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        “Envy eats nothing but its own heart.”

        - German proverb

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Grandmother?” Taking a deep breath, I rested my hand on the elderly woman’s shoulder.

      She didn’t turn to face me. Instead, she just stared out the window. The tightness in her shoulders relaxed the smallest amount when I called my element – Air.

      Silently, I prayed for the element to release her tension. I hoped it would coax her into being honest with me.

      I had taken a chance coming here. Being back in the home of my grandmother gave me an uneasy feeling. For the first six years of my life, I had been raised in this cold, lifeless mansion as Miles Drygen. It wasn’t until I went to live with the Stones, that I began to understand what family meant. I was immediately welcomed, and they made me feel at home.

      At the Drygen Mansion, I’d been taught to only speak when spoken to. They emphasized focusing my mind on becoming an educated young man and to always use proper etiquette. In all the time I was here, I could only remember a handful of tender moments with my Grandmother Drygen.

      Blanche Drygen was a complete contrast to my maternal grandmother, Mae Veracor. My first introduction to Mae started with her insisting I call her Gram. Of course, both women were beautiful and intelligent. However, where Grandmother Drygen was always formal and icy towards me, Gram wrapped me in love for the brief hours I spent with her.

      Even though Gram truly was a stranger to me, her death cut me to my core. This small glimmer of love had awoken my heart. I decided, then, that I would never be a Drygen. Instead, I would become the man Gram would want me to be.

      I not only felt loved by this new family, but they taught me about the Goddess Danu and the elemental magic she had gifted our families with. I learned, like Mara, that I had a connection to Air, not just the scary dark magic the Drygen maid, Hazel, had taught me to hide.

      “I know you hear me, Grandmother,” I said forcefully. “I want to talk to you about our family. I need to know more about him. I need to explain —”

      “He was a good man, Miles,” she said, interrupting me. “He just never knew how to break the bindings she put on him.”

      I stood still, not wanting to stop her from talking. If I listened quietly, she might tell me what I needed to know. She might tell me why the Drygen family had become so dark and cruel. Why they had betrayed the Goddess Danu.

      “It was all because of their ridiculous promise to Protect the Magic,” she sneered. “If they would have just left it alone, things could have been different. If they would have said, ‘No, thank you’, they could have lived a happy mortal life.” Her shoulders slumped, and she sighed. “No, that isn’t true. The truth is, it all had to happen, or Jameson would never have known I existed.”

      Kneeling next to her, I softly touched her cheek. Her eyes glistened with tears. “Please, tell me why our family is so cursed, Grandmother. I killed him. I need to know. Am I bad?”

      “You are from Mae’s blood. The Silver line has drowned out any drop of Drygen you had left in you,” she said softly. Her words were not hateful. Instead, she sounded full of regret. “Please, get me a sweater from my room, and I will tell you how the Drygens became cursed to never truly love.”
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      My mother sold her soul to the Goddess of Winter, and mine along with it.

      Camille Drygen was Starten’s most powerful woman, and I was my mother’s biggest disappointment. As she brushed my black hair, I could almost feel her eyes boring into the back of my head. I clenched my jaw and closed my eyes as the bristles dug into my scalp.

      “You have embarrassed me for the last time, Blanche Adriana Drygen,” she hissed. “Roger will have nothing to do with you after such an outburst. Do you want to be a spinster? Do you want to end up alone and penniless?”

      Grabbing my shoulders roughly, she forced me to turn and face her. Her hazel eyes locked on my violet ones. Her eyes held more than anger. I could sense her fear.

      “You cannot marry me off to get rid of me. I am barely nineteen years old and far from a spinster, Mother. We have plenty of money, more than anyone can ever need. Why do you insist on trying to send me away with such horrible old men? Roger Kingston is almost sixty years old. What kind of husband would he make?” I argued.

      “He is a well-respected businessman, and stop exaggerating. He is only fifty-three years old, not to mention handsome and physically fit. There is no reason for your disdain. I have done nothing but try to protect you. Why can’t you believe me?” My mother asked, cupping my face. “You have no idea what I have done to protect you. Everything I have given up.”

      “Mother, I know you lost your elemental magic, but that has nothing to do with me. Besides, why does this matter? You don’t need it anymore. We have plenty of money, and you are the most influential woman in this town.”

      My mother had told me how she and her three friends saved a goddess and were gifted with elemental magic. Her friends were so jealous of her that they bound her Fire magic. She never forgave them and especially despised Genevieve Silver.

      Viv, as the girls called her, had always been the leader of their small group. Of course, my mother didn’t follow readily, but like the others, she usually relented to the calming guidance of their friend. In the end, Viv had been the one who decided to take my mother’s magic.

      “Blanche, do you see your father?” My mother threw her hands dramatically into the air.

      “Of course not, he’s dead. Why would you say such a horrible thing?” I asked, glaring at her. Bringing up my father to prove a point confirmed she was a cruel person.

      “My decision to go against her is the reason I lost my magic. It is the reason your father and your brothers are not here today. It is my fault! I am to blame. Their deaths were no accident. The machinery at the cannery did not cause the explosion.” My mother paced, back and forth, behind me. “She warned me. She gave me a chance to listen, and I ignored her words. She took their lives as payment for my disrespect.”

      Finally, my mother collapsed into a chair and weakly said, “She has told me you will be next if you don’t produce a powerful child – and soon.”

      I paled at her words. “What do you mean? Who are you afraid of? I don’t understand what you are trying to tell me.”

      “I need to see you married and with child – sooner than later. This is the only way. It will buy us time.”

      I stood up and went to my mother. “I don’t understand. Who are you talking about? Why is she targeting our family?”

      Our gazes locked. I could see the desperation in her eyes. She let out a long sigh before finally speaking.

      “When I was seventeen, Snowystra approached me after an elemental blessing with my friends. She told me she was Danu’s sister and she had come to warn me. The goddess said the decision had been made to remove the magic from all four of us. The deities felt we had been too careless with the gift.”

      My mother shook her head. “Snowystra told me that of all the girls, I shouldn’t be punished. I should be allowed to keep my magic. If I pledged loyalty to her, I would not only have my strong Fire magic, but she would bless me with the magic of Winter, as well. I accepted her gift naively. I didn’t know she was a cruel goddess.”

      My mother stopped as if it pained her to go on. I gently touched her hand.

      “As her cold magic ran through my veins, the joy I once felt from Danu’s gift was gone,” she spoke in a whisper. “I blamed my friends for how my life turned out, even though I knew it was my own fault. They had kept their promise, but I was the one who was so full of greed I couldn’t see the truth.”

