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Ember

1. The Witch

I know you think you’ve heard this story before, but you’re wrong.
Some would have it that this story begins with a virtuous virgin, a young
woman of honesty and integrity sucker punched by cruel fortune and
forced to sleep among the cinders while her moral inferiors lived the life
which was meant to be hers. Bullshit.

This is no fairytale. The real story doesn’t even start with me; it
starts with the Prince. The tales have him faceless and nameless, a
passionless plywood man meant to represent everything a good girl is
supposed to want. Nothing could be further from the truth.

His given name was Adrian Juste, but after the witch Gaetane
bestowed her double-edged blessing on his naming day, none called him
aught but Charming.

“Charme,” she whispered the word in the language of the Old Ones,
the tongue of curses and enchantments. The blessing fell from her lips
with a spatter of blood, for the tongue of the Old Ones is sharp as broken
glass against the tender flesh of mortal mouths. “May he be charming.
May every eye find perfection in his face and form. May every man
respect him and every woman desire him. May all who meet him love him

and long to please him.”
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The old king smiled. Who wouldn’t wish such a gift for their child?
Only the royal Wise Woman, Raisende, grasped import of Gaetane’s
blessing. She grew pale with shock and fright.

“Sister,” whispered, Raisende, “what have you done?”

“A blessing,” Gaetane replied, her voice untroubled as she wiped
her bloody lips on her glove.

“A curse, more like! You've blessed the boy with respect he won’t
have to earn, desire he’ll never learn to appreciate and love he’ll never
need to reciprocate. He'll become a tyrant!”

”»

“You worry overmuch, Raisende.” Gaetane removed her bloody
gloves to place her hand across the infant Prince’s brow. Her hands were
delicate and lovely, save for the stump where the smallest finger of her

left hand had been. “You wished him wisdom, did you not? Have some

confidence he’ll make use of it.”

If Raisende’s gift of wisdom tempered the Prince’s pride, we never
saw it. No man or woman who met him could deny him. No listener who
heard his voice could help but love him. He grew to manhood but
remained a boy, carousing, whoring and pleasing himself in any manner

that took his fancy.
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And we loved him for it. We loved him for the fortunes he spent on
his horses and his hounds. We loved him for the virgins he seduced and
the whores upon whom he bestowed the jewels of the royal treasury. We
loved him for the treaties he struck, just by asking foreign monarchs to
agree. We loved him for the wars he won simply by walking onto the
battlefield knowing no man would raise a sword against him.

The Prince’s charm was our charm. Despite his self-indulgence,
our little kingdom grew to greatness through Charming’s wicked gift.
Peace lay over the land like a warm blanket in winter. Wealth flowed to
us like a river flowing to the sea. Fishermen and draymen became
merchants. Merchants became princes.

You may think me disingenuous to complain of the Prince’s curse
when my father was among the tradesmen who made their fortunes on
the coattails of the Prince’s charm. It was profit from the Prince’s treaties
that bought our grand townhouse on the Avenida Delpalacio, not a mile
from the palace. It was profit from the Prince’s curse that bought the
ladylike dresses of silk and satin I never wore, and paid the small army
of learned doctors who tried in vain to save my mother’s life.

Money, like the Prince’s charm, could change the appearance of a
life, but not the substance of it. Money couldn’t make a lady of a
drayman’s daughter. Money couldn’t save a merchant’s dying wife.

I had nineteen years the summer my mother died, and the Prince

had twenty-four. Fearing the power of his curse, my mother forbid me to
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look upon him when he rode past our house on his way into the city. But
my mother was bedridden that summer, and all of my friends did
nothing but sigh the Prince’s name.

Even at nineteen, I had a formidable knowledge of magic. I thought
I was strong enough to resist the tug of a simple nameday blessing. I was
headstrong and I disobeyed my mother.

One day I joined the crowd on the Avenida Delpalacio to wave and
cheer as the Prince rode past. Even before he came in sight, I felt the
strength of his charm. It was thick and damp in the air around me,
sneaking into my lungs with every breath I took, heating my blood with
anticipation. It brushed against my skin like a slimy touch, a leech
inching over my wrist, a snake slithering up my leg. I knew then that I
faced strength greater than my ability to resist. But it was too late.

His party rounded the corner and I saw him. Sun-gilded and
perfect, he sat atop a white stallion and lit a fire in my blood such as I'd
never known. The feeling was not the innocent stuff of daydreams or
girlish sighs. It was desire, full blown and inescapable. Desire made my
skin prickle and ache for want of his hands. Desire drenched my virgin
cunt with the slick heat of a woman’s readiness.

His eyes met mine as he surveyed the crowd—or in my fevered
state I thought they did. I cannot say what color his eyes were, but I

remember thinking they were the most beautiful I'd ever seen. I loved
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him completely, more thoroughly than any woman has ever loved a man.
Every girl in the crowd felt the same.

Longing for him usurped my will and dissolved my dignity. I would
have stripped myself naked and begged him to fuck me on the filthy
cobbles if he’d looked at me again. I would have acceded to any act, no
matter how depraved, for the blessing of his penetration.

I never felt my lack of beauty so keenly as I did when I gazed upon
the perfection of the Prince. For the first time, I became ashamed of my
frizzy red hair and the garish freckles marring my skin. I lamented my
scrawny, girlish body and the way the inborn twist of my right foot
marked my walk with a slight limp. A perfect man deserved a perfect
woman, and perfection was far beyond the reach of such as me.

He smiled and threw coins to the crowd as he passed, oblivious to
the tortures I suffered in my lust for him. The shiny silver coins were
stamped with a likeness of his face so exact, girls had taken to wearing
the coins strung on a bit of ribbon around their necks to keep Charming
close to their hearts.

The coins hit the cobbles with the metallic clatter of dented bells
but none of the crowd even glanced at the wealth of silver bouncing and
rolling past their feet. None could bear to look away from our beloved
Prince. The strength of his curse overpowered even natural greed.

Panting, feverish, and frightened, I, alone of all the crowd, forced

my gaze from his face and fixed it on the cobbles at my feet until he

www.bettiesharpe.com 7



http://www.bettiesharpe.com/

Bettie Sharpe

passed. When he was gone, his spell weakened enough to allow me to
search the street for fallen coins. I found one wedged into the muddy
crack in a broken stone. I pried it loose and cleaned it on my russet silk
skirts.

