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Chapter 1

Cerise scoffed and turned up her nose
at Alistair and Xanthus. She, Cora, and Medora had arrived at the
Imbolc bonfire first. With a huff, she pulled her fur-lined cloak
tighter around her shoulders. Her red hair, unbound, cascaded down
her back, brushing against her waist.

“Shall we?” Cerise asked.

Medora looped her arm through Cerise’s.
“Let’s get some more cocoa.”

The pair walked off toward the
refreshments.

Left behind, Cora gave Alistair an
apologetic look. “She had an argument with her parents,” she
explained.

Alistair’s gaze lingered on Cerise.
Even bundled in layers—heavy robes, thick cloak—she moved with
grace. Her presence still left him breathless. “How bad was
it?”

“They’re trying to force her to pick a
husband, and she is…” Cora lowered her voice, “not
receptive.”

Alistair’s brow furrowed. “A husband?
She’s twenty.” A pang of envy twisted in him. “Why would they want
to rush her?”

“They think she’s been dating around
too much,” Cora said with a shrug. “Her mom’s old-school like that.
Anyway, see you around.”

“Yeah, bye,” Alistair muttered,
distracted.

Cora hurried after the others. At the
beverage table, she filled her mug with warm milk, then topped it
with rich, velvety chocolate.

“You took a long time over there,”
Medora said, eyeing her.

“Unlike the two of you, I don’t hate
Alistair or Xanthus,” Cora replied. She stirred her cocoa, inhaling
the aroma before taking a slow, satisfied sip. “They’re good
people.”

Medora shrugged. “Maybe to
you.”

Cerise stared blankly at the falling
snow. The argument with her parents still gnawed at her. Her hands
trembled as she clutched her mug.

“They’ll get over it,” Cora said
gently. She placed a hand on Cerise’s shoulder. “Or you can come up
with a strong counterargument.”

“I guess,” Cerise whispered. “I don’t
want to think about it. Or talk about it. Or anything.” She
sniffled.

“Then we won’t,” Cora said with a small
smile.

Medora topped off her cocoa with
chocolate liquor, giving the bottle a theatrical shake. “Who else
wants to forget it’s cold outside?”

“Right here,” Cerise said, watching her
pour. “Thank you.”

“Share, please,” Cora said, holding out
her mug. Once the drinks were spiked, the trio wandered toward the
bonfires lining the edge of the forest.






Alistair watched them disappear into
the crowd. “Married?” he echoed, testing the word like it might
sound different the fourth time. It didn’t.

Xanthus shrugged. “She clearly hates
the idea. Maybe you still have a chance.” He nudged Alistair
forward, toward the others their age who were gathering to
celebrate the holiday.

They passed children playing with paper
dolls and adults enjoying baked sweets and steaming mugs of cocoa.
The snow was light and airy—beautiful, but not thick enough to
stick. Just another passing layer over the world.

“We’re all nineteen or twenty,”
Alistair said, clicking his tongue. “That’s young for
marriage.”

Xanthus gave him a sidelong glance. “I
know you’ve had a thing for her since we were younger, but don’t
you think maybe it’s not meant to be? Our clans are always on the
brink of war. And she acts like she hates you.”

Alistair shook his head. “She doesn’t
hate me.”

“You seem pretty sure about that,”
Xanthus said, tugging his knitted hat lower against the growing
evening chill.

“Cora wouldn’t encourage me if Cerise
actually hated me,” Alistair reasoned.

Xanthus raised a skeptical eyebrow.
“Your knock-down-drag-out fights are a little intense for just
acquaintances.”

“I never said we were
friends,” Alistair admitted. “But I know she doesn’t hate me.” He
hesitated, trying to translate tangled emotions into words. “We
don’t… have anything official between us. But she’s—” He faltered,
heat creeping into his cheeks. “She’s important to me.”
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