of my balcony.
 
   I swear and stagger back, clutching his hand as I fight the wind and force pulling him down, the waves roaring, hungry for him. I pull as hard as I can, and at last, he hooks his foot up on the balcony and pulls himself up. He rolls himself over the banister and together, we collapse onto my balcony. For a moment, we say nothing, but then at long last, he laughs, grinning warmly and rolling onto his side to look at me sprawled out on the floor.
 
   I look over at him, breathing hard. “You are absolutely mad,” I tell him, torn between fear and laughing and irritation, adrenaline pumping in my veins as I sit up and pull the cloak around me, glaring down at him.
 
   “Anything to impress a beautiful lady.” He grins and winks at me, and I scoff and shake my head.
 
   “What is the matter with you?” I press, snarling, running a hand through my hair and huffing, looking over at him with a frown.
 
   He just smiles warmly, propping himself up on his elbow and grinning at me. “Ah, many things, love. Many, many things.”
 
   I shake my head again and sigh, shivering a bit. “You could have died.”
 
   He shrugs. “We’ll all die someday.”
 
   “How foolish,” I reply and quirk a brow at him. “Does it not concern you how your actions may affect others? What if you had fallen from my balcony? How would I explain that? For all I know, your aunt might accuse me of pushing you over.”
 
   He seems to consider this, rubbing his rough jaw. “Hm. It hadn’t occurred to me,” he says blankly.
 
   I blink and stare at him before suddenly laughing and shoving his shoulder, knocking him onto his back again. He grins at that, but I stand up, the cloak around me, and he follows me, noticing the sight of me. “Art cold, lassie?” he asks, seeing me shiver a bit.
 
   I shrug. “Least I could do is finish our conversation since you neigh risked your life to do so.”
 
   He smiles a bit and goes to the far wall to sit down. “Come sit, lass. The wind is not as bad here.” I follow him and wrap his warm cloak around me as I sit down next to him but not touching him. He smiles a bit at me and then looks ahead to the sky. “So what was it we were speaking of, at any manner?”
 
   “Mmmm your aunt and uncle, I believe,” I answer, pulling my legs up to my chest and leaning my cheek on them, looking over at Alistair.
 
   He glances back at me and smiles gently. “Ah, yes.” He shrugs. “My aunt had but one son…Thomas. After that, there were no more. And before him, she lost many, many babes. He was their everything. And then…Thomas went to war. We all did. Thomas, Gabriel and I. Thomas wasn’t made for war. We always told him that. He preferred working with his horses when we went hunting or he’d work on repairing old weapons when Gabriel and I were training…” He sighs and shakes his head, and it occurs to me the pain of speaking about a long, lost friend, and I reach out and touch the back of his hand sympathetically.
 
   Alistair looks over at me curiously and then gives a small smile and picks up my hand, kissing the back of it before setting it down innocently. For all of his jesting and teasing and outlandish behavior, he seems…rather kind…and serious, as if all of his joviality is to hide something. He sighs and continues, “Ah well…it was no surprise that when other men carried off spoils of war—weapons, jewels, and the like…he come back with this wee little lassie in his arms, screaming away. He had burns all down his arms from her lighting herself aflame like she done…but he just kept holding on to her and brought her home. T’was either that or leave her there on the battlefield. The others wanted her killed. Said she’d grow up to be a soldier too. But he just couldn’t do it.” He smiles a bit and shakes his head before looking back at me once more, studying me as if looking for something there. “You were a soldier, weren’t you?”
 
   I shift, uncomfortable. “Yes…” is my reply. “In my own time, I was an archer and a dancer. And…when my brother died, I became a Knight Protector and led the battalion that slew Mit’an’av.”
 
   Alistair seems shocked. We sit there for a very tense moment before he looks back to the sky and sighs. “Well…no one told me that wee part of the story…only that Gabriel brought you back from war…As I recall…not a week after Thomas was killed in battle.” He laughs a bit though and grins at me. “Although it seems Gabriel seriously underestimated the trouble an adult Inferno would give him—a woman, no less.”
 
   I smirk, proud of myself, and lift my chin, earning another laugh, this one louder. I lean forward and put my hand to his mouth. “Hushh…” I hiss softly, “Zsoka is asleep in my room.” I sit there, close to him, with my hand over his mouth, but he just looks back at me with a twinkle in his eyes. I lurch back from him, blushing.
 
   He chuckles, more quietly this time. “Easy, lass. I’llna hurt you.” He reaches out and tucks some of my windblown hair behind my ear.
 
   I give him a dubious look but smile gently. “I know…I am glad though…that the pain of…losing your friend…did not change you as it did them.”
 
   He sighs heavily and admits, “Oh, I’m not as sure as that, love…I had some bad times with Thomas gone… thankfully, Gabriel temporarily banned me from the war until I could clear my head. He told me I was a danger to myself and my comrades…and he was right.”
 
   I watch him and give a small smile. “Gabriel is a good friend then…at least you two still have each other…”
 
   “Aye…” says he and gives a rueful smile, although his eyes are serious, staring out at the night. “Which is why I’m a damned fool for being out here with you.”
 
   “Oh?” I inquire, watching him and then following his gaze to the moon.
 
   “Aye,” he says again and looks back at me as I watch the moon. “I dare say he’s in love with you, Scarlet.”
 
   My head snaps over to him, golden eyes wide and fixed on him. Pleasure and fear and anger steal at my chest, and I heave myself up. My pupils dilate, become huge disks of black, consuming the gold. “You should go. Now.”
 
   He quickly scrambles up, looking over at me. “Scarlet, Scarlet, now don’t do that,” he says gently, reaching for me, but I slap his hands away. “Here now….I meant no harm…” but I keep backing away, my heart pounding, watching him with growing anger as red-gold fur ripples over my skin. He reaches for me again, and I slap his hand away again, and my back hits the banister.
 
   “No!” I shout at him. “You don’t know what you say! Get out!”
 
   “Okay,” he says at last, beginning to back away, holding out his hands in defense. I’m growling low in my throat now. “Okay, love. I’m going. I’m going…see?” He backs away from me. At least this one is smart enough to know not to corner a tiger. The growing panic in me subsides, and I am left only raw and breathing hard, staring at him as he stands at the center of my balcony, watching me with his hands out and a guilty look on his face. After a long, tense moment, he asks softly, “May I…at least use the door this time?”
 
   It is an innocent request, with enough subtle humor in it that I relinquish my anger in a rush of air, surrendering an uneasy smile. I nod slowly and walk quietly into my bedroom, past the soundly sleeping child, to my door. He follows me, standing beside me in the dark room for a moment, my hand on the pull of the door. “I pray,” he whispers softly as I move to pull it open, and I glance back at him, “That you will forgive me for offending you…I’ll not speak of it again…”
 
   I study him for a long moment in the darkness, and I sigh and give a small smile. “All is well, Alistair…all is forgiven. I must be tired is all. Sleep well.”
 
   I open the door but pause with it partly open and look back at him. I consider him for a moment before leaning forward and kissing his cheek chastely. He looks at me stupidly for a moment, and I glare at him. “Don’t be so daft. It’s to repay you for jumping the balcony like a fool.”
 