His profile winked sunlight at me from the silver surface of the
coin. I raised it to my lips and kissed his likeness’s metal cheek. Licked
it. I slid the coin into my mouth, tasting the tannic flavor of his glove
above the metal and beneath the grime.

With the silver likeness of the Prince clamped between my lips, I
turned and hurried back inside. I could not close the door fast enough to
suit the drumbeat of desire in my blood. I hadn’t the patience to climb to
my chamber and dream of him in private. Indeed, I barely managed to
squeeze into a broom closet and shut the door before my hands were
pulling up my skirts and parting the hot, slick folds of my sex.

I ran my tongue across his likeness on the coin as I thought of
him. I thought of his eyes on me, his hands on me. I imagined the
sublime joys of his touch, the taste of his skin, the feel of his cock
between my lips.

I imagined the exquisite pain of him taking my maidenhead. Oh,
I'd been told the pain was a minor one, but in my fevered, foolish virgin’s
imagination I envisioned it as saber thrust and imagined myself a martyr

on the altar of his pleasure. My virgin’s blood became my life’s blood and
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I lay beneath him, dying from the loss of my innocence, happily fading
into nothingness for his enjoyment.

I dreamt he leaned over me crying; his hot tears fell upon my cold
cheeks. “Oh, she was so pure,” he wailed. “She was so delicate and
special. She has died for the love of me. I can love no other!”

I must pause here to tell you, I see the way your lips are twitching.
Please, don’t be afraid to laugh. My dignity is not so rigid I can’t see the
humor in those youthful imaginings.

Now, where was I? Ah yes, having taken my virgin’s blood, and
with it my very life, the Prince could love no other. He would spend the
rest of his days remembering my face and longing for my touch. No lady,
princess or queen would ever affect him so much as I had. He would
spend his life mourning the loss of me, Ember, a drayman’s daughter.

As sad as it is to admit it, I must tell you this melodramatic
imagining was the thought that gave me my first taste of womanly
pleasure. My body seized, climaxing with a ferocity that made me
stumble to the floor. I gasped for air, only to feel the cold bite of the silver
coin lodging in my throat.

I panicked, coughing and gagging, trying to force a decent breath
around the silver barrier imprinted with the Prince’s face. My death
flashed before my eyes and in this scenario, I was not a noble virgin

sacrifice, but a silly girl, crumpled on the floor of a broom closet with her
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skirts rumpled and her hands stinking of sex. The lack of air was
nothing—I almost died of embarrassment!

Dizzy and struggling, I shouldered my way out of the broom closet.
My vision swam with black spots and above the pounding of my heart I
heard the wheezing whistle of my futile attempts to breathe.

All the servants were upstairs, seeing to my mother on her sickbed.
Robbed of breath and voice, I tried to stagger up the stairs in search of
help, but I hadn’t the strength. I stumbled and spun like a sloppy drunk
and fell forward over the polished oak newel post at the bottom of the
stairs.

The coin flew from my throat like a cannon shot and hit the tiled
floor with a metallic clink! before rolling off into the shadows. Exhausted
and gasping, I sank to the stairs and tried not to think about how close
I’d come to death and posthumous humiliation.

Moments after I managed to take a calm breath, I heard the sound
of footsteps on the landing above followed shortly by the breathy rasp of
my mother’s voice.

“Ember! What has happened to you?”

I looked up to see my mother, her pale skin stark against the faded
red of her thinning hair, leaning against the steady shoulder of one of
our footmen.

I began to weep. I've never learned the knack of crying prettily.

Soon, my eyes were puffy and red rimmed, and [ was wiping snot and
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spit from my face with the cuffs of my sleeves. “Oh!” 1 wailed. “It’s
terrible. I love him!”

My mother said nothing. She whispered to the footman to help her
into the parlor, and then ordered me to follow. When the footman had got
her situated in her chair beside the fireplace and left the room, she
turned her tired, clouded eyes on me and said, “You went out to see the
Prince.”

“Yes,” I brayed, scrubbing my wet cheeks on my already damp
cuffs. “I never should have, for now I love him and he doesn’t even know
me! He’ll never be mine. [ wish I could die!”

“Don’t be an idiot, you're just spell-caught.” She motioned me close
and peered into my eyes. “The Prince’s curse has teeth like a lamprey. It
latches onto everything he touches. Its power seeps from every utterance
of his name and image of his face.”

My mother shivered as she turned her head to look at the cold
hearth. It was summer and we kept no fuel beside it. “Light the fire and
listen carefully.”

When [ winked at the empty hearth, it leapt into flame, eager to
please me. In neighboring countries, like Terre d’Or, women are burned
at the stake for lesser acts, but Tierra del Maré has always been more
tolerant of Wise Women. I'd no need to hide my abilities, as my mother

had never needed to hide hers.

www.bettiesharpe.com 11



http://www.bettiesharpe.com/

Bettie Sharpe

My mother was a very learned woman. Before illness crippled her,
people from all across Ciu Dellos Reyes came to our home humbly
petitioning advice, blessings and curses. Behind our backs, those same
people whispered my mother was the only reason my father had risen
from humble drayman to wealthy merchant.

While I would like to say Mother was above such supernatural
tampering, I must admit, there was some evidence of magic at work.
Father’s horses never shied, his cartwheels never broke. Grain never
rotted in his carts and fruit never withered while on the road. He kept a
compass with him that always pointed to honest men.

“Very good.” My mother smiled at the fire burning in the empty
hearth. “Now, tell me: What reveals illusions and counteracts all curses?”

Her voice was measured and slow, insultingly so. Any idiot can tell
you the light of the full moon reveals truth, unravels illusion, and
protects all who stand beneath it from magical harm. That’s why witches
craft their most dangerous spells at the full moon and why all beasts
hidden in human flesh must take their true forms for the nights it
shines.

Firelight or candlelight will counter the effects of even the three
quarter moon, but there is no spell spoken that can withstand the light
of the full moon. The full moon counteracted even the Prince’s potent

curse, and he knew it. Rumor said the Prince locked himself in his
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chambers alone on full moon nights so that none would ever look upon
him with anything less than utter adoration.

“But the effects of the full moon only last until daybreak,” I
whined. “What good is it to be free of him at night if | wake wanting him
at dawn?”