      “Why have you never told me this? Why have I never seen your magic?” I asked. “You told me yours was bound, and it was Genevieve Silver’s fault.” Frantically, I dug through the drawer of my vanity and pulled out a small candle I had saved from my sixteenth birthday. Holding it out towards my mother, I commanded, “Show me your magic.”

      My mother wrapped her hands around mine. Her eyes filled with tears. My mother was crying. Even when my father died, I hadn’t seen one drop.

      “I cannot,” she said softly. “I told you the truth. My elemental gift was bound and is forever gone.”

      “Show me the gift from Winter then.”

      “No!” The hardened mother I knew so well stood before me, again. The tears in her eyes were gone, and the cold stare of hatred had returned. “I will never use her gift. And, you mustn’t either, Blanche. You will carry the child she wants and turn it over to her. If we give her what she wants, she will release our family from this cursed life.”

      “You can’t be serious? You want me to have a child and give it to her? Mother, I think you’ve lost your mind,” I shouted.

      Slap. The cold sting of her hand across my face brought tears to my eyes.

      Narrowing her eyes, she hissed, “You will listen to my words, Blanche. If you don’t, you will end up like your brothers and father. What’s the big deal? You will marry someone you don’t love. You will give away the child. Then, I will find a way to free you, and you can live a new life. A good life. Maybe even with someone you love.”

      She set the candle down on my vanity table and walked out of the room. Stopping in the doorway, she said, “I am sorry, Blanche. I never wanted your life to be like this. I never wanted my life to turn out this way.” She inhaled deeply, lifting her chin with determination. “You are a beautiful woman. We will try again. You can fix this.”
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        * * *

      

      The dress my mother chose for me was too tight and cut scandalously low. It revealed much more cleavage than I would dare to show on my own. However, she insisted it was necessary. She said I must be every man’s desire in order to make Roger realize the mistake he would make if he didn’t pursue me, again.

      “Tonight is the night. He will be unable to resist you,” she declared.

      My efforts to tempt Roger were futile. He hadn’t even shown up to the dance. I shouldn’t have been surprised, considering this event was aimed at the younger crowd. Even my mother, who lived for all occasions, didn’t make an appearance. Roger’s only reason to attend would be to pursue me or another young woman. I wasn’t sure if I should be offended or relieved.

      I wasn’t going to let Roger be my only option. After all, he wasn’t the only man in Starten. I would find the man I would marry on my own.

      I searched the room for a potential husband, but the selection was grotesque. I refused to settle for an old man, eager to take over my father’s businesses, or a young man with no ambition, except to get me into bed. Feeling frustrated, I had given up and decided to go home when I saw him. My heart fluttered when he smiled and waved at me.

      Chester Veracor stood over six feet tall and had the most enchanting blue eyes. He met every one of my requirements: height, strong build, dark hair, and a strong work ethic. He had his own business making exquisite furniture. Yes, he did manual labor, but I could change that.

      Under my guidance, we could build his small business. He could leave behind the arduous work, which only roughened his hands, and he could teach others instead. He was older – at thirty-four years old – but this meant he would be ready to settle down.

      As Chester walked towards me, he gave me a crooked smile.

      I forgot how charming he could be. One look and I was hooked. My mind filled with dreams of our future. Maybe, I could have love with Chester. I had no doubts we would have a strong child to give to the Goddess. I also knew he would be strong enough to deal with the loss of a child.

      I recalled a conversation from earlier that day. When I asked how I would explain giving away my child, Mother said we would say the baby was stillborn. Whoever my husband was, he would, of course, want to comfort the distraught mother who had lost her newborn.

      My mother was a talented manipulator. It appeared I would soon find out if I had inherited her trait or not.

      “Good evening, Blanche,” Chester greeted in a husky voice. “Would you do me the honor of dancing with me?”

      Giving him a seductive smile, I answered, “I would love to.”

      When Chester took my hand, I felt a tingle of excitement run through me. My future wouldn’t be dark and dreary. It appeared I would fall in love and marry. My mind raced as he twirled me around the dance floor.

      When the song changed to a slower tune, Chester slipped his arms around me, pulling me in closer. I took a deep breath, inhaling the sweet scent of cut wood with a slight hint of vanilla and cinnamon.

      Vanilla and cinnamon? My body tensed as reality hit me. Hours before, he must have been holding Mae Silver close. Her scent was all over him. How could I have been so foolish? Of course, he had been with her. He had been dating her for months.

      When the music stopped, I shrugged out of his arms and curtly said, “Thank you for the dance.”

      As I turned to walk away, he took my hand. “Why are you running off? Don’t you like to dance?”

      “Dancing is fine, Chester. However, I prefer not to engage with taken men. We wouldn’t want to upset Mae,” I responded coldly.

      “Oh, she’s not the jealous type. Come on, dance with me. Maesi would want us to enjoy the party. She’d say her silly cold shouldn’t ruin a nice evening for everyone.” Chester flashed a brilliant smile at me.

      He really had thought it was just a dance between friends. I had been a fool. Once again, Mae Silver would get the last laugh at me and my family.

      “Sweet offer, Chester.” I removed my hand from his. “I think I put in enough babysitting hours, though. Why don’t you ask Janet Ward? She looks desperate for someone to dance with her.”

      With those cruel words, I stormed away from him and outside the building…one of many mistakes I would make because of my temper.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Blanche,” a woman’s voice purred. “I have been hoping to have a small talk with you, darling.”

      The owner of the voice stepped out of a cloud of black mist. A breeze of freezing wind blew ice crystals straight at me. As she walked towards me with long, slow strides, I stared in awe. Her ankle-length dress was made of black crystal. Her snow-white skin shimmered as if she had been dusted with frost. The dress she wore was daring with a plunging crystal-beaded neckline that fell below her belly button. Through long lashes, her blue-grey eyes met mine.

      “Your mother’s dress selection is quite interesting.” The woman trailed her long nails down my cheek. “Has Camille told you about me yet?”

      My body trembled in fear. This is the goddess who killed my brothers. “You are Sn-Snowystra?” I questioned.

      “Good, you do know me. I am so glad silly introductions can be skipped. I must admit I have been quite displeased by your family for some time now, but you have put in a real effort with your dress. Did you scandalize the pure citizens of Starten? How delightful.” Snowystra threw back her head and laughed at her own joke.

      Then, the Goddess narrowed her eyes at me. “Did she tell you why, out of all the girls, I chose her?”

      Her intense stare frightened me. I’m not sure how to answer, so I said nothing.