   He grins and laughs softly, saying only, “Ah, but you should not encourage me so, my lass.” I open the door and he steps out, taking the back of my hand and kissing it, then turning, grinning like a fool, and walking straight into Gabriel.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Five
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I return to my room in the hopes that sleep will find me, and quickly. But try as I might, I only toss and turn or stare up at the ceiling, hunger gnawing at my stomach. By all rights, I should be exhausted, having received little sleep in the past few days, but between the rampant thoughts and emotions tangling in my mind and in my chest and the hunger growling in protest to my abandoned dinner, I can find no rest.
 
   Finally, and with an irritated sigh, I swing my legs over my bed and pull on a shirt over my slacks and pad barefoot out into the hall, planning on a short walk and maybe whatever is left over from dinner. I pass by Enté’s room, wedged between mine and Cara’s, and I smile gently at the soft, childish snores coming from inside, and then I pass by Cara’s room where she and the little fire-borne are sleeping.
 
   I notice the door partly open and frown at that, stopping, curious. What is she still doing awake at this hour? My heart leaps and my stomach knots at the prospect of seeing her again. It has been but an hour or two since I saw her last, but the night is something else tonight. The tide is strong and the moon is full. Tonight is a night for Magik and mystery, and no such Magik appeals to me as my little spitfire.
 
   The door opens. I hold my breath. But a figure much taller than Cara blocks the room from my view, and when he bows to kiss her hand, I catch Cara’s eyes over the top of his head, and her eyes go wide, her mouth parting a bit, and we just stare in dumb astonishment until Alistair stands up and backs up, turning right into me. We both nearly hit the ground except that I catch myself and grab him by his arms, my fingers biting into them. When our eyes lock, he is right before me, looking startled and not in the least bit amused.
 
   No one says a word, not while I stand there, holding Alistair by his arms, a man larger than myself. Rage couples with my exhaustion and becomes even more maddening and insane. “Gabriel…” Alistair says hesitantly, and it is as though something snaps inside of me.
 
   I let go of Alistair’s arms but grab him by the front of his shirt, turn, and push him back, slamming him back against the wall and pinning him there and Cara screams, “Gabriel!”
 
   “Why were you in her room!” I roar.
 
   “Gabriel!” Alistair calls, his hands on my wrists. “Put me down! This is ridiculous! I am your friend!”
 
   “Why were you in her room!” I roar again and then look over at Cara. “Why was he in your—” I cut myself off, taking in her appearance. Here, in the flame-lit hall, I can see her clearly, wearing her pale, cream-colored nightdress which hides little from view, her breasts pressing against the fabric, the slightest tint of the rosy tips showing in the fire light. Around her is a dark green cloak with golden embellishments and a golden clasp. Alistair’s. “Why in the seven seas are you dressed like that!” I snarl, not realizing that I should probably keep my voice down. “And why are you wearing his cloak?” I turn my head back to Alistair, slamming him back against the wall again. “Why is she wearing your cloak, damnit!” Alistair stares back at me, a cold, hard look, watching me with a calm countenance as I rage at him.
 
   “Gabriel, stop it!” Cara screams, grabbing my arm and yanking, furious. “You fool, stop this moment, before I strike you!”
 
   Let her try. I am glaring at Alistair. Our eyes lock, our faces right in front of each other, lips upraised in a snarl, eyes fierce and violent. She’s watching me, scrambling, trying to figure out something—I can tell from the corner of my eyes.
 
   Her idea of “striking” and my idea of “striking” turn out to be two very different things. She finally grabs my face in her hands and yanks it to hers. I open my mouth to shout again, eyes locked on her, but she presses her mouth to mine. It knocks everything I had been about to say out of my mind when she thrusts her tongue into my mouth, no doubt bent on distracting me—which she does quite thoroughly.
 
   I release Alistair just enough that he gives me a hard shove away from him, and from her, and I stumble back. Fueled by a blind rage in my own mindless exhaustion, I turn on him, braced for a fight, but Cara is immediately between us as voices began to fill the hall. Cara places her hands on my chest, burning hot, claiming my attention. She looks up at me, a pleading and irritated look. “Gabriel, don’t do this. You’re not thinking straight.” I stare down at her, feeling angry, hurt, betrayed, grabbing her little wrists angrily. But the pain that flinches across her face stalls me, and I relax some, loosening my grip. “If you don’t want others to see me like this, I suggest we go to my own room.” It is a slightly warning tone, but I sigh and look up at Alistair who isn’t quite glaring but isn’t pleased either. I incline my head. He nods his. Tomorrow.
 
   I put an arm around Cara and move towards her room where a little Inferno girl peers out curiously, frightened. I glance at Cara but she does not look at me or Alistair, instead focusing on the little girl and moving into her room. I follow her and then shut the door behind me and bolt it. Cara gathers up Zsoka and goes to the bed, soothing her gently. “All is well, little one. All is well…” She smiles gently and smoothes back some of her hair. Zsoka looks at me, clearly uncertain. I stalk away a bit to give them some privacy, moving towards the balcony to cool my head.
 
   I wait there for several minutes until at last, she soothes the girl and returns to me. Scarlet comes up behind me, rubbing her hands up and down my arms. “Gabriel…” Her voice is a soft sigh, a siren’s song, and I fall lax into it, sighing gruffly. She leans forward and kisses my shoulder before coming around in front of me and giving me a gentle, chastising smile, taking my wrists and uncrossing my arms before wrapping them around herself, pressing her back to my chest. She leans up and kisses my chin, then settles back against me again. I give a heavy sigh and tighten my hold of her, leaning my chin against her hair and staring out at the moon. “Go on…ask me what you will,” she says gently, unafraid, “Or would you rather I explain myself?”
 
   “Mmm you may try,” I grumble, but any threat that might have been there is gone from my voice as I breathe in the scent of her. Even in our world and with our soap, she still smells of fire. Of charcoal and incense and the faint salty spray of the ocean.
 
   She gives a throaty laugh and says, “I was dressed in my nightclothes when I came out onto the balcony…Alistair was out here and wanted to talk and offered me his cloak so that I would be decent…we started talking about the war and Lady Cynthia and her husband, so he decided to come to the balcony so that we weren’t shouting above the wind—nearly killed himself too. He jumped from his balcony to mine.” She laughs a bit while I stare down at her incredulously. Yes, that sounds like something he would do. Always acting like a fool around a pretty girl. I thought he had outgrown such idiocy. Sighing, I lay my head against her again. “We talked for a while but…he said something to upset me and I asked him to leave. I was letting him out the front door when he bumped into you…”
 
   “Mmmm…” While I was certain that Cynthia would still be scandalized, from what I know of Scarlet, it was perfectly appropriate. Well, outside of her being in her nightdress. She had the cloak on at least, but I’m not too happy at Alistair having seen her in it. And then I remember… “What did he say to upset you?”
 