“Shh.” My mother ran a frail hand through my hair, which was red
as hers had been before her illness. She reached beneath the collar of
her nightgown and drew out the pendant she always wore on a long
chain around her neck. The pendant had a soft radiance to it, like
moonlight on a misty night. “Light from the full moon, trapped in a vial.
It will weaken the curse.”

Reluctantly, I took it from her, slipped it over my head and tucked
the pendant beneath my bodice and shift. My craving for the Prince and
all my foolish fantasies receded when the vial of moonlight touched my
skin. Despite my humbled pride, I felt almost like myself again, only
wiser and more wary.

“This will protect me?”

“The pendant, and one other thing.”

The footman reappeared at the parlor door. He carried a wad of
bandages and a wooden chopping block beneath his left arm. And in his
right hand he carried a butcher’s knife.”

“No,” I shook my head. “You can’t mean it. Blood magic is illegal.

Charms and philters will protect me just as well.”
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“The Prince’s curse is too strong for such temporary measures, and
I fear it will grow stronger with time.” My mother motioned the footman
to set the block and knife on the arabesque ebony tea table beside the
settee. “I must know you’ll be safe from his curse. I must know before I
die.”

“Don’t talk like that. You’re not going to die.”

“Do not deceive yourself, Ember. You’ve magic and sense enough
to recognize the pall of death upon me.” My mother pointed to the knife.
When she spoke again, her voice held no emotion. “Choices and change
require sacrifice. Heat the knife.”

How could I disobey her twice in the same day? I called the fire to
the knife, and heated it as hot as it would go without losing its edge. I
made a fist of my left hand, except the smallest finger, which I laid upon
the block. I took a breath but couldn’t act.

“Do it!” My mother shouted the words. There was magic behind
them. My right hand lifted the knife and severed my little finger just
above the knuckle. I screamed at the pain of it, and at the sight of my
bloody finger on our cook’s cutting board.

You’re thinking my mother was cruel and meant to punish me.
Don’t shake your head, I read it in your eyes. You’re thinking of all the
tales you've heard of wicked magic, of how witches make their sacrifices
in blood and bone—their own, and others’. But it wasn’t like that. Not

really.
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She meant to keep me safe. She meant for me to hide the finger
somewhere far away. So long as a piece of my body was beyond the
curse’s reach, I would, with struggle, be able to resist the Prince. After
she bandaged my wound, my mother tucked my severed finger into the
palm of my right hand. “Hide it well.”

There are many stories of this wizard or that sorcerer who hid his
heart in a tree or a gorgon’s nest atop a mountain thinking none would
ever find it. You and I both know how they end. And you know I have
never liked to take chances.

Some will say what I did next was blood magic, or something
darker. Some will say I sacrificed my soul that day. But what I did, I did
to save myself. It was no great evil, just a minor sin. And don’t the Old
Wives say that, sometimes, minor sins may serve a greater good?

I offered my severed finger to the fire and spoke the Witch’s
Bargain. “Flesh for power. Blood for knowledge. Bone for strength. Take
my offering and become my servant, even as I am yours.”

My mother gasped, but did not say a word to stop me.

No power, no knowledge, no strength may be got without suffering.
I felt every lick of fire as my severed flesh burned. I felt the flames every
instant until my offering burnt to grit and ash. I screamed and cried at
the pain, beating the floor and biting my lips until they bled. At last the

pain died away, though the stench of burning meat never truly left the
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air. Even today, the front parlor stinks faintly from my wicked bargain
with the Fire.

My mother wept that I'd made a witch of myself, but when I met
her eyes she nodded at my choice. “I cannot rebuke you as I should for
choosing the way of the witch over the way of the Wise Woman. Mother’s
love has made me selfish. I'd rather you lived a long, possibly wicked life
than a short and virtuous one.”

My mother grew weaker that night. I begged her to take her
pendant back, but she wouldn’t have it. “I'm going to die, Ember. There
is no stopping it. I had rather go easily into death knowing my only child
is safe than to live a few extra days worrying the curse will take you
again.”

She died a few weeks later. Every fire in the city went out the
morning my father and I found her cold in her sickbed. I did not want to
believe the dead fires were my doing. I did not want to believe the fire had
liked the taste of my flesh enough to grant my emotions such sway, but
for the three days until we freed my mother’s ashes, there was no
firelight or warmth in the city but her pyre. For three nights, there was
no light save moonlight. Rumor said the Prince locked himself in his
chambers at sunset each night without fire and allowed no one to look
upon him.

The fire returned when we threw my mother’s ashes into the wind.

By then I was ready for it. I was at peace with my grief, and resolved to
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honor my mother’s memory by keeping myself safe from the Prince’s
curse.

I entered and left our house through the alley behind it and never
walked the Avenida Delpalacio again. I avoided every image of the Prince,
from the statues in the market at Commerce Square to his profile on
silver coins. I carried my money in coppers and never complained at the
ungainly weight of my purse. It was better to travel alleyways with a
purse full of copper as a free woman than to strut the avenidas spending
silver as a slave to desires not my own.

I was so careful to avoid the Prince that I might have gone my
whole life without ever seeing him again. I might have lived happily ever
after, without him. But Fate, and the Prince, himself, had other plans for

me.
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2. The Courtesans

My father faltered after my mother died. His attention wandered
and he slept poorly. His carts began to suffer from broken wheels. Grain
went moldy before he could get it to market. He tried to turn his business
to luxury goods and textiles from Terre d’Or, but despite his many past
successes, he still had a drayman’s taste for flashy fabrics. He purchased
several shipments of dubious quality.

My parents were married for almost twenty years before my birth,
and for almost twenty years after. They had become so much a part of
each other that my father could not open his eyes in the mornings after
my mother’s death without feeling her absence like a new wound.

I was not surprised when, scarcely nine months after my mother’s
death, my father returned from one of his buying trips with a cartload of
second-rate silks and a new wife. | wasn’t angry, either. He was the sort
of man who needed a wife. He needed stability, love and care. He needed
someone to remind him to eat in the mornings and to take him to bed at
night.

When I saw the carriage trailing his cart, I'd high hopes of his new
wife. But then he told me she was a beautiful, impoverished d’Oran
noblewoman. He called her a delicate flower who needed his care. He
said his new wife had two daughters just my age, and he promised we

would be the best of friends.
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The carriage drew to a stop, and my father herded half a dozen
footmen out to hold the horses, set up the stairs and open the door so he
could help his new wife down from the carriage. Her hand preceded her
from the dark interior. It was delicate and powdered white, gilded with a
filigree of rings and bracelets. Her fingernails were varnished pink. The
stones in her many rings twinkled prettily in the sunlight, but I knew
they were glass.