      “No? Well, I’ll tell you then. She had such potential. She wasn’t swayed by the tranquility of Danu.” The Goddess looked pleased as she explained, “Camille craved passion and success. So, I gave her the greatest gift one could have, and do you know how I have been repaid? I haven’t!” Her smile was replaced with a sneer. “She’s given me nothing in return for the blessings I bestowed upon her.”

      Circling me, I could feel her icy breath on the back of my neck. Gripped in terror, I couldn’t find the words to respond to any of her questions. I shivered.

      “Did she tell you my magic flows through your veins, too?” She placed the palm of her hand on my chest. “The beating of your heart is because I gave it to you.”

      My skin began to burn, and I jerked back.

      With lightning reflexes, Snowystra was suddenly behind me, and she had a tight grip on my hair. She tilted my head and whispered into my ear, “I can stop your life with the blink of my eye.”

      I froze in fear as my lungs painfully filled with sharp icicles. My breathing became labored, and I was consumed with a coldness like I’d never known before. Mercifully, Snowystra released her hold on me, and I dropped to my knees. I panicked, sure she was going to kill me. I clutched my neck as if that simple movement could have done anything to save me.

      “Play dead. Submit,” a silky male voice whispered.

      I had heard this voice before, but where? I had no choice except to listen to his advice. So, I closed my eyes and dropped to the ground. I refused to suck in air. Instead, I accepted the burning pain inside my chest, suppressing my screams as it became excruciating. I heard her cruel laughter ring out as I neared unconsciousness.

      “You are strong,” the wicked Goddess said, sounding amused.

      I’m glad my death pleases you, I thought bitterly.

      Before the darkness could take me, warm air violently rushed into my lungs. I began to cough, choking on the unexpected return of oxygen.

      “Your mother has promised me a child, soon.” Snowystra viciously pointed her finger at me. “You could have given me one many years ago. That Simon boy would have been an adequate choice, but you toyed with him for too long. Wasting your time on finding love is no longer an option. I have chosen Roger Kingston for you.”

      “Why?” The word slipped out before I could stop myself. I immediately regretted my rashness.

      Instead of punishing me for my insolence, the wicked Goddess only cocked a contemptuous eyebrow at me. “He has a strong physique, a sharp mind, and he wants you. You will return to him and convince him you were a fool. You will grovel, if necessary. When he asks for your hand, you will accept.”

      She paused in contemplation. Her expression was one of bored indulgence. “What a ridiculous world you live in. Still, if you must abide by the mortal world’s rules, you will marry the entrepreneur. In the end, you will bring me a child.”

      “But,” I paused.

      Her eyes narrowed, warning me to choose my next words wisely.

      I fidgeted uncomfortably before I finally blurted out, “What if he doesn’t want me anymore?”

      “You really have no idea how easy it is to tempt a human male, do you?” Snowystra threw back her head and laughed. “Go to him, tonight. Beg for his forgiveness. Tomorrow, we will speak, again, but heed my words…Do Not Disappoint Me, Blanche.”

      And, with that, she faded into a wall of black particles that blew away in the wind.

      Swallowing my fear, I sat up. I had lived. She hadn’t killed me. The cruel goddess spared me this time, but…I would have to face her, again. The cold reality hit me, and I wept.

      “You really should clean yourself up if you’re going to convince that Roger guy that you’re sorry,” the silky male voice said.

      Looking up, I found myself staring into the black eyes of the most attractive man I had ever seen in my entire life. Tall, dark, and handsome, my mother would’ve said. I released a long, shaky sigh. “I’m not going there, tonight.”

      “You are foolish if you think she’ll let you get away with disobeying her,” he warned me. His tone was stern, but his eyes were kind.

      “Why do you care?” I snapped.

      “It is the Goddess’ will,” he said, shrugging. “And, I’d hate for anything to happen to you.”

      “I can’t go to Roger’s home this late, anyway. The neighbors will talk,” I explained. “My reputation would be tarnished. So, I have to wait.”

      The stranger’s face filled with a brilliant smile. “You’re avoiding it.”

      “No,” I replied, and he raised his eyebrows at me in disbelief. “Fine, I don’t want to marry him. It would be like marrying my father.”

      “You have no choice. It’s what she wants. Wipe the scowl off your face, Blanche. I’ll escort you to his home. We’ll travel in the shadow of Winter,” he said, holding out his hand towards me. “No one will see you.”

      Though I had never seen him before, I trusted him without question. Something about his presence was comforting and familiar. When our fingers touched, a jolt of electricity ran through me.

      Before I could change my mind, he grasped my hand and pulled me up onto my feet. Our bodies touched for only a moment before he quickly stepped back. As I fixed my dress, he reached out and tucked a loose curl behind my ear.

      Handing me my purse, he said, “Touch up your makeup a bit and he’ll be dazzled.”

      “Why are you helping me? What do you get out of this?”

      “I’ve no ill intentions. If I wanted you hurt, I would’ve let you struggle against her ice when it filled your lungs. I would’ve watched as you writhed and screamed in pain while Snowystra toyed with you. She would’ve played with you longer, giving you just enough air only to take it away, again. It’s her favorite game – to risk the chance of killing her prey.” His words sounded from experience. “If you don’t want my help, I can go.”

      Our eyes locked. I saw his sadness and pain. “I’m sorry. I just don’t understand why you would help me. Won’t she punish you?”

      “No,” he answered. “Several years ago, she sent me to watch over you.”

      “You’ve been watching me?” My eyes widened in surprise.

      “Yes, Blanche.” He smiled, a spark in his eyes. “I know your secrets…the ones you don’t want to admit, even to yourself. I know about your lovely voice and know you refuse to share it with anyone because you don’t think you’re good enough. I know you stare into the night sky, wishing for something, someone to take you away from this life.”

      He chuckled softly. “I even know you hate carrots, but you’re too proper to tell anyone. Instead, you discreetly tuck them into your napkin. Then, you throw the carrots off your balcony for the birds. I look forward to seeing your mischievous smile as you destroy the evidence of your rebellion.”

      “How creepy, to be watching me so intently.” I crossed my arms over my chest and stared accusingly at him. “Do you report my secrets back to her?”

      “Don’t misunderstand me. You have your privacy. I tell her enough to appease her. Your secrets, our secrets, are safe with me.”

      Slightly comforted that he didn’t tell the dark goddess everything, I realized he probably saw more than he should have. “You always watch me? Always?”

      The stranger’s eyes flashed with an understanding of my real question. “Oh no, your modesty has never been in jeopardy. Not once.”

      “What do you mean by our secrets, then?” I asked, feeling confused by his words. This stranger was speaking as if he had already claimed me.