   She tenses in my arms, and a growing fear and anger raise in me. Scarlet is easily angered, but I dread whatever can actually upset her. “Cara? What is it?” But she does not answer me. I turn her around to face me and lift her chin. “What has he said to upset you?” I ask more firmly, and she must have seen murder in my eyes, for she sighs and answers…
 
   “He told me that you are in love with me.”
 
   I stare at her, transfixed, watching her eyes. That I am…in love with her? I want her. I care for her. Tonight proved I am possessive and protective of her. But love? Was I…this is nothing like what I felt with Catherine. I had been her husband, she my wife. I had a responsibility to serve and protect her, to love her and take care of her. Scarlet makes me feel anything but responsible or reasonable, and I have a feeling that if I tried to protect her or take care of her, she would throttle me…but love?
 
   Her hand reaches up, gently cupping my face, and I lay my hand over hers. I don’t know what she sees in my eyes this night as she stares up at me, but she goes up on her toes and kisses me. Her lips have never tasted so sweet. And I gather her into my arms and hold her there, her lips to mine, until I feel her suck in a soft breath, and I look down at her to see glittering tears on her face. “Cara…” I murmur softly, reaching out and touching her face, brushing away her tears. She leans her cheek into my hand and gives a sad smile and says nothing, closing her eyes.
 
   And what can I say? There are no right words. The only words that can be said would shatter us into oblivion. I cannot love her. She knows that. I am a prince, and one day a king. I need to rule my people. As it is…she is throwing my country into turmoil. I brought her to Ocarine to save my own life as well as hers. I need her out of Crystalice. But I will have to return…and she and I both know that when that time comes…she cannot come with me…I’ve never told her…and she’s never asked. But we both know.
 
   She is happy here. Out of the snow, away from the politics and the soldiers. This place is as close to home as I can give her. And I cannot stay with her. Perhaps if Mit’an’av were still alive, I could live in one of the more remote regions with her. In Ocarine or in Brooke even. But since taking her in, since Mit’an’av’s death…everything has begun to fall apart. The fact that even as a ward of the prince, Cara was still attacked proves that. Our people are angry, restless…and as their Crown Prince and future king…I have to prove to them that they are my foremost concern…and I…I just cannot do that with her in my arms…
 
   As soon as we arrived…I knew. We both knew.
 
   That I will go.
 
   And she will stay.
 
   Everything…everything is just all wrong. I hold Cara close for a while, my face buried in her hair, and then I walk her inside and tuck her in to bed with the half-awake Zsoka. I kiss her brow and smile gently at the little girl beside her. Cara takes my hand and squeezes it before letting go, and her hand slips out of my grasp when I stand and leave her to the darkness of her room. And what else can I do?
 
   I am no longer hungry. My body feels like lead. My heart is sinking with heaviness as I return, slowly, to my own room. I speak briefly to a guard who asks me about raised voices in the hall several moments ago, calming his nerves, before I slip into my bedroom. I stay there for a moment, leaning back against the door, and when I look up to the dark ceiling, I am startled by twin, cold tears sliding down my face from the corners of my eyes. Irritated, I brush them away and stumble to bed, sinking into it with a heavy, heart-ached sigh, allowing sleep to swallow me.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Six
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   Morning is no kinder to me than the night before had been. I am tired and sore, and although I slept, it was a light and fitful sleep that had offered me no respite in the least. I awake groggy and irritated, throwing my legs over the side. I sigh heavily and rub the back of my neck, groaning and closing my eyes. Sunlight pours in through the open balcony window, but the breeze is not as cool and insistent as it had been the night before. I sigh and drag myself up, going over to the basin and splashing my face before staring into the looking glass. A haggard man looks back at me, his long, white hair tossed on his bare shoulders, his eyes puffy and dark, jaw covered in a silver scruff. I look like hell.
 
   Taking a blade, I clean up the sides of my face and tie back the rest of my hair at the nape of my neck before pulling on a clean shirt and slacks, finally leaving my corridor to find something to eat. Even resting here, I have work to attend to. The king and queen still oversee most of the matters, but I have several letters to go through each day, and my father delegates much of his work to me to prepare me for the work load I will soon have. Up until recently, I had been in high favor with my people—commoners, soldiers, and aristocrats. Recently however…I sigh, rubbing my jaw and sauntering down the stairs to the kitchen, making a meal out of bread and cold cuts before heading outside.
 
   Almost instinctively, I move towards the training yards on the west side of the castle. I know that he will be there, and although I hadn’t been seeking him specifically, I go there anyways. Alistair is shirtless and laying waste to several wood and straw dummies set up. He looks about as haggard as I do, his face tinted with dark brown, his hair slick with sweat now, hanging in dirty blond curls about his face. He roars, attacking another dummy and I shake my head, having calmed from my jealous rage the night before. Alistair and I are brothers. Our quarrels are light and easily mended…at least until now.
 
   He catches sight of me at last and looks over at me with dark shadows in his eyes. “Gabriel,” he greets stiffly. Our quarrels have never been to the point where I have held him by his shirt against a wall.
 
   I sigh heavily, hating mornings. “Alistair.” A long stretch of silence passes between us as I move to the weapons rack and find for myself a suitable blade to practice. I point it square at him, and he knows well the challenge. I come at him without mercy, my blade clashing with his. He had been training all morning, but I am fresh awake; I stretched a bit in my room but am otherwise untested for the morning. There is never any play with us. We throw everything we have into our fights, swords clashing together fiercely, both of us panting and grunting, glaring, digging in our heels, spinning to avoid other blows. It is a familiar routine that I am long used to.
 
   Slash. Parry. Crash. Apart. Duck. Dodge. Again. There are no rules for us. For me and Alistair, we never follow the constraints of any type of fighting. We fight to win. We’re only slightly above throwing dirt in each others’ eyes, but not by much. He lands a blow to the side of my head, and it knocks me back with just enough time to block and clear the spinning visions before I’m at him again. Hit. Hit. Block. Swing. I catch him in the side. He must be aching and exhausted. I’m panting hard and sweating now. Damn this heat. We begin again. Parry. Block. Dodge. Swing. Duck. Again.
 
   At last, with no clear champion declared, we both collapse onto our backs. We breathe hard for a long while, soft dirt and a few little rocks under me as I stare up at the bright sun for a long while before finally closing my eyes. I just breathe long, heavy breaths and I huff them out and groan, pushing myself up. “All is well?” I hear him say, not far from me, sitting up with his arms leaned on his knees.
 
   I give a single nod, panting. “All is well.”
 
   “Fair,” he says and inclines his head. “Then I have something to ask.” I raise a brow and wait. After a few gasping breaths he rasps, “I wish to court Scarlet… formally.”
 
   I stop breathing. I should have expected as much from him, Alistair. But…the seriousness of his manner surprises and unsettles me. Alistair is never serious. The only time I have seen him even remotely severe is when his father died many years before and when Thomas died months ago. I am sure that not everything is a jest to him, but he is so light-hearted and good-natured that it appears that way to anyone who does not know him well.
 