My stepmother’s foot followed next. She wore shoes of gaudy pink
satin, frayed at the toes, studded with dull glass gems, and balanced on
a spindly wooden heel that would barely support its wearer from one end
of her bedchamber to the other. I do not mean to be cruel when I say
this, only factual: I knew her for a whore before I ever saw her face.

She was pretty enough beneath her mask of powder and paint and
the black beauty patch in the shape of a swallow affixed above the corner
of her cherry-red mouth. But hers was the brittle sort of beauty that
came of constant care and vigilance. Hiding from the sun kept her
smooth skin unmarred by lines or freckles. She’d gained her high,
elegant eyebrows through pulling each unwanted hair out from the root.
Her slender form bespoke a lifetime of half-eaten meals.

And what little else she lacked in true beauty, she made up for in
cunning and charisma. Her brown eyes gleamed with determination and
an intelligence I could not help but respect. I understood why my father

thought her beautiful.
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She paused when she saw me, and I couldn’t blame her. I knew
what I looked like—my cold expression, my red hair and freckled skin,
my angry black eyes smoldering like hot coals. Her eyes flicked to the
torches flanking our door, noting, | am sure, the way the flames yearned
toward me though the wind urged them in the opposite direction.

Her face tightened beneath its facade of paint. Her white-powdered
hand wavered on the verge of greeting me. In that moment, she realized
my father’s tales of an innocent, biddable daughter were spun from the
same wishful imagination that had let him believe her to be a
noblewoman, and to believe the two hard-eyed whores (scarcely a decade
her junior) who peered out of the carriage behind her were her
daughters.

“Step-mamal” I greeted her, taking her shoulders and kissing her
powdered cheeks. My lips came away white with a mixture of lead and
lard, but it was worth it for the expression of surprise that crossed her
face. When my father wasn’t looking, I wiped my mouth on the cuff of my
velvet sleeve.

“Come inside, let me show you and my new sisters our home. I
know we shall be ever so happy together!”

With my father’s help, the three women wrestled their threadbare
satin skirts and listing panniers up the stairs and into the house. I
showed them to the parlor, which still stank faintly of burned flesh, and

directed my new step mama to sit in my mother’s blue leather chair.
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“l just knew you four would get along,” my father said, beaming
from the doorway. I hadn’t seen him so happy since before my mother’s
illness. “I'll leave you ladies to get acquainted while I see to the unloading
of my latest shipment of fine textiles.”

My new stepmother’s lips parted on a word as the door swung
shut. I think she was going to say, “Wait.”

I smiled, pleased as a spider to have so many flies trapped in my
parlor. I winked at the hearth and it roared to life, shooting flames up the
chimney and sparks onto the rug. The candles followed, lighting all at
once.

“Please don’t hurt us!” One of my new stepsisters pleaded. Despite
her shopworn satin and powdered hair, she suddenly looked young and
frightened. She was delicate of frame, and though she had rounded,
girlish cheeks, the rest of her was too thin for good health. Beneath her
paint, her eyes were puffy and shadowed, as if from lack of sleep.

“We didn’t know,” said the other. “We didn’t know Master
Drayman’s daughter was a Wise Woman.”

“A witch,” I corrected, smiling wide to show my teeth.

“Even had we known,” my new stepmother said, her voice sure and
clear, “we could not have let him leave Terre d’Or without us. Sylvia has
the loup, you see.”

“Minette, don’t tell!“ Sylvia hissed.

www.bettiesharpe.com 21



http://www.bettiesharpe.com/

Bettie Sharpe

“Don’t fret, Sylvie, it isn’t a crime here.” Minette turned to me, “But
they were gathering the wood for her pyre when we fled Ville des Rois in
your father’s care. Do you understand?”

Damn her, but I did understand. For all their airs of worldly
sophistication, our neighbors to the north are famously intolerant of
magic. They hold witch-burnings the way other lands hold summer fairs.
Sylvia was not a witch. Her condition was quite beyond her control, but
her countrymen cared little for such distinctions.

“How did it happen?” I asked.

Sylvia looked away, but the skinny one, Dulcibella, answered. “A
rich man from the east paid for a week with her. His eyebrows met in the
middle. We should have guessed his nature, but his gold was good. He
fell in love with Sylvie and imagined she wanted to be rescued from her
life because he wanted to take her away. When she refused him, he bit
her and infected her with his curse.”

“And when I refused him again, he told the constable I had the
loup.” Sylvie finished, crying softly into a mangled handkerchief. She
looked up at me; her lovely face was striped pink and white by wet tears
and smudged paint. “You’re a witch. Can you help me?”

I crossed to her and tilted up her chin to look into her red-rimmed
blue eyes. “I could burn it out, but that is as much a punishment as it is

a cure. The fire takes more than the loup when it leaves. I know a potion
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to control it, but the potion will prevent you from conceiving while you
take it.”

Sylvie smiled at me and became almost beautiful again. “Sister, in
my line of work, that potion of yours is a double-blessing. Will you help
me?”

“Say yes,” Minette cajoled. “Say yes, and we will leave your father
and your home as soon as Sylvie can travel.”

“Leave?” I said. “But my father needs a wife. The Old Wives say
sheep dogs are descended from wolves, and the best thief takers were
once thieves, themselves. You know how gullible my father can be, for
you gulled him. Who better to look after him than one who knows his
weaknesses?”

My new stepmother opened her mouth to protest, but the fire
flared in anger at her interruption. She snapped her jaw closed and let
me speak.

“Sylvia’s potion must be made and taken by the month. The price
of my help, dear Stepmother, is that you stay.”

“But I saw your sour face at the sight of us. You dont like
courtesans.”

I laughed and every flame in the room danced with joy at the
sound of it. “You mistake me, Sister. Whores are the better part of my

business. A witch who shuns the custom of whores and courtesans will
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be a pauper. No. I dislike liars and cheats. I dislike deceivers and
dissemblers.

“Now that the air is clear between us, I like you just fine. My father
needs a wife, and as long as you care for him and do not cuckold him

with other men, we shall get along as well as he imagined.”