      “You don’t know me, but I know you, Blanche. I’d like you to know me…to trust me.”

      “So, you follow me around and stare in my window? How come I haven’t seen you before? You must really be on her bad list to be stuck watching me.”

      “Quite the opposite, Blanche. I’m one of the Goddess’ high guards. Your family is especially important to her.”

      “Why? I have no magic. She’s wasting her time thinking a child of mine would have anything to offer her.”

      “You doubt yourself. You must learn to trust your instincts and tap into them. I’ll help you,” he promised.

      An idea came to my mind. It was crazy, but nothing in my life seemed rational. “You seem like you want to help me. You already know so much about me. You even know I must give up my child, so there would be no deceit. Why don’t you marry me? It’s the logical answer.”

      “That can never be.” He clenched his jaw.

      “Why? She just wants my child. She didn’t say —”

      “No!” he roared. “The Goddess has chosen who will father the child. She must never know what I’ve told you.”

      Something inside me made me want to calm him. I took his hand, again. The tingly feeling from his touch ran through me, just as it had the first time we touched. “I’ll do as she instructed. I will convince Roger to marry me.”

      The tension in his body lifted. “I’m glad you’re thinking rationally, again. Let me escort you to Mr. Kingston’s house. I will keep watch over you while you go inside.”

      “On one condition,” I replied.

      Scowling, he asked, “What?”

      “You know everything about me, and I don’t even know your name. Tell me your name,” I blurted out.

      The corner of his mouth lifted.

      Once again, I was in awe of how handsome he was. I was struck by his silky black hair and black eyes surrounded by long lashes. Even with heels, I had to look up to stare at his chiseled face and strong jawline. Through his black fitted shirt, I could see his muscles.

      Noticing my inspection, his smile grew larger. “Jameson. She calls me Jameson.”
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      As promised, Jameson led me through town unseen. He held me close to him as we traveled at lightning speed. His magic was exciting.

      My feet never touched the ground. I felt safe in his arms, and being so close to him made me angry. I had this viable option for a husband, right here, and I was being forced to ask forgiveness from a man I detested.

      “He’s a fool if he sends you away,” Jameson said. He released the veil covering us beside the steps to Roger’s home. “I will be here if you need me.”

      Roger answered on my third knock.

      “If it isn’t Miss Drygen,” His words slurred a bit. I assumed the scotch he was holding was not his first.

      “Yes, Roger. I have come to apologize for my behavior the other night. I shouldn’t have acted like a spoiled brat,” I said, shifting my eyes away as if I was too embarrassed to meet his gaze.

      “Yes, you were wrong to act like such a child. Come in, and we can talk.”

      The pit in my stomach grew. There was no backing down. There really was no choice.

      As I entered the house, I looked back to see Jameson watching me. He nodded at me, encouraging me.

      “Have a seat. Would you like a drink?”

      Sitting on the brown leather couch, I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

      “Of course, you would like a drink,” he said, ignoring me and pouring a glass of red wine.

      “Thank you,” I said, accepting it and taking a small sip.

      “Aren’t you full of manners, tonight? Are you going to explain why you were so against my proposal?”

      “I was scared. You are a confident businessman, and I am barely a woman. I didn’t believe I could be the one you needed on your arm. I know, now, I was wrong. Roger, there’s no one else who would be strong enough to be at your side. There’s no other eligible woman in Starten, who would be an asset to a man of your wealth and stature.”

      Roger took the seat next to me and slid closer. “Such a change. Your confidence is seductive, Miss Drygen.”

      “You will find I am more than I appear, once you get to know me,” I said confidently.

      “I must say, I have always found you to be a stunning beauty, but tonight, I am in awe. I will say, seeing you in this dress has made it easier to forgive you. Is it new?”

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a black velvet box and opened it. Nestled in the red satin lining, he held out a silver band lined with small diamonds. In the setting, a white pearl sat next to a diamond.

      “Together, we will expand our businesses, obtain more, and make our mark not only on Starten but the outlying towns. With my drive and your family’s reputation, we’ll be unstoppable. This was my mother’s ring, and I’d be honored if you would wear it…If you would agree to be my partner in business and in life.”

      “It’s lovely,” I said, forcing myself into silence. I was afraid if I tried to talk, I would end up telling him the truth. I would admit that I would never marry him willingly, and I was being forced into this loveless union. He had to know I didn’t love him, even if he didn’t, yet, realize I never would.

      He held it out before slipping it onto my finger. “Have you ever seen a ring like this, Blanche?”

      Never in my life, I thought honestly.

      “I will take your silence as a ‘yes’,” Roger said, sweeping me into his arms and kissing me roughly before I could speak.

      When he finally broke away from my mouth and began kissing my neck, I saw Jameson outside the window.

      He glared at Roger, his jaw clenching.

      I tried to get his attention to tell him it would be ok. However, he only saw the overheated attention I was receiving.

      Suddenly, Jameson held up his fist and slammed it hard against the glass pane, causing it to crack.

      I gasped.

      “What the hell!” Roger yelled, breaking away from me.

      “I think it was a bird,” I said, shifting away from him.

      “We can worry about that later,” he said, leaning back in to kiss me.

      I placed my hand on his chest, stopping his advance. “Roger, we must stop. The neighbors will talk if I don’t leave, soon. Besides, I don’t think I would be able to say no if you continue to kiss me. You don’t want your future wife to be thought of as a harlot, do you? It would not be good for business.”

      “Very wise. Your mother said you had a good head on your shoulders,” he said, kissing my cheek. Then, he stood up and offered me his hand.

      I felt nothing, except dread, but still, I accepted it. His hand was dry. He was a businessman, not a farmer. There was no excuse for this hygienic oversight.

      I wasn’t surprised when Roger yanked me into his arms for one last kiss. How a man of his age hadn’t yet learned how to kiss shocked me. Even inexperienced school boys were more considerate. If I was going to be with him, I would have to teach him. If I was going to be married to him, there would be much to fix to make him an acceptable husband.

      Not tonight, I thought. His ego had been stroked enough. He had forgiven me. We would marry, and I would buy our freedom from Snowystra. Somehow.

      “Tomorrow, I’ll come around for lunch to discuss the wedding and business plans. You have made a very smart decision, Blanche. A very lucrative choice for both of us,” Roger praised. “Will you need an escort home?”

      “My friend’s house is close by. I promised I would stop in after seeing you. She will be pleased I have accepted your offer,” I quickly lied.

      He nodded his approval.

      “You will soon be mine, Blanche,” he said, kissing my hand.