   Finally, I laugh. A great, booming laughter. “Now I know you mean me death!” I cry. He gives me a peculiar look, and then I explain, “If Cara ever heard that I gave you ‘permission’ to court her, she would end me.” Alistair breaks out in a grin. I shake my head. “I doubt she’ll let you,” my chest clenches angrily, “But if I try to forbid it, she’ll only fight me on it just to spite me.”
 
   “You have experience in this manner?” he asks with a laugh, hauling himself up.
 
   I chuckle and offer him help, standing. “Something of the sort. I do believe that I had been fairly straightforward about her not leaving her room at the castle, but she had no trouble convincing my guards to take her out and about.” I laugh at the memory that had so angered me before, and I remember the result of that night…holding Cara in my arms as she cried against me, laying her to bed. And deciding that night that I would protect her come what may.
 
   “Are you two finished killing each other?” is the voice of our exasperated woman, standing not far in a pink dress embroidered with burgundy roses all along the borders. She holds in her arms a basket, the Inferno girl on one side of her, and my half-blood son on the other side, both clinging to her fluttering skirts and following her gaze to us.
 
   “Hail!” cries Alistair before I can speak, grinning like a fool and hurrying over to her. I sigh and shake my head, following suit to the edge of the training grounds. He hauls himself over the wooden fence, landing before her. She takes a step back and arcs a brow. “Scarlet, my dearest heart,” he coos, turning her face red as he swoops and captures her hand. I clench my jaw, a motion that does not go unnoticed by her.
 
   She glances at me uneasily and then back at him before she seems to notice our appearance close up. “Ack! You are both covered in dirt and sweat!” she cries, yanking her hand away from him in dismay. She frowns at us both. “You are both a sore sight.” She heaves a sigh and shakes her head. “Well, if you’ve decided to be civil, we’re taking a meal to the shore to eat. Come eat.”
 
   “Of course,” Alistair exclaims just as I open my mouth. I shoot him a look, but he’s not paying the least bit of attention, grinning over at Cara like a damned fool. She gives him a curious look and then starts towards the shore.
 
   “Very well. You’re both taking a dip in the sea though before you touch our food.” I’ve already eaten, so I’m not the least bit hungry.
 
   Alistair, however chimes, “You’re more than welcome to feed it to me, lass.” He’s going to get himself killed.
 
   Sure enough, Cara shoots him a sour look and snips, “I’ll feed you something else if you keep that up.” He just grins and begins humming, following her and the children. I sigh.
 
   The shore, at least, is nice. Scarlet finds a flat enough boulder to set the basket on and sits down as Enté and Zsoka run to the shore with squeals. “Zsoka looks happy,” I hear Alistair say to her, watching the kids splash in the shallow water, Zsoka with absolute surprise on her face.
 
   Cara grins warmly, glancing to him and then back to the shore, “There are no oceans that border Inferno. Few of us have ever even seen the ocean.”
 
   Alistair looks surprised and glances back at her. “Have you?” he asks.
 
   Cara looks over at him with a shy smile and shakes her head. He seems surprised and then smiles. “Then this is a treat,” he says at last, seeming so damn happy with himself as I take a seat beside Cara, watching my son play with his Senai in the water. “Do you know how to swim?”
 
   I glance to Scarlet and see that she has nearly gone white. “Inferno do not swim,” she growls firmly.
 
   “Ah, now that, I do not believe,” Alistair replies with a smile, “I’ve yet to meet a woman who does not enjoy a hot bath.”
 
   Cara shuts her mouth and turns a fair shade of red before retorting dryly, “You should not be speaking of women naked in their baths.”
 
   “I didn’t say in the nude. That was you, my bonny lassie,” he replies in his usual manner, and she blushes darker and glares at him. Dear Chelyah, they’re both going to kill me.
 
   Zsoka suddenly wails, and Scarlet snaps immediately alert. I have been watching them, ignoring the two beside me, watching them splash and play. Enté has been playing and kicking water all over Zsoka, who is now screaming. “What’s the matter?” Cara calls, assessing the situation and beginning to relax a bit.
 
   “He splashed me!” Zsoka cries, and I glance to Enté who seems so confused and guilty, sulking not far.
 
   Cara stifles a laugh. “So splash him back, Zsoka!” Zsoka stops crying and looks over at Enté pitifully before kicking water on him. Then they both break out in grins and begin a splashing war. Cara and I both sigh and then look over at each other and laugh. I smile warmly at her, watching the sunlight on her warm skin, the breeze tangling in her copper hair and pulling it across her face.
 
   “Gabriel, you spoil all my fun,” Alistair complains bluntly.
 
   Cara looks back at him in confusion, and so I clear up, teasing, “Ah yes. Alistair here asked for permission to court you this morning.”
 
   Cara’s face turns to astonishment, and she looks right at me, glaring. “I hope you had good enough sense not to answer him,” she retorts.
 
   I laugh. “Of course.”
 
   Cara snarls over at Alistair who is giving me a rotten look. “Unlike the women here in Cerulean and apparently Flora as well, where I come from, a woman does not belong to anyone.”
 
   He laughs and then says, “Well, how then, my lovely, does a man from Inferno tell a woman that he is interested in her and seeks to know her better?”
 
   At that, Scarlet blushes, but then her face falls, and her eyes move away from us both. “He does not…” she says softly. Alistair seems curious, and Cara looks back up at him and gives him a small, sad smile. I glare at Alistair for bringing up such a painful subject and take Cara’s hand, squeezing it gently. She looks over at me and smiles reassuringly, before looking back to Alistair. “In Inferno, the children are betrothed at a very young age. I was a newborn when I was betrothed to my Dai’lyn who was a few years older…”
 
   “And…your Dai’lyn died?” he asks, a bit serious.
 
   She gives a single nod. “When we were young…I told him not to go. He had leave to stay home but…he went anyways…”
 
   Now this I have never heard before. “You never spoke of this, Cara…why did he not stay?”
 
   She shrugs. “His father had died shortly before…I suppose he wanted revenge…I can understand that.”
 
   Alistair puzzles and asks, “Well, why did he have leave to stay? Was he injured?”
 
   Cara swallows, and I watch her closely, catching the pulse pounding in her throat, her short breaths. “No…” she answers softly, and for a moment, I do not think she will speak again. “Because…I was with child…” Neither Alistair nor I say a word. Cara shakes her head, shakes away the tears, clearing her throat and standing. With a short laugh, she says, “Don’t touch that food until you’ve washed.” She turns and runs after the two little ones, joining in their play. Alistair and I watch her for a moment before we finally look at each other. Alistair looks guiltily at me, like a kicked pup, and I just sigh and drag myself to my feet.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Seven
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   I do not enjoy speaking of things long past and gone, and I rather dislike them being brought up again. I suppose that I could have always lied or refused to answer, but then that would have only made things worse. I know Gabriel well enough to know that he will leave me alone, at least for now, but I know not of Alistair. He amuses me, but he also annoys me greatly. I can never decide if he is serious or merely in jest, and accusing him of either will lead to his defense of the other. I would call him facetious except I do not think he means harm, and so I will simply settle with calling him irksome and unpredictable.
 