As I had predicted, we got along quite well. Minette was a loyal and
helpful wife to my father, and my new stepsisters were far better at
playing the dutiful daughter than I was. I gave them all the silks and
satin gowns my father had purchased for me and went back to the
comfortable linen and woolens I'd worn before he’d decided I ought to be
clothed like a lady. Sylvie and Dulcie planned soirees and spent hours in
the parlor embroidering handkerchiefs and other ladylike nonsense while
I Worked at the kitchen hearth perfecting my potions and honing my
craft.

I knew the neighbors whispered that my new mother and sisters
had made a servant of me, but I've never cared what others thought. I
liked linen and wool, so that is what I wore. I liked to listen to the chatter
of the fire in the kitchen hearth as I fell asleep, so I slept beside the

hearth.
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In truth, the three years before my father’s death were quite happy.
Though my new stepsisters, stepmother and I were very different, we got
along in complementary fashion. Minette was canny and shrewd, but
also wise to the vagaries of human nature. She always knew just what to
say to charm or to console. Dulcie was bright and cheerful, despite her
fragile nature. She had an unerring eye for beauty in art, and she could
draw a smile from a stone. Sylvie was quiet and regal. She had a sadness
in her, a sort of stillness, that made her presence soothing though she
was sometimes too blunt in her speech.

I do not know what help I gave our group, except my witchery. I am
often confused by the irrational vagaries of human nature, and I have
been told my sense of humor is as twisted as my right foot. I am rarely
calm or still, I Work and fiddle and fix every hour I am awake. I created
sleeping draughts for Dulcie to ease her fitful sleep, and stirred up
cosmetics and perfume for Minette to aid her quest for beauty. Every
month I made the potion that kept Slyvie’s loup from troubling her.

My care must have endeared me to my new step-family, despite my
prickly personality, for they were genuinely kind to me. Minette, Dulcie
and Sylvie may have come to our home in deceit, but they were honest in
their affection and their actions. I never had sisters and it is difficult for
witches to find friends, but in those three I found both. I will ever be

thankful for them.
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One day my father’s horse shied on a mountain pass and his
cartwheel broke. When his drivers brought the news, my sister-friends
were there for me. They arranged the funeral for the third day after his
death, in accordance with Tierra del Maré’s traditions. They made me
meals of uncooked fruit and vegetables when the fires would not light.

It was Sylvie and Dulcie who helped me fill in my father’s grave.
And it was Minette who soothed me, as my mother would have, when I
wept.

“Your father is with her again.” Minette consoled. “Don’t spend too
much time mourning him, for you know he’s happy to be back at her
side.”

Minette’s words may not sound like much, but they were what I
needed to hear. I stood from my chair and wiped my eyes. Outside, the
rowdy shouts of our neighbors echoed through the streets as their
candles and cookstoves sprang to life again.

My relief was short-lived. The next day, I started on my father’s
ledgers. His affairs were worse than I'd expected. The business was gone.
We had to sell the carts and horses just to pay his debts. In the end, I
managed to keep the house and its contents, though we had to let the
servants go.

“What will we do for food?” I sighed, burying my face in the

crumpled pages of my father’s ledgers.
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“You worry too much,” Minette said. She sat in my mother’s blue
chair, buffing her nails. “We have a house on the main road to the
palace, with three whores in residence. All I need to do is hang a garter
ribbon in the window, and we’ll be feasting by week’s end.”

“l couldn’t ask that of you.” I shook my head.

“You’re not asking, I'm telling. Don’t think the girls and I haven’t
enjoyed this sojourn in respectability, but we three are whores at heart.
We chose the work, and we like the rewards. The downside of the job was
always needing a procurer to manage the house and the books, but you
can do that well enough, and offer protection, besides.”

“Protection?”

“l keep my eyes open. The illusion you use to hide your missing
finger is flawless, but people in this city know you have power. They see
the way fire burns brighter when you’re near. None will cross you. Or
hadn’t you wondered why your father’s creditors were so reasonable?”

I shook my head, shocked. I hadn’t wondered. I’d thought I hid the
extent of my blood-got power, but apparently I didn’t. That explained why
the custom for my potions had dwindled. People were afraid of me.

“Don’t fret.” Minette patted my shoulder. “We’ll be feasting in four

days. Leave everything to me.”
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True to her promise, Minette had us feasting by week’s end. She
rechristened our house with a d’Oran name, Maison d’Aube, and put
word out that Master Drayman’s d’Oran widow and “virginal”
stepdaughters were fallen on hard times and in need of help. There was
no shortage of kind-hearted, wealthy men to “help” the lovely widow and
her daughters. In deference to my distaste for the Prince’s silver coins,
Minette stipulated Maison d’Aube would only accept “help” in gold coins
or gems.

Three months after my father’s death, our debts were paid and our
house was a favorite among wealthy merchants and the nobility. We had
some problems at the beginning from men who thought they could treat
my sisters roughly because there was no pimp in residence. But they
soon learned witches are both creative and persistent in their vengeance.

At each week’s end we held a feast, just for we four sisters. We
drank and laughed and joked we would conquer the world with our
combined talents. Or, at the very least, the city.

Minette raised her glass. “To us, Sisters. To Ciu Dellos Reyes’ three
most sought-after courtesans, and to its most powerful witch!”

“We’ll be wealthy before the year is out.” Dulcie sing-songed. “I'd
an offer from the Grand Duke today.”

“That’s nothing.” Sylvie tossed an envelope of bleached parchment

onto the table among the dirty dishes and empty wine bottles. The
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phantom of my little finger throbbed as though it was burning all over
again.

There was a profile stamped into the blue-black wax of the seal. It
drew my eyes, though I tried to look away. I closed my lids and struggled
to keep my voice steady when I spoke.

“What is that thing?”

Sylvie was too pleased with her news to notice my discomfort.
“That is a letter from the Prince.”

“The Prince?” I felt lightheaded, fearful and excited, all at the same
time. The profile in the wax seal was his.

“Sylvie,” Minette chided, “where is your consideration? You know
Ember does not care for the Prince. Now take the seal from the envelope
before the poor girl faints.”

I'd told them of the time I'd seen the Prince, and we’d all had a
good laugh about my overwrought reaction to the man. “Virgins do such
stupid things,” Minette had mused. “I shall ever be thankful to the newel
post, for at the time, it had a better head on its shoulders than you did.”