      I was grateful he didn’t try to kiss me again, and I forced myself to smile at his gesture.
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        * * *

      

      When he closed the door, and I knew Roger could no longer hear me, I called for Jameson. He stepped out from behind the house. His eyes were still blazing with anger.

      “What was that all about?” I asked coldly.

      “He was being too forceful. He’ll need to learn better manners,” Jameson answered, stepping next to me.

      “You could have upset him. It could have ruined everything,” I hissed.

      “The only thing I did was spare you from him. In the future, I will not interfere,” he said.

      My heart fell. I had no explanation for this feeling. Why did I want him to protect me? Why did the thought of him being jealous excite me? I barely knew this man. Yet, it seemed like I had known him my entire life.

      My feelings were confused. Earlier, I had thrown myself shamelessly at Chester Veracor. Then, I let Roger Kingston manhandle me. And now, I was acting like a lovesick schoolgirl over a stranger.

      Before I could speak, Jameson took my hand. As he, once again, swept me through Starten, I wondered if he was really concerned about etiquette. Or maybe he’s jealous? No. If he had been watching me for years, he had seen me kiss other boys. It wasn’t like I was running around kissing people, but I had boyfriends. I had dated.

      When we reached the Drygen property, I was disappointed by how quickly we arrived. I wanted to know more about Jameson and why he was watching me. Did Snowystra have spies everywhere? Was this something normal for the Winter Goddess? He seemed so familiar. Had I really been so unaware of his existence?

      “You have questions for me, but you need to tell your mother your news. She’s anxious,” Jameson said.

      As he walked away, I called after him, “When will I see you again?”

      “I will come to you,” he replied as he disappeared into the night.
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        * * *

      

      “The dance has been over for hours. Why didn’t you let me know you were home, Blanche?”

      “It’s late, Mother. I thought you would be sleeping,” I answered.

      “I was told you were last seen walking away from Chester Veracor. Why would you have anything to do with a grubby woodworker?”

      Anger filled me. “Why are you spying on me? Don’t you trust me?”

      My mother gave me a look of disgust before replying, “I sent Stephen to watch over you. When he went to check on you, he thought you had come home. Imagine how I felt when you weren’t here? What were you thinking? Chester isn’t in our plan to find you an acceptable husband.”

      I sat down at my vanity and pulled the pins out of my hair. My mother reached for the brush, but I quickly took it. Her rough brushing from several nights ago would not be repeated tonight.

      Just tell her, I scolded myself. You’re being so cruel. Looking at myself in the mirror, I thought how beautiful I looked. Let her suffer. I am throwing away my youth because of her stupid promise.

      “Where did you go when you left the dance?” my mother asked.

      “Oh, I ran into Snowystra, and she gave me a preview of the icy death we’ll both be experiencing. Burning chest, no breathing. It was a fantastic reminder of what it will cost if I fail,” I replied flippantly.

      My mother’s hands fluttered up to her neck. It was as if she was recalling one of Snowystra’s reminders of her power. “What…what did she say?”

      I shrugged nonchalantly. “She picked Roger for me and demanded I make him marry me.”

      “And?”

      “And what? I was a good little girl. I ran right over to Roger’s home. I begged him to forgive me and promised I would be a lovely trophy for him to display,” I said, slamming the brush down.

      “Did he?” she asked. “Forgive you, that is.”

      I held up my hand for her to see the engagement ring. “Yes, mother. Of course, I had to pretend I wasn’t repulsed by his sloppy kisses, or his dry hands groping me, but I accepted his proposal of marriage. I should have just let him have his way with me and hoped I got pregnant.”

      “Oh, Blanche, I am so relieved,” she said, ignoring the fact I was selling myself for her. “It will all be fine. You will marry, soon, and once your child is born, she will —”

      “Take it away?” I raised my eyebrows at her. “Leave me to clean up the mess of explaining what happened to the baby?” I scowled. “This isn’t a good thing, Mother. I am being forced into a loveless marriage.”

      “It won’t be so difficult. Marriages based on love are overrated. You are my daughter. You’ll make this work,” she declared. “He will bend to your will, and you will change any of the things you do not like about him.”

      Another business deal, I thought with disgust. To her, it was like buying a new property and cleaning it up. She honestly thought she could make me believe I had won a prize. But she was wrong. I would die inside.

      “This is wonderful news. We will have a dinner introducing you as the future Mrs. Roger Kingston,” my mother decided.

      “No, I am not changing my name.” I shook my head defiantly.

      The bright smile my mother had been wearing faded. “Blanche, be sensible.”

      “I mean it! You will not take my name. It’s all I have left of my father, my brothers!” I stepped closer towards her. The same way she did when trying to intimidate me into bending to her will.

      Surprised by my aggression, she stepped back. “You can’t be serious. What will everyone think?”

      I closed the space she had tried to give herself. “I don’t care what everyone thinks. You will tell Roger it’s important to keep my name for the best interest of our businesses. It will be a clear statement of the merger of our empires. I don’t care what story you come up with. If you don’t make it clear that my name will not change, I won’t marry him.”

      “You must,” she insisted. She was trembling, now.

      “Fine. I’ll tell Snowystra I will never submit, and I will accept the death she offers. It has to be faster than the torture I expect from having to be married to Roger,” I said with no emotion.

      “You have an opportunity to have a life. A life with a respectable man who will care for you,” she insisted.

      “Your respectable Roger would have me in his bed, tonight, if —” I stopped. She mustn’t know about Jameson.

      “If what?” she demanded.

      “If a bird hadn’t crashed into his window,” I quickly lied.

      My mother’s face flashed anger before she quickly recovered. She effortlessly resumed the guise of the caring mother. “Blanche, I will come up with something. I am terribly sorry for the pain I have caused you. I would…”

      “You would do nothing. Your brave face is an act. I will save us, mother. You just need to listen to what I want, and do as I say, from now on.”

      “Or,” she glared.

      “I will personally deliver you to Snowystra. She seems like she’d appreciate a person who would sacrifice her own mother to save herself. You should know this by now. Go, Mother. I need to rest. Your future son-in-law will be joining us for lunch, tomorrow.”

      Her eyes had filled with tears, which she quickly blinked away. “Goodnight, Blanche.”

      When the door clicked shut, I threw myself onto my bed and cried. Is this who I will have to become? How can I marry someone I don’t love? How could I give away my child? Maybe my flippant comment was right, and death would be easier?
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      I woke to a soft tapping on the window. It was Jameson. He motioned for me to come outside. I wiped the sand from my eyes and opened the window.

      “I can wait if you want to change,” he said.

      Embarrassed I had fallen asleep in my evening gown, I grabbed the first sweater I found in my wardrobe and threw it on over my clothes. The emerald material against the crimson dress gave me the ridiculous appearance of being a tree with a festive skirt.

      “I don’t mind waiting for you to change,” he smirked.

      “We aren’t going anywhere, are we?” I challenged.

      Shaking his head, he gave me a brilliant smile.

      “Then, this is fine,” I decided. “I am glad you came. I have more questions.”

      “I told you I would, and I will always keep my promises to you,” Jameson said. Our eyes locked. With just a look, I felt like his words would always be true.

      “Will you answer my questions honestly?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he promised.

      I nodded, satisfied. “Tell me why she wants my child.”

      Jameson took a breath as if he had been dreading this conversation.

      “The truth,” I said, narrowing my eyes. My, my, aren’t I turning into the forceful Camille Drygen overnight.

      When Jameson didn’t speak, I pressed him. “Jameson, please, tell me something useful. If you won’t answer my question, at least, tell me the truth about why you are here? Why you are watching me?”

      “Come sit,” he said, pointing towards a cast iron bench.

      I reluctantly obeyed. He took the seat next to me, and he leaned in close. My heart began to beat faster. Suddenly, the air around us filled with white particles.

      In a voice so low that it couldn’t even be called a whisper, he said, “Amaro.”

      “Amaro?” My brows furrowed.

      “No,” he said, covering my mouth with his hand. “Never say his name. The barrier will hold for only a moment. We must be quick.”

      I nodded my understanding, and he removed his hand.

      Scooting even closer, he said, “He has decided your family is the key to his rising. He tricked Snowystra into giving your mother her powers. He didn’t know Danu had directed the Silver girl to bind Camille’s magic. If it had not been bound, she would have produced the magical children he wanted.”

      “He wanted?” I whispered.

      “He believes the offspring of a mortal blessed by two goddesses would be an ideal mate. Your mother’s betrayal has gifted you with the magic he seeks.”

      Fear filled me. “Why am I marrying Roger, then?”

      “Snowystra doesn’t know his plans. She believes your child will be the answer to restoring her magic to full power. Her current plan is failing. You must have a child. One with the magic of the Elements and Winter.”

      “They are both mistaken,” I insisted. “I have no magic.”

      The white particles containing us grew thicker. Jameson grabbed my hand, and I felt a jolt of electricity flow through me. I had, once, seen this white powder when I was a small child. It was snow. Something inside me felt different. My body was responding to this place.

      The thick snowstorm faded, and I found myself standing in a thick snow-covered forest. “Where are we?” I asked. Suddenly, I felt so alive. I twirled around with my arms spread outward.

      “We’re on the edge of Snowstrum,” he said, clasping my wrist and stopping my childish behavior. “We’ve only a little time here. Come with me.”

      Jameson led us through the thick tree line and stopped at a sizeable pine tree. Sticking his hand through the trunk, he began to walk through it.

      I stopped.

      “You will be safe, I promise,” Jameson said, coaxing me to follow him.

      Bu dum bu dum sounded as I stepped into the darkness. My pulse fell into rhythm with the sound I could only describe as a heartbeat. We walked into the black void silently. The sound stopped, and a gust of frigid air hit me as we entered a cave.

      Long threads, strung wall-to-wall across the room, creating a web. In the center, an enormous green and silver spider busily worked without acknowledging our presence. Instead, the creature used its long silver-pointed legs to tug and pull the silky string. It worked frantically as if it was covering something.

      I shifted closer to Jameson, afraid to make any sudden movements.

      “She won’t hurt you. She has laid her eggs and she’s covering them now,” he soothed.

      “Can we leave? I’m scared,” I begged.

      “Blanche, trust me. You are safe with me,” he said. Placing his hand on my stomach, he added, “You have Winter and Elemental Fire magic pulsing through you. Reach deep inside yourself for it. I can feel how it waits to be unlocked. Now, close your eyes and focus deeply on your gifts.”

      Our eyes locked. His intense stare made me believe. Closing my eyes, I imagined a small flame growing inside me. The harder I thought about it, the stronger the heat inside me grew.

      “Are you still going to tell me you don’t have magic?” Jameson asked, shaking my concentration.

      I glared at him. “I haven’t done anything yet.”

      Taking my elbows, he lifted my hands in front of me. Both were filled with wet-looking drops of fire.

      I gasped in amazement. I created liquid fire! Rubbing my hands together, I extinguished the flames and smiled at him.

      “Do you feel the Winter magic inside you? I sense it aching to come out.” This time, he put his hand on my chest. “It’s your strongest gift. It is deep inside you and wants to break free.”

      Images of snow and wind filled me. My lips burned like an icy breeze was licking at them. I didn’t need Jameson to tell me to look at my hands this time. I knew the orbs were there. Two perfect spheres, each swirling with the power of Snowystra’s magic.

      I threw back my head and laughed. The delight I felt at that moment was immeasurable. “My mother will be pleased. She said our magic was gone.”

      Jameson held me by my shoulders. “No, you can never tell her, Blanche. Snowystra must never know how strong your gifts are. She believes you have none. She was told your power is bound, but she believes your child holds the key to releasing it.”

      Stunned, I blinked back tears. “Why did you tell me about my magic just to take it from me?”

      Jameson touched my cheek so tenderly.

      Why do I feel like I know him? There was something so familiar about the man.

      “Sweet Blanche, I only want to arm you with the knowledge you need.” Tenderly, Jameson kissed me.

      I felt the electricity of my magic and his touch. It was as if our magic danced.

      He wrapped his arms around me and murmured into my ear, “I have longed to kiss you for many years.”

      This wasn’t fair. I was in the arms of a strong, handsome man who I could easily fall madly in love with. His arms were reminders of the life I would never have.

      “Why are you torturing me?” I protested, pushing him away. “Is this a game? Why do you say such sweet words and kiss me like you will always be mine?”

      Jameson’s shoulders slouched in defeat. “You’re right. I was impulsive and let the moment consume me. We must return you to your home. It will almost be lunchtime by now.”

      How quickly he turned cold. Trembling, I fought back the tears building inside me. You are a Drygen. You are stronger than this, I scolded myself. “What do you mean it’s almost lunchtime? We’ve only been here for half an hour or so.”

      “Which is close to twelve in your world.” He hesitated before taking my hand. Once he did, he transported me from the winter wonderland of hopes to the cold reality of my future.
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        * * *

      

      Jameson hadn’t lied about the time. When I returned to my bedroom, I was greeted by my mother, who was frantically pacing.

      “Where have you been, and for the love of the Goddess, what are you wearing? Wait, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know what you were doing or who you were with. While you have been sneaking off, Roger is waiting. Are you trying to sabotage our plans?”

      Stripping off my clothes and throwing them onto the floor, I casually replied, “I need to shower, Mother. Go entertain Roger and tell him I will be down in a moment. Make him a scotch on the rocks and tell him I am sending my love while we are apart.”

      “Blanche, you are incorrigible. Why would you risk upsetting him? If he hears you have been sneaking off with some boy, he will —”

      “You are keeping Roger waiting, Mother. Don’t worry. I have done nothing to disgrace you or to ruin the stellar Drygen reputation.”

      Before she could reply, I strolled into the bathroom, slamming the door behind me.

      Letting the shower rain down on me, I let myself take in what had happened tonight. Focusing on my so-called gift, I tried to recall Fire. Nothing happened. Not a spark. Not a feeling. Nothing.

      Had I dreamed it all?
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        * * *

      

      “Roger, I am so sorry to keep you waiting,” I purred, using a sugary sweet voice. “I hope my mother apologized for my delay.” Twirling coquettishly, I added, “I hope it was worth the slight inconvenience.”

      Admiring me in my red silk blouse and black pencil skirt, he said, “Once again, you are a treat for my eyes.” Lifting my hand to his mouth, he kissed it gently as my mother looked on.

      “You do make a girl blush, Roger.” Entwining my fingers with his, I led him towards the dining room table. “Have a seat. I know the cook has prepared something delicious for you. I believe you, once, told me you loved barbeque chicken?”

      “I did,” he said excitedly. “With rosemary potatoes and brussels sprouts.”

      My mother nodded, confirming our pending meal.

      “Well, you are in luck,” I said.

      As if on cue, the staff brought out platters of his ideal lunch and set it before us.

      Taking a bite of the crisp chicken, he moaned, “It’s as if you found my mother’s recipe. How did you know?” Roger greedily dived into his meal, only taking the time to comment on how delicious everything tasted. As he finished his last bite, he wiped his mouth with the cloth napkin and threw it down on the plate. “That was superb.”

      My mother cringed at his boisterous behavior but maintained her composure. “We are glad you enjoyed it. Why don’t we move our conversation to my office? It’ll be more comfortable to discuss business there.”

      As we were leaving the dining room, Roger said, “I was hoping Blanche would give me a tour of my new home before we talked about our merger.”
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        * * *

      

      “You want to live here?” I asked.

      “Of course, I couldn’t move you from a mansion to a simple home in town. When we spoke, your mother agreed it made the most sense.”

      “We have such a large home. I would hate to be alone here. I expect, in time, you will be filling it with my grandchildren,” my mother said. Her voice had a tint of sadness.

      Is she thinking about my brothers?

      “That’s the plan.” Roger chuckled, putting his arm around my waist.

      I shot my mother a murderous look, which I quickly covered. “Of course. This really does make the most sense. The west wing will be perfect for us to start our life together. We will need to remodel, but it’ll be such fun.”

      My mother’s jaw clenched. The west wing had been my brothers’ rooms. There was no real reason to keep it as a shrine, except for her guilt. Her failure to believe Snowystra’s threats led to their death, but the rooms were just rooms full of items no one would ever use again. My brothers didn’t need them now. The dead never returned for their things.

      “Why don’t we start there? Mother, I’m sure you have plenty to do while I show Roger our magnificent home.” I smiled brightly at my future husband.
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        * * *

      

      As I led him through the corridors, the mansion never felt so large. Roger didn’t hide his excitement in touring his future home. I could almost hear him calculating exactly how big of a prize he had won.

      Woman half my age to show off, check.

      Mansion paid for by the family, check.

      Businesses to enhance my own, check.

      We stopped at paintings and sculptures. Each one he would pick up and examine, guessing at their values.

      “This must be worth thousands,” he said, rolling one of the crystal vases in his hands.

      Taking it from him, I gently set it down. “This particular piece was purchased for fifty-two thousand dollars by my grandfather. It was a gift to his third wife, my grandmother.”

      “Oh, I didn’t —” he replied nervously.

      “You wouldn’t know.” I smiled sweetly to mask my irritation. “Are you sure we should live here and not in your home? The mansion can be a cold, lonely place to live.”

      If only I could convince him not to live here. I would have a place to escape, too. I would not feel so trapped. The thoughts of the marriage were like solid walls closing in on me.

      “We will bring life to this old place. If we try it and you think we should move, we will.”

      Despite my nod of agreement, he must have read the apprehension in my eyes.

      “We truly will have a wonderful marriage, Blanche. We’ll just need to get to know each other better,” he said kindly, kissing me on the cheek. “Now, if I promise to be a good boy and not touch anything else, will you continue our tour?”

      I couldn’t help but smile at his response. “I can promise you none of my family collections will be found in the west wing. My brothers could be like stampeding bulls at times.”

      I pushed the double doors to the wing aside and propped them open. Ghosts of my past flooded me as my brothers’ boisterous laughter rang through my mind. The youngest of my older brothers, Paul, had the loudest and most contagious laugh. He would always have a quick joke or an impersonation to have us in stitches. Of my four brothers, Paul and I were the closest. Tears welled in my eyes from the unanticipated sentiment filling me, and suddenly, I felt dizzy.

      Roger gently clutched my forearm, steadying me. “Is this the first time you’ve been here since the accident?”

      I nodded.

      He guided me towards the first room. When he had me seated, he found a glass and filled it with water. “Sip on this.” Kneeling next to me, he squeezed my hand.

      I allowed myself to relax and forced away the sad memories. After a few minutes of silence, I realized I wanted a connection with this man. How can this buffoon of a man have a calming touch? I wondered.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Roger’s brown eyes were filled with such concern. His words broke the magic of the moment.

      You are a Drygen. We do not wallow in sentiment. You are allowing this man to see you for the weak child you really are, I scolded myself. “I’m fine,” I said, yanking my hand out of his. “This area has been locked up for months. I will have words with the staff about the excessive dust. They shouldn’t have neglected it.”

      “Blanche, I could sense your grief. You can let down your guard around me.”

      Roger’s change in behavior surprised me. For a moment, I considered the possibility that I could end up caring for him. At times, he had seemed genuine and sensitive.

      And, he is marrying you for your money. Don’t be stupid, Blanche. He’s luring you into his confidence. “This will be one of the nurseries,” I said coldly. “There is nothing to feel sad about. People die all the time. It is part of the life process, and my brothers were careless.”

      My lies hurt as an image of my sweet brother, Paul, flashed in front of me. I did remember each of my brothers, every day, and missed them still.

      Straightening up, Roger said, “This will be a fine nursery. Now, I would like to see the master suite.”

      Brad’s room had been the largest. As the oldest brother, he always had the biggest and best. Roger walked around the room inspecting it as if he were considering the possibilities.

      “There’s much to be done here before I move in. These walls need to be removed, creating a true master suite. Also, this carpet must go. I prefer hardwood floors. I’ll have new furniture commissioned, as well. This seems outdated.” Roger’s tone had changed from the caring, sweet suitor to a cold businessman.

      “The furniture is antique and quite valuable,” I snapped.

      “Then, your mother will have no problem finding a place to store it. Maybe we should open a museum in honor of the Drygen legacy to show off your family’s enormous success.” His words were cold and cruel.

      I had caused his change in attitude. I needed to fix it. Too much was invested for me to ruin it. “Whatever you would like, Roger. We will make all of the changes you want to convert this place into our home,” I promised with a smile.

      “Our home,” he said, taking my hand. His hard demeanor had melted. “If there’s anything you think we should keep, we can.”

      “No, you are right. We need new things for our new life.”

      I could not live in the shadows of my past. My path had been chosen, and it was my job to make sure I didn’t end up destroying myself in the process.
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        * * *

      

      After the suite debacle, I decided to be quiet during the business discussions. I would let my mother decide how much she was willing to sacrifice to make this union. The conversation was pleasant, and they seemed to agree on all changes until my mother broached the subject of my name.

      “How do you expect people to react to my wife not taking my name?” he roared. “It will confirm this is just a business deal, and that your daughter was sold to the highest bidder.”

      “Now, Roger, would I ever let anything happen to hurt my businesses or my daughter? And, if you must use such crass language, let me be clear, you were not the highest bidder. As I said, it will make us look stronger. Blanche Kingston Drygen confirms the Drygen line is strong and that I believe in the continued success of Kingston Industries.”

      My mother had a way of convincing people they had been wrong, and Roger was no different.

      “And, our children?” he asked in a more composed tone.

      “They will be Kingston Drygen. They will be a confirmation of your passionate love and your unbreakable union. We will squelch any ideas of there being room for new leadership in Starten. Any business opened will be under our approval.”

      “But —”

      “No buts. They won’t question Brandon Drygen’s dying wish for his daughter to always keep her name,” my mother said coldly.

      Her last defense struck a chord. “Yes. Who would be a big enough fool to question his wishes?”

      “Good. Now that is all settled, you can begin to remodel the west wing. I will have anything you want relocated. I hope you agree that Blanche and I will handle all the wedding planning. Your only job will be to show up, looking dashing.”

      “Of course. However, I would like for Blanche and me to make more of a public appearance together in the days prior. The last one did not go as planned.”

      I cringed at the thought of how I had treated Roger. I had made a fool out of him in front of half of the town.

      “Tomorrow is the lunar dance. I would like her to be my date,” Roger declared.

      Like a child, I sat there while they talked around me. I was surprised this was really happening. It was as if I didn’t have my own opinions.

      “I think this would be the perfect night to make the announcement. Don’t you agree, Blanche?” my mother asked, finally drawing me into the conversation. She clapped her hands together enthusiastically.

      “Yes, it will be wonderful,” I said with a forced smile.
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      “You want him to be able to show off his catch, Blanche,” my mother said sternly. “I had this dress made specifically for a day like this.”

      “It’s too much,” I said. “I can barely breathe. This looks like something Snowystra would wear.”

      An icy chill blew over me, and I held my breath, knowing my error in speaking.

      “And, what would be the problem with wearing a dress like mine?” Snowystra purred.

      “N-nothing, Goddess,” I stammered. “I only meant that, unlike you, I am no great beauty.”

      “Don’t discredit yourself, Blanche. You are quite lovely,” Snowystra said, circling me. “You are right, though. This dress isn’t right. This color is to catch a man. No, you have to look the part of a future wife, now.”

      She trailed her fingers along the red gown, sending frost through the threads. In seconds, she had changed the crimson dress to a brilliant blue.

      “Much better,” she said, touching the tight-fitted bottom of the dress. “This dress is fine for an elegant evening out, but you need to be able to dance with sweet Roger. The town must think he has the stamina of an eighteen-year-old with such a beauty on his arm.”

      Rip.

      The sound of her tearing the fabric startled me. My mother and I silently watched as she transformed the dress I was wearing from a tight-fitting evening gown to a flirty dress with a full skirt. She finished the alterations with a fitted waist and halter top.

      “Much, much better,” she said, wrapping a silver belt around my waist.

      “Thank you,” I softly said.

      Touching my stomach, she asked, “Any progress on my child?”

      “No, we haven’t married, yet,” I replied with visible shock.

      She laughed. “Mortals and their man-made rules. I suggest you forget about being proper and get me what I want.” Her nail trailed down my cheek. “I would hate to have to remind you how cruel I can be when I don’t get my way.”

      With those words, she faded away.

      “We will move the wedding up,” my mother said anxiously.

      “No, we will leave it as it is,” I decided. “She’s right. It’s just man-made law. It won’t matter on timing if the baby will be taken anyway.”

      “You will wait until you are married before –”

      “Mother,” I interrupted, meeting her gaze with a cold stare. “I will do whatever needs to happen to free us from Snowystra.”

      Ending the discussion, I left my mother stunned by my reaction. What did she expect? I was a woman who would be giving up a child. Did it matter if I was thought of as loose or promiscuous? Who did it really matter to? I sighed, already knowing the answers.

      It would matter in Starten. The men, who thought they were in charge, had expectations for purity, even if they were willing to encourage indiscretions in private. A child before marriage would be unacceptable. I would have to adhere to their rules, no matter how ridiculous they were.
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        * * *

      

      Roger arrived, dressed in a dark gray business suit. “Thank you for sending the gift,” he said, waggling his silver tie.

      Snowystra, I thought before quickly saying, “I hoped it would make a statement if we went out coordinated.”

      “Your instinct was spot on.” Holding out his hands, he said, “Let me get a look at you. Every man in Starten will be envious of the beautiful woman on my arm. How do you enchant me every time I see you, Blanche?”

      By the time we arrived at Main Street, it was filled with vendor shops and hundreds of people. Many of the businesses were Drygen property or under our control. Wooden trade stands had been set up at the end of the street, and the stage was ready for the performance. Ms. Seraphina would, soon, drag her little dancers out to honor the moon.
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