   The children are exhausted after their play. They wore themselves out thoroughly and collapse as soon as I get them inside, bathed, and changed. They’re in the other room now, Zsoka wrapped up in a cocoon of covers and Enté snuggled against her with no covers at all and only a pair of pants. At least this weather is mild enough that while both Inferno and Crystalice suffer some discomfort, neither race is severely bothered.
 
   I, on the other hand, am still recovering, which is why I decided to stoke a fire in my room and why I sit before it now. I bathed the salt off my skin and changed into a long-sleeved cotton dress and slacks underneath. It’s not really anything appropriate to go out in—at least not in this country—but it’s comfortable for me now. I rub my face and sigh wearily, staring into the fire. There are a few hours yet until dinner and longer still until nightfall, but my body aches, and my mind is almost numb. 
 
   We haven’t spoken of it—Gabriel and I—but we both know that something is going to change…and I only wish I knew what. He and Enté are the only things keeping me anchored here. I stayed because of them. Because I love them. Because I cannot leave. But…if I should part with them…I will have nothing to anchor me here. But I also have no place to go…Inferno is my home—my birthplace—but…what is left for me there either? Will I join the army again and take up arms against men like Ckai’ten and Claque? Would I slay Petara’s husband, Bronx’s father? What of Heather’s children?
 
   I bury my face in my hands and sigh heavily, clenching my eyes tightly and feeling tears behind the lids. In my hands, I clutch the wooden wolf, Fenrir, that Tam gave me. For the first time in my life…I am lost…
 
   There is a soft knock at my door, and I pick my head up. I rub my face and ask wearily, “Who is it?”
 
   A moment of hesitation and then, “It is only I…”
 
   Gabriel.
 
   I sigh and look down at my knees, trying to decide if I wish to speak with him or not. It couldn’t hurt. “Enter.” He pushes the door open quietly, slowly, and he steps inside with his head down and his shoulders slumped. My heart kicks up in alarm, and I scramble to my feet as he pushes the door closed. “Gabriel…what—”
 
   “It is the White Fang…” he says wearily, and I notice a piece of parchment in his hand. I go to him and touch his arm with one hand, taking the letter with the other. Before I can read it, he unveils its contents: “They’ve been mostly harmless…protests in the streets…things of that nature. When we left, they had started attacking royal caravans… which is why I insisted upon the plain carriage and the small party…but now…”
 
   “What have they done?” I ask, my voice barely higher than a whisper, and I touch his face. He flinches from the heat, his cheek chilly beneath my hand, but then he rests the weight of it against my palm and looks at me with pale, empty eyes.
 
   “They grabbed Tam in the market…no one noticed he was missing until nightfall…they found him the next morning…” I snatch my hand back and cover my mouth with it, backing away from him and shaking my head slowly. No…no… “He had a stake in his chest…pinning a piece of paper with ‘traitor’ written on it…hundreds of people saw it…”
 
   I can do nothing but stare at him as he stands by the door. I find the hearth once again and hit my knees. Gabriel jumps, moving towards me, but when he sees that I am fine, he hesitates to go too near the fire. Instead, I sit on my knees, my hands holding me up as I stare at the wooden floor. Tears drip from my eyes and lashes. Some run down my nose and drop from the tip of it. My world spins and blurs, and I choke out a sob.
 
   This is my fault…it was because Heather was helping me. Because she took care of me. Because he protected me. They killed him because of me. 
 
   “Gabriel…” I cry, covering my face with my hand and gasping in a breath before crying again.
 
   He watches me for a moment, caught up in his own pain, bottled up inside of him. Finally, he goes to the bed and grabs the quilt, pulling it off. He sits down against the bed, some distance from the fire, and he lays the quilt over him. “Come here, Cara…” he says softly. I look up at him past my tears and sputter out another cry before going to him. He wraps me up in the quilt, protecting me from his cold and he from my heat. He holds me there, laying his head on mine as I sob uncontrollably against his shoulder, and after a moment, I can feel him trembling as well. He buries his face in my copper hair and sucks in little breaths, shaking against me. His arms tighten, and I nestle myself against him, bundled up in the quilt.
 
   There is another knock, soft, and I pick up my head, having quieted some. “W-Who is it?” I call, a tremor in my voice from my shaking.
 
   “Scarlet?” Alistair asks. “Are you alright, lass? It’s Alistair. The children are out here too.”
 
   I sniffle and rub my face clean. With a muffled voice, I say, “Come in.” I do not mind showing the children that adults feel pain and hurt too, but I never want them to feel like we are ever out of control. They need us to be in control, to protect them, to make them think the world is a safe place.
 
   Alistair opens the door, and Gabriel picks his head up from my shoulder and watches Alistair stand there with Zsoka and Enté looking inward timidly. I smile faintly, sadly. “It’s okay…come on in, my little loves.”
 
   Zsoka and Enté head towards us hesitantly, and Alistair steps inside, shutting the door quietly. I open the quilt for Zsoka to snuggle up with me, and Enté sits beside us. Gabriel wraps an arm around him and hugs him to us in our little bundle of misery while Alistair stands awkwardly by the door. Normally, I might care, but it hurts too much right now, and my brain is in a fog. “What’s tha matter?” Zsoka asks softly, reaching up and wiping some tears off my face. It’s somewhat of an uncomfortable feeling, for her hands are small and clammy, but it’s sweet and it makes me smile a little.
 
   “One of our friends has died…” I say softly.
 
   “Oh…” She sits quietly again, laying her cheek against my chest. 
 
   Gabriel is alarmingly quiet for a while before looking to Alistair. Alistair understands more than the children, and he watches us both, looking for some sort of answer. But there is nothing more we can say. The four of us sit there and hold each other, and only Gabriel and I feel the finite limit to our time together. The children lay innocently against us, quiet and unsure of what is happening. It is not merely Tam’s death that has us frightened. The White Fang are growing bolder and more aggressive. They’ve moved from petty disputes to vandalism and now…to murder. Things are spinning out of control. 
 
   After a moment, I sigh and unwrap Zsoka, kissing her brow. “The adults need to talk…” I say softly to her. “Can you and Enté go play outside?”
 
   Zsoka watches me quietly. “Okay…” And she begins to get up, Enté as well. Gabriel and I sit up, watching them both.
 
   “Stay away from the cliffs,” Gabriel says softly to Enté.
 
   “And away from Lady Cynthia,” I warn, giving a little nod to Zsoka.
 
   “What about Miss Heather?” Enté asks. “Can she come play too?”
 
   I wince, and I feel Gabriel suck in a breath. “For right now…go play on your own, alright?” Heather doesn’t know yet…I don’t know when Gabriel plans on telling her, either. It is not safe for her in Crystalice anymore. My thoughts go to Mairi, her pregnant daughter, and Delana, who is barely ten.
 
   I am quiet for too long, and a heavy silence fills the room as the children get up. “Come on, babes,” Alistair says with a grin and opens the door. “Go on out and play.”
 
   I look up at Alistair and say softly, “Will you…ask one of our guards to keep watch over them?” There are people everywhere, so I do not really worry for them, even as young as they are. I just…I want to make sure someone is specifically watching over them.
 