I could laugh because I wasn’t a virgin anymore. I'd taken three
lovers in the time since I'd first seen the Prince. They were the kind of
men I liked, big, with muscles hardened by work and faces softened by
humor. They all had the aura of daredevils about them, addicted to risk
and brave beyond reason. And so, I suppose, they would have to be, to

dare lay down with a witch.
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They were not unskilled, my lovers. They were thorough and
attentive to detail, taking their satisfaction both from my body and from
the sense of mastery that came of pleasing a woman whom other men
feared. I adored them each in my own way but the sad secret of my heart
was, | had never wanted another man the way I'd wanted the Prince. The
way [ wanted him, still.

I hated him for it. Hated him and his stupid curse for robbing me
of a real first love, and spoiling me for a second. If I could have withstood
a second sighting of him, I'd have ordered the Fire to burn him to ash,
and damn the consequences. But, then, if I could have stood the sight of
him, I'd not have hated him so very much.

“What does the Prince’s letter say?”

Sylvie plucked the thick, cream-colored paper from the envelope
and handed it across the table to me. “You must tell us what it says. We
don’t read in our native tongue, much less in Maréan.”

Don’t dismiss my sisters as ignorant for they were merely
untaught. Terre d’Or does not care for literacy in any but its clergy and
nobility. A common woman who reveals she can read may as well admit
to witchcraft. Her neighbors will burn her on her books and speak of how
they’ve done her soul a favor.

I didn’t want to touch the Prince’s note but my hand grasped it
before I could ask Sylvie to hold it open for me. A shiver of excitement

ran up my arm. As I held the paper close to my face to read the elegant,

30 www.bettiesharpe.com



Ember

looping script, I inhaled the scent of leather and straw. I knew it was the
Prince’s scent. I imagined him coming in from a long ride and signing the
note his secretary had drafted for him.

“What does it say?” Dulcie asked, her eyes bright and eager.

Embarrassed by how quickly I had lost myself, I made hasty work
of the letter. “He—he wants to come here. He wants the whole place for
himself and his cronies for three days, a week hence.”

Sylvie smiled in her quiet way and Dulcie squealed in delight.

2

Minette kept her calm. “We can’t turn down the Prince,” she mused. “It
would be bad for business. If the nobles learn we turned Adrian Juste
away, the nobles will spurn us and the merchants will follow.”

A frisson of excitement skittered over my skin at the sound of his
name. [ wanted to say it myself, to feel it on my tongue, to shape it with
my lips. “Don’t say his name to me again!” I hissed. “That damned curse
gets stronger every year.”

Dulcie looked at me askance. The curse was no stronger for her, or
for anyone else, than it had ever been. I was the only person who thrilled
to the sound of the Prince’s name; who became entranced at the image of
his face; who woke in the night wanting him. Perhaps it was my magic
that made the Prince’s charm pull so strongly at my will. Perhaps it only

tormented me as punishment for my resistance.

“We can’t let him near Ember,” Minette said.

www.bettiesharpe.com 31



http://www.bettiesharpe.com/

Bettie Sharpe

“But who will protect us and manage the books if she goes away to
hide?”

“I’ll sleep in the summer cookshed.” I said. “I'll keep to the kitchens
and the servant’s hallways.”

“What if the Prince’s followers don’t behave?” Dulcie asked.

“Keep the fires lit. If any of his courtiers behave boorishly, whisper
the man’s name into a candle or a hearth, and the fire will deal with
him.”

“You can do that?” Sylvie leaned across the table to look at me with
new eyes. “I did not think you’d so much power.”

I shrugged. “Power builds with age.”

“Like the Prince’s curse,” Minette said.

I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to think I had anything in common

with him. I didn’t want to think of him at all.

The neighbors’ gossip transformed to lurid speculation when the
Prince and his courtiers began to visit our house. They whispered that
my stepmother and stepsisters had stolen my magic to make love charms
to enthrall the Prince, that Minette and her “daughters” had forbidden

me from entering my own house, and that my stepfamily made me rub
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ashes into my hair so no nobleman would notice the color of it and fall in
love with me.

I don’t know where the neighbors got such nonsense. I've never
been beautiful, or particularly loveable, though I'd kept to myself for so
long, perhaps the neighbors had forgotten. The truth of it is, I hid my
hair with ash of my own volition, after the Prince’s first visit.

He took Dulcie to bed that time. Though the moon wasn’t full, he
kept the shutters closed against the moonlight and kept the candles lit
the whole night through. Few people suspect a thing so homey as a
candle flame or a hearth fire will betray them, but every spark of flame
that springs to life in Ciu Dellos Reyes will do my will. How do you think
I always know what my neighbors think of me?

The cookshed fire woke me in the hours before dawn, dancing and
flaring with the urgency of its message.

“What is it?”

I fed the fire a bundle of pitchy pine twigs so it could speak
through the crackling sound of burning sap.

It formed an image of the Prince and Dulcie reclining on her bed. “I
have a question for you.” The Prince’s voice was a low crackle of burning
wood.

”»

“Anything, your Highness,” Dulcie breathed, her usually bright

eyes dull with lust and wonder.
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“There used to be a girl who lived in this house. She’d red hair and
black eyes.”

I prayed Dulcie would find the strength to lie to him, but none
could deny the Prince. She barely hesitated before answering, “My
stepsister, Ember, has red hair and very dark brown eyes.”

“Ember,” he said. I closed my eyes and shuddered at the thought
of my name upon his lips. “Does she work as you and your ‘sister’ do?
Will you send her to me?”

If ever I’'d doubted Dulcie was my sister, or doubted she loved me
as well as if we’d been blood kin, I had the proof of it in her answer. She
denied the Prince, as best she could. Her voice shook when she answered
him. “I cannot send her to you, Highness. She is not for sale. If it is red
hair you want, I know a whore with hair like a stormy sunrise and a muff
to match.”

“No.” The Prince shook his head. “I want Ember. I saw her once,
five years ago. She watched me ride by on the street. She wasn’t
beautiful, that’s not what I noticed about her. When I go out in the
streets, every face in the crowd turns as I pass like flowers following the
sun. But she looked away from me.”

He turned, staring at the shuttered window, perhaps thinking of
the day he’d seen me. “I've wanted her since then. I've looked for her in
the streets, for the flash of red hair and the cold regard of those dark

eyes. I get everything I want, but not her.”
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“I—“ Dulcie tried to deny him a second time, but her voice died in
her throat as the Prince traced his hand along her face.