   “Aye,” he says with a nod. “O’course.” And he steps out of the room for a moment, leaving Gabriel and I alone in our silence. Gabriel’s arms go around me again after a moment, and he buries his face against my neck, just breathing quietly.
 
   I can feel him sweating, though, so I sigh and kiss his brow before sliding out of his hold. I leave the quilt where it lay and return to the fire, sitting inches from it and wrapping my arms around my legs. Gabriel puts the quilt back on the bed and goes to the balcony, opening the doors and letting in a fresh, cool breeze where he basks. I watch him, sitting before the fire. I cannot fathom what goes through his mind.
 
   “Why…” I say softly, “Why are they doing this?”
 
   He sighs a long, slow sigh and rubs his face, not looking at me. “Many reasons…Do not blame yourself. You are only one small piece of their anger. They are tired of war, and food is scarce…they decided it was better to attack their own people than go to war with the enemy…” He looks back at me and gives a small, apologetic smile. I shake my head. I understand. He sighs and looks outside once more. “Tell me, Cara…is Inferno just as bad off?”
 
   I look at him for a moment, wanting to assure him that Inferno suffers as well, that our people grow restless and only fear of my father keeps them in their place. People are tired of dying, tired of losing sons and fathers and husbands. Food is always hard to come by for a country so populated as ours and with people who eat as often as us. But I shake my head at him and say somberly, “I will not speak of Inferno…” I cannot, not even to ease his fear.
 
   He smiles faintly, unoffended. “I have told you of our trials.” 
 
   I give him a sour look. “I cannot go running home to tell the armies. What am I going to do with the information? You are the Crown Prince and a very competent military strategist.”
 
   He nods slowly. “Point taken.” Sighing, his eyes go back to the blue sky and what might be a rain storm on the horizon. “You could…you know…”
 
   My eyes are on the fire at my side, flickering and dancing wistfully. “Could what?” I ask glumly.
 
   “Run home…”
 
   I look over at him, frowning. He doesn’t look at me. “It is not as though I guard you carefully any longer…it would be easy…and you are healthy. You could cross through Flora and hide in Inferno territory until you reach an army or the Den…”
 
   I study him in silence for a long moment, then turn my head away to look at the fire once more. “I could…”
 
   “Why haven’t you?” his voice is soft, but frustrated. I can hear it. I glance to him. Does he want me to run away? To escape this place and go home? I can’t make sense of him in this mood.
 
   I watch him, although it is impossible to know what he is thinking when his back is to me. So I lay my chin on my knees. “I almost did once…at Petara’s banquet…”
 
   “Out in the gardens?” he asks, turning to look at me. I am watching the fire again.
 
   “Yes…”
 
   He hesitates. “And…the only reason you stayed was… the attacker?”
 
   I smile faintly. I’m tempted to tell him yes. “No…I was planning on Shifting and jumping the wall. I got partly undressed but…I changed my mind and started pulling my gloves back on when he hit me…”
 
   He stands in the glow of the fading sunlight, and beyond him, I can hear the scream of a seagull and the crash of the heady waves against the rocks below. “What stopped you?”
 
   My eyes linger on the fire, but I turn my head after a moment and look up to him, standing there with his white hair tied behind him and dressed in a silver doublet and gray pants. “You.” He shows no reaction to me. Nothing. Only watches me quietly, listening to my words, and I turn my face to the fire once again. “You and Enté…”
 
   After a moment, he sighs. “And…if we were not with you?”
 
   I close my eyes, the flames at my face, the faint breeze against my legs. It rustles through my hair, and I lean closer to the fire. “I do not know…”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Eight
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   There is another quiet knock, but Alistair does not wait for permission before opening the door and slipping inside. He looks to us, his expression pensive but not quite as somber as mine and Cara’s. He clears his throat a bit and says, “I’ve got two guards keeping eyes on the children. They’re out in the courtyard running around.”
 
   “Good.” I nod and sigh, looking to Cara who is watching the flames once more.
 
   For a long while, none of us speak. I imagine that Alistair must feel awkward with this entire thing. He does not understand the weight of what we feel. He can empathize, I’m sure. But this does not really affect him as it does with us. He is the first to break the silence. “So…what’s your plan, Gabe?”
 
   I glance to him. I really wish I knew. Rubbing my face, I shut the doors to the balcony so that it doesn’t chill the room and go to sit at the breakfast table. Alistair leans back against the entry door, crossing his ankles and his arms and watching us both, Cara’s back to him. “I do not know… originally, I had planned on Scarlet staying here.” Cara glances at me, probably because it is the first time I have said her name. She just lowers her chin to her knees once more, staring off blankly. “But…I had not realized Cynthia’s hatred for the Inferno ran so deep…I’ve spoken with her and the lord…they’ve more or less stated that she and Zsoka are no longer welcome here.” I shrug. “I could always order them but…that is not a healthy situation right now…”
 
   Alistair rubs his face, sighing. “And she cannot return with you?”
 
   I shake my head. “Even without these new developments, the cold is detrimental to her. Perhaps with enough Magik and modifications to the castle, we could make her somewhat comfortable but…that combined with the recent attacks…no…it is not safe there at all.”
 
   “Not for Gabriel either,” she says softly, and our eyes go to where she sits. “They see him as protecting me…and they resent him. They want justice…my being there would only make things worse…he might end up with a full-scale rebellion in a few years.”
 
   Alistair’s eyes jump to me. “You really think it would go that far?”
 
   I sigh and spread out my hands before crossing my arms. “I do not know, Ali…but Scarlet is correct…she may not be the cause of this, but her presence at the castle is a large source of animosity among my family, the staff, and the people as well. And we won’t even mention the aristocracy.”
 
   He grimaces. As the Duke of Maeghdra, he has had much to deal with. There is no king of Flora, only clan leaders, lords, overseen by gentry. There are three dukes and five earls under them. Without a singular ruler, persuasion and sometimes blackmail has become the currency of power, and Alistair is very adept at both. I smile faintly at his empathetic gesture and ask, thinking suddenly, “Alistair… how are the views of Inferno in Flora?”
 
   He seems confused at the question, but then his brows go up. “Eh, they’re fair. We’ve not had much dealings with them. No battles between us, really. I don’t think they’re well received,  seeing as how we lend Cerulean our soldiers, but they’re not hated.”
 
   I nod slowly and look to Cara. “Could I send her with you?”
 
   Her head shoots up, and she glares at me, frowning.
 
   Alistair gives a nervously cheeky smile and says, “I’d not mind the lass’ company but…it’s not quite proper for either for us to be in each other’s company without some clear… reason.”
 
   Cara gives him a nasty look and snaps, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   I sigh. “Flora is different, Cara. They’re…their own breed of culture.” Alistair raises his brows to me. “Flora take reputation and status very seriously. Everyone has a very clear role and if one is not given, it will be prescribed. If you just left with Alistair and went home with him, they would assume you were his lover.”
 
   She frowns a bit, clearly not happy with the idea but still not understanding. “And that’s…bad?”
 
   I almost wish she could see the shade of red Alistair turns, and I almost smile. “Flora do not have lovers, Cara. They take a mate. Only one. If that mate dies, they never remarry. They never have any lover other than their mate either. So with the assumption that you were Alistair’s lover, that would make him ineligible to ever marry, and that would also say something about you. That would effectively mean that you were not worthy of being a wife and therefore your status would be similar to a prostitute.”
 
   She frowns at me. “How can they have prostitutes if they only ever sleep with a mate?”
 
   Alistair grimaces. “Well…you’re comparing an ideal to reality, lass. There are still several men who never take a mate and who merely sleep with prostitutes…and unfortunately a select few who have a mate and lover.” He shakes his head. “But those men are highly disrespected and usually only found in the more rural areas since most polite society won’t tolerate them.” She looks to him with a frown and nods slowly. Alistair shrugs and continues, “And you’re a bonny thing, Scarlet, but I’ve no mind to be married quite so soon.” He winks at her, and I frown. Cara just stares back at him with this bland, annoyed sort of look.
 
   I sigh and shake my head. “What of Zsoka?” she asks.
 
   I look up, my brain still on the atrocity of Cara marrying Alistair. “Zsoka marry Alistair?”
 
   She gives me a horrified look and snaps, “No.” She sighs and looks back to Alistair. “But she needs a guardian. I am assuming you do not mean to leave her as Cynthia’s ward.”
 
   I sigh and Alistair gives an apologetic smile. “Aye, lass…but I’m not exactly a suitable guardian. I don’t have the time to be minding a little one. My mother runs my household and I mind the politics and military. We’ve got female servants but…they all have other jobs. And I don’t know of any who could take care of an Inferno child.”
 
   She frowns, watching him. Suddenly, she looks to me, “What of me?” Her eyes snap back to Alistair. “Is there some…status associated with raising a child?”
 
   Alistair’s brows go up, and he grins at her. “Aye, aye there is. A nurse.”
 
   I nod, following the conversation. “Would it be appropriate then if I were to make Zsoka your ward and Scarlet to accompany you as her Inferno nurse?”
 
   Alistair grins. “Ack, I’m sure there will be a little fuss over it, but it shouldn’t cause too much of a stir. Everyone knows how close I was to Thomas. It makes sense that I would take in the wee lass.”
 
   I smile, but it doesn’t quite reach my eyes. I nod slowly, looking over to Cara who is looking at nothing once more, staring out at the wooden floor. “Does that suit you, Cara?” Her eyes lift to mine. “To go to Flora with Zsoka and Alistair as a servant in his household?”
 
   Alistair winces. “You’ll not quite be a servant, lass. Zsoka is really your only care.”
 
   She shakes her head. “Servant or not does not bother me.” She looks to me and nods. “Yes…that is acceptable… and…you and Enté…?”
 
   I give a faint smile, crestfallen. “We…will return to Crystalice.”
 
   Alistair watches us both for a while, unspoken thoughts in his eyes. After a moment, he looks to Cara and says, “The Duke of Karnei has a castle very near the border…I spend a good deal of time there…and Gabe usually comes down once a year or so as well. I’m sure he could bring Enté.”
 
   She looks over to him, studying him for a long moment, and her face is turned from me so that I cannot read her expression. Alistair smiles a bit though, so I assume she seems pleased, and she nods. “That would be nice…I’ve grown rather attached to him.” Indeed she has…her leaving will break Enté’s heart. Cara sighs and rubs her eyes again. She must be tired. “What of Heather? Will she return with Enté as well?”
 
   I cringe a bit and sigh. “I am sure that she will want to return to Crystalice to see her family at least…whether or not she stays there is her own decision…” Cara watches me and then sighs and nods slowly, turning her eyes away. I look to Alistair who studies her quietly and say, “Thank you, Alistair…none of this is your burden to bear…but I greatly appreciate you looking after them for me.”
 
   He gives a faint smile, as if knowing how much it pains me to leave something I value in another’s care because I cannot take care of her myself. “Of course, brother. I will keep them safe.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Nine
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   I slept almost as soon as the men left my room, exhausted. I suppose it comes as no surprise then that I slept straight through dinner and woke in the middle of the night hungry and wide awake. I pull a robe on over my dress and step into a pair of slippers before leaving my room. A guard stands watch in the hall, and I greet him with a tired smile, holding out my hand and letting a little ball of fire light the space.
 
   “Is anything amiss, lady?” he asks me.
 
   I shake my head. “Only hungry. Is there food in the kitchens?”
 
   He gives a single nod. “More as like. Not much, but probably some bread and fruits at least.”
 
   I incline my head and yawn, moving towards the stairs. “Alright then. I’ll be back shortly.” Down in the kitchens, there is in fact bread and fruit along with some cured meats, I suppose from dinner that night. I eat my fill and sip on a bit of ale to wash everything down and perhaps help me get back to sleep even though I’m not the least bit tired.
 
   The guard is there when I trudge my way back up the stairs and to my own hallway, and I greet him with a quiet murmur, to which he replies, “Good rest, my lady.” I almost reach my room when I notice the glow of light coming from two doors down. I pause and look to it. Gabriel’s room. My eyes go to the window and out to the night sky. It must be hours from morning yet…surely he’s not awoken early…or did he ever go to sleep?
 
   With the little fireball in my hand, I head to his room and knock quietly before opening the door. Gabriel’s room is dark except for an orb illuminated by his desk where he sits. I shut the door behind me, and he looks up at me wearily. His hair is strewn all about, his shirt discarded on the floor, dark circles under his eyes. I shake my head a bit and smile faintly at him, watching as he stands and ties his hair back out of his way. “Cara…you’re up late.”
 
   “I went to bed early,” I say softly, barely more than a whisper, and I move over to him, extinguishing the ball of fire. “Have you even slept yet?”
 
   He grunts a bit and greets me with a hand to my hip and a kiss to my brow as I look at his desk and the papers strewn there. “No. I am in the middle of writing the formal documents for Zsoka becoming Alistair’s ward. I wrote letters to my mother and father informing them as well. I’ve written a formal letter to Alistair to take in case any of the other gentry question him.” He sighs and rubs his face, scratching at his eyes almost. I smile faintly and take his wrists, pulling his hands away from his face.
 
   “That’s enough for one night…” I say softly, and he gives a tired smile.
 
   “Not quite. I’m getting reports of Inferno troops spotted at the border. They’re pushing further into Cerulean. I need to send a correspondence to Cla—” I lay my fingers over his lips gently, and the words die in his throat.
 
   “Come to bed, Gabriel,” I whisper, tugging him towards the large, oak bed waiting nearby.
 
   He sighs, giving me an exasperated look. “Cara…I have work to do.”
 
   “You’re useless like this,” I say simply, untying my robe and leaving it on the floor. That gets his attention and his eyes go a little wider. He swallows. “And as much as I don’t enjoy the thought of helping the enemy, in your state, you’re likely to give orders that’ll get your whole army killed.” His mouth shuts firmly and he glares at me. I just smirk at him and take his wrist again, drawing him closer and finding his mouth with mine.
 
   He sighs against me, a rush of frigid air against my lips, and my mouth fastens to his. He’s so cold that it sends shivers down my spine, and I wonder if my touch burns him. Like sipping a hot drink before it’s cold. If it hurts him, I can’t tell, for he continues sipping like he plans to devour me. I smile a bit and draw him near, the coldness of him penetrating my cotton dress and freezing my skin. He’s panting after a moment and beginning to sweat, his arms around me, one hand on my rump, the other on my back, pulling me closer.
 
   I’m shivering and gasping for breath, trying to heat up my cold lips and tongue. I look up at him and smile, laughing. He smiles at me. I can’t imagine making love to him would be anywhere near comfortable or perhaps even pleasurable, but I’m tempted to find out anyways. But I don’t. I drag him into bed with me and wrap myself up in every blanket in the room before settling myself at his side. He stays out from under the covers completely with his gray slacks on and throws an arm over me, pulling me near him. I smile and snuggle up against him as best as I actually can.
 
   “How long will Alistair stay here?” I murmur softly in the dark room, the orb flickering low.
 
   He sighs, and I can faintly feel his thumb rubbing back and forth over my back above all of the covers. “Mmm he said probably for a month more…he has work to do here as well. Many Flora live in this area.”
 
   “Hm…” I murmur in acknowledgement and close my eyes, comforted in the presence of his coldness so near to mine. I smile a bit.  “Sleep well, Gabriel…”
 
   He doesn’t move or speak for a while, but after the orb has gone out entirely and I am nearly asleep, he murmurs, “Sleep well, Cara…”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty
 
   Scarlet
 
    
 
   “Art cold, sweetheart?” Alistair asks as I check the saddle on my horse and pat his cheek. 
 
   I look over at him. The day is still new, sunlight not even having pierced the sky yet. Everything is still a pale, grayed blue. We stand in the stables together with our mounts. Our two guards are waiting outside with theirs, all suited and ready. I check my bags, making sure they’re secure, and I say softly, “Only a bit. I’m fine.” Zsoka is waiting inside by the fire.
 
   He goes silent, just watching me quietly, and then he touches my arm. I look up to him curiously, my golden eyes almost glowing in the darkness. “Do you hate me, Scarlet?…taking you like this?”
 
   I study him for a moment, then smile and shake my head. “No, Alistair. I don’t hate you…I am merely tired…” He stands by my side and waits patiently as I search for words. “Moving here to there…a new home, a new life, new people, new customs…I am merely tired…I miss Inferno.”
 
   “Ah,” he says and nods slowly. “And…what waits for you there?”
 
   Glancing over at him, I consider his words and study his green eyes. “I don’t know,” I tell him honestly, taking my horse’s reins and holding them loosely in my hand. The stallion is content to abide me. “I have few friends living…my only family is my father…I…I really do not know what my place is there either…”
 
   He smiles faintly, sadly. “Ah, lass…it grieves my heart sore, it does.” He sighs and touches my chin, lifting my face up a bit. “Mayhaps you can find one in Flora. I’ll be by your side. I give you my word.”
 
   I smile faintly. “You’re just trying to show off. You may be a virgin, Alistair, but you love the ladies just fine.”
 
   With flare, Alistair puts a hand to his heart. “Ack! My lass, you wound me! Surely there is no other face but yours, no other name on my tongue!”
 
   I laugh and shove him, my mood lightening some. “Get out of here, fiend!”
 
   He laughs warmly and winks at me, leading his horse out as I follow behind. 
 
   The Lord and Lady Marine have managed to avoid my company for the past month, which is just as well. With Alistair gone most of the day and Gabriel gone intermittently through the weeks, it’s best that we’ve avoided each other. But they are awake and in the courtyard, seeing off the parties leaving. Gabriel will remain with Enté for another week before leaving, but Alistair insisted that we really couldn’t stay away from Flora any longer.
 
   Zsoka apparently abandoned the warmth inside for her pony, probably not wanting to be near Cynthia. I smile knowingly at her and help her up onto the pony, making sure she’s secure and steady. “Don’t fall off now,” I tell her. “If you get sleepy, just let me know, and you can ride with me, alright?”
 
   She nods and yawns. “I’m awake.”
 
   I give her a dubious look but smile a bit, turning my attention to the others. Gabriel and Alistair talk quietly among themselves off to the side, and so for now, I let them be. “How long until we reach Maeghdra?” I ask one of the Flora escorts who looks over at me with a little nod of acknowledgement.
 
   “A bit less than a fortnight,” he assures me. “We’ll most likely stop in Karnei to rest for a night.”
 
   I nod slowly and sigh. “Alright then. Alistair!” He glances over at me, and I mount up on my horse.
 
   He flashes me a grin and calls, “Art jealous, sweetheart? Don’t worry, I’ll be with you in jus’ a wee moment!”
 
   I roll my eyes and shake my head, but I smile and get used to being on horseback once more. The horse is calm and agreeable to my presence despite my heat, and I pat his neck lovingly. Looking to Zsoka, I say, “Don’t worry, love. The pony will follow the rest of the horses. Just stay on, alright?”
 
   She nods, eager to get going. “I’m cold…”
 
   Smiling sympathetically, I reach down and pull her hood up over her head. “Better?”
 
   She nods a bit, and I look back over to see Alistair and Gabriel clap each other on the back before Alistair heads towards the horses. “Ack, sorry, love. I’m set to go. Is everyone ready?” The guards agree and mount up, and Alistair follows suit on his black and white stallion. He pats the horse’s neck and grins to me, coming up to my side. “If you get tired, Scarlet, you can always ride with me. I’llna let you fall while you sleep.” He winks.
 
   I laugh and turn my horse towards the road. “Try me much more, Alistair, and I’ll push you off that horse.”
 
   Gabriel shakes his head at us both, coming up to my horse and checking the saddle. “Try not to kill each other,” he says with an exasperated sigh.
 
   I look down at him and smile softly, sadly. “Be careful, Gabriel…soon, they’ll be coming after you.”
 
   He gives a severe nod. “I know. I won’t give them the satisfaction of killing me.”
 
   Laughing sleepily, I say, “Yes…I do believe I hold that right. If you let them take it from me, I’ll be cross.”
 
   “Ah, well…” he trails off, smiling faintly. “I’d hate to see you cross, Cara. I suppose I’ll have to stay alive.”
 
   My smile is a little warmer, and Alistair sighs. “Och, we need to leave. That alright with you two?” We both shoot him a nasty look, which makes him laugh, and I shake my head, following Alistair out of the courtyard when Gabriel backs away from the horses. Enté will wake soon…I won’t be there to tell him good morning…
 
   “I’m right here, Scarlet,” Alistair says quietly, not looking at me. He gives a ghost of a smile, looking straight ahead. “It’s not the end, lass…only the beginning.”
 
   And so we ride…away from Ocarine. Away from the man I love and from the child I call mine. Away from the cold and the past, away from death. We ride on to Flora…
 
   Onward to my new beginning.
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