“Promise you will send her to me. Promise you will not rest until
she comes to my bedchamber.”

His words had power to them, more power than just the weight of
his curse. I suspect he might have been a great sorcerer if Gaetane’s
cruel blessing had not directed his innate ability into his Charm. With
magic and wisdom to aid him, he could have been the greatest king in
the history of our little kingdom. Instead, he was a selfish, dangerous
man with a voice none could refuse.

“Yes, Highness,” Dulcie droned. “I promise I will send her to you. I
will not rest until she goes to your bedchamber.”

I cursed. The fire flickered in fear of my anger. The image
disappeared. That stupid man! How could he be so cruel to compel such
a promise from my sister? The force of his power would ensure the literal
truth of her words. Dulcie wouldn’t rest until I went to the Prince. And if

I didn’t go, she would die from lack of sleep.
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3. The Cinder Girl

My sisters came to supper in the kitchen at sunrise. Minette and
Sylvia were cheerful and chatty as magpies. Dulcie did not sleep well
under even the best of circumstances, and that morning she had
shadows like bruises beneath her eyes.

I set our food on the table: meat, eggs, tea and toast.

“Mmm! Ember, this is perfect.” Sylvie sang. “It is not so tasty as a
good d’Oran breakfast, but there is no better cook in Tierra Del Maré
than you!”

Sylvie meant it as a compliment. Truly. Though her countrymen
had been ready to burn her at the stake as punishment for her affliction,
she still believed (as do all d’Orans) that nothing in the world is as good
or as beautiful as the art, language, food and culture of Terre d’Or. I
imagine I would feel the same way, were I forced to leave Tierra del Maré.
How fortunate for me that my homeland would never be so backward as
to persecute one of her citizens for the loup or any other unwitting
manifestation of magic.

“How goes the royal visitation?” I asked.

“Do not ask me,” Minette answered, “for I shall only chatter on
about the Prince. He’s so charming—*

“And so handsome!” Sylvie interrupted.

“...And so clever and so kind,” Minette continued.
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I looked to Dulcie, but she said nothing. Her face was pale and
tinged with green as though she might be ill.

“...But when I think about it,” Sylvie continued happily talking of
the Prince, “I do wonder where he got his lovely face. I've seen old
Justinian. The man has a nose like a hawk’s beak and eyes set so deep,
his sockets might be empty for all | know.”

“And all that dark hair!” Minette complained. “The king always
looks in need of a shave.”

“So does his wife!” Sylvie giggled. “But it isn’t surprising. She’s a
distant cousin, right?”

They looked to me, the only native to Tierra del Maré, to settle the
question. “The queen is the king’s second cousin.”

“You see!” Sylvie took a great gulp of her tea and swallowed it in a
hurry. “His parents both have hawk noses and brooding eyes and too
much hair on their cheeks, but the Prince...Oh, he’s golden and perfect.”

I had lived my whole life in Ciu Dellos Reyes. I was a fool not to
have seen it before. “It’s the curse! The curse makes him appear
handsome, the better to make people love him.”

Minette shook herself, seeming to wake from her daydreams of the
Prince. “Ember, you look happy at the news.”

“Yes,” I smiled.

“When you showed us to the parlor the day we first arrived, you

had the same wicked smile. Tell us what you are thinking.”
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“l have just figured out how to break the geas the Prince put on
Dulcie, and how to make sure he never sees me.”

“You knew about it?” Dulcie sobbed. “I've been trying so hard not
to say anything to you, but I keep hearing it in my head: ‘You must tell
her to come to me.’ I thought I would go mad!”

“Don’t fret, Dulcie,” I said, trying to sound as gentle as Minette and
failing utterly. From my lips, the words emerged as an order. “The curse
is strong, and the Prince is wise to its uses. He’s right, [ must go to him.”

“No! You mustn’t. Once he has you, he won’t let you go. There’s
something mad about him, about the way he wants you. I could almost
feel it, like a lash against my skin, when he said your name.”

“To break a geas, one need only obey the letter of the promise. I'll
go to his bedchamber, and he’ll never know I've been there.”

“How?” Minette asked.

I opened my mouth to reveal my clever plan, to tell my sisters I
could hide myself in an illusion and the Prince would never know me.
But I remembered how persuasive the Prince could be. “You'll have to
forgive my secrecy. I've already said too much.”

My words made Dulcie cry in earnest, for no matter how loyal we
four were to each other, the Prince could make traitors of us at any

moment. I rose from the table, and went back to the cookshed.

That day, I became the Cinder Girl.
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I made an ink of chicken’s blood and charcoal, and painted sigils
on my hands before writing the words of my spell ninety-nine times on
ninety-nine scraps of paper. I fed the paper to the fire. When the ash
cooled, I worked it into my hair, skin and clothes until it smothered the
smell of my skin and my red hair was gray with it.

The secret to a good illusion is not to change too much, for illusion
alters appearance, but nothing else. You can bespell a large man to
appear as a small one, but his footprints won’t change. He will still bump
his head on doorways and take up the better part of a bench when he
sits.

When I had donned the illusion, I looked in my old brass mirror
and a Cinder Girl stared back at me. She was pretty in a dull sort of way
with wide blue eyes and wheat-colored curls. She’d all of her fingers and
she didn’t walk with a limp. Her face wasn’t afflicted with my orange
freckles, or with my cold expressions and sly smiles. I would have to
learn to hide my prickly demeanor on my own, though. Magic cannot
alter personality.

To complete my disguise, | wove a little spell of forgetting into my
illusion. It was simple and subtle—a whispered suggestion to forget
Ember the Witch. A breath of old memory to make anyone who did not
know me well believe the Drayman’s daughter had always been golden

and pretty, sweet and kind. It would not work on those who had formed
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a strong impression of me, but it would be enough to blur the memory of
my presence in the minds of passing acquaintances and nosy neighbors.

I gathered a bucket of kindling and coal and went upstairs to the
Prince’s bedchamber. I was almost to his door before I remembered to
tuck the moonlight pendant beneath my bodice and shift. Sunlight
overpowered it, but it might betray my illusion in darkness or weak
candlelight.

The Prince was sprawled across the blankets, naked and perfect.
He was asleep, so I let myself look at him. The vial of moonlight between
my breasts kept the worst of his curse at bay, but it couldn’t stop the
natural lust that coursed through my body at the sight of so fine a
masculine nude.

Sylvie had said he was fair, but his hair appeared quite dark to me.
I wished he were fair, for I liked dark men better, and I didn’t want to like
the look of him at all. It must have been the magic of his Charm that
made me perceive in him every feature I considered handsome.

I tried to detect the edges of his illusion. I looked at the outline of
his body against the blanket. He was taller, perhaps, and bigger framed
than he appeared. He appeared to have broad shoulders and smooth,
golden skin, his chest lightly sprinkled with dark hair. His torso was
muscled to perfection, neither too much nor too little. His cock lay long

and thick against his muscled thigh, sated and peaceful as he slept. I
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imagined the size and the girth of it when he grew hard, and shivered at
the thought of taking it into my body.

He stirred. I hurried over to the hearth and made haste to light the
fire. It had been years since I’d lit a fire by mundane means, and the task
took twice as long as it should have.

When I turned from the hearth, I found the Prince awake and
watching me. He evinced no shame in his nakedness, even though his
cock now stood at attention. “I haven’t seen you before.”

I was surprised he spoke to me. Nobles rarely deign to notice
servants, and he was the noblest man in the land, save his father.

I looked down, feigning embarrassment I didn’t feel, and made a
clumsy curtsy. “I'm sorry to have disturbed your Highness. Please forgive
me. I'll be on my way and let you sleep.”

He looked me over once and then again. His eyes lingered, as
though he liked the look of the Cinder Girl. “You needn’t leave.” There
was seduction in his words, in their shape, sound and source.

I took a step toward him with no conscious thought. I meant to
run for the door, but my feet brought me to his bedside instead. He
caught my hand and pulled me down to sit on the bed beside him.
“You’re a pretty thing, aren’t you?”

“Your Highness flatters me.”

He drew my face forward and kissed me. I did not know what to

make of it, except that I liked the feel of his lips. I'd thought a man with
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no need to woo women would be careless when he kissed, but the Prince
was as careful as an uncertain suitor. His lips were gentle over mine.
Caressing, exploring, seducing. I felt the brush of stubble from his cheek
though I hadn’t seen so much as a shadow of beard on his face.

His tongue brushed against my lips. I would have opened them for
him, but he drew away. “You taste of ash.” He wiped his mouth with the
back of his hand and I was, unaccountably, hurt by it.

If he’d insulted my face or form, I would have shrugged it off, for
they were illusion and thus no part of me. But I spent my days and
nights near fire, listening to its whispers, Working magic with its light. I
always smelled of ash and smoke, and probably tasted of it, too.

“'m sorry to displease your Highness.” I began to back away,
meaning to gather my tools and flee his presence as soon as I could.

Like something separate from his body, his hand reached after me.
“Don’t go.”

My missing finger burned as though I were back in my mother’s
parlor watching it crumble in the flames.

“Come here, let me touch you.”

His curse came upon me like the slide of snake’s scales across my
ankles. It tickled my skin like a herd of millipedes scampering up my
arms. [ wanted to brush it off, to burn it away, but I could do nothing to

free myself without betraying my disguise.
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He took my hesitation for fear and tried to soothe me. “I'm not
trying to get under your skirts,” he whispered.

I glanced down at his cock. It was thick and half-hard, making a
liar of him in the plainest way possible. He had the grace to look
ashamed as he drew the corner of the counterpane across his sex.

My missing finger burned, shooting shrill jolts of pain up my left
arm. I made a fist of my hand and shook my head. “My mistress will beat
me, Highness, if I abandon my tasks.”

“Then you must go.” He opened a box on the bedside table and
withdrew a silver coin. “For luck.” He tossed the hateful thing at me,
forcing me to catch it before it hit me in the face.

The coin itched against my bare palm, and I thought I could feel it
writhing in my grip like a burrowing worm. I wanted to throw it back in
his face, but instead I made a low curtsy and thanked him before fleeing
his chamber.

Dulcie was asleep with her head on the table when I returned to
the kitchen. Sylvie sat beside her, petting her hair.

“You did it,” Sylvie said when she heard my footsteps on the floor
behind her. She turned to face me, and her expression crumpled in
confusion at the sight of the Cinder Girl. “Who are you?”

If T told her the truth, the Prince might later compel the answer
from her. Though I hated to do it, | smiled at my sister and lied. “I'm here

at the behest of your sister, the witch, to protect you.”
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“Are you a witch, too?”

I tried to make my voice kind, but there’s no unthreatening way to
admit to witchcraft. “Yes.”

Sylvie’s face grew fierce. “I went to find her in the cookshed, but
found only blood on the floor. What did your help cost her?”

“Not life, limb, nor any of her blood. Rest easy, girl. She’ll be back
when it’s safe.”

Sylvie backed down and let me pass, though a low growl rumbled
from her throat as I walked by. When I got outside, I threw the Prince’s

coin over the back wall into the alley.

I was still awake when the cookshed fire began to flicker that
night, for it is difficult to fall asleep while wearing a face not your own. I
fed the fire pitchy twigs, and it again showed me the Prince’s
bedchamber in our house.

He had Dulcie and Sylvie with him. They were clothed, and the
gathering looked more like an interrogation than a tryst. My sisters sat
side-by-side on the Prince’s bed, blank-eyed and witless from the force of
his charm. The Prince paced, restless as a caged animal.

“She didn’t come to me.” He turned to Dulcie. “You promised you

wouldn’t rest until she came to me, yet you slept today.”
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“She must have come to you.” Dulcie’s voice held no inflection.

“l waited and watched. How could she have escaped me?”

I hated that he’d asked so general a question. Dulcie tried to resist
answering for as long as she could, but at last she spoke, halting and
through clenched teeth. “Our sister is a witch.”

“You mean she is a Wise Woman,” the Prince corrected. “We honor
Wise Women here in Tierra del Maré, not witches. You d’Orans are too
ignorant to tell the difference.”

Sylvie shook her head, bristling at the insult to her homeland. “No,
she’s a witch, if ever there was one. She cut off her own finger and made
the Witch’s Bargain with the spirits of Fire. She writes her spells in
blood. When Lord Campos blacked my eye, she sent a plague of rats and
ravens to drive him from the city. And she keeps a little doll made in his
image to poke with pins or singe with fire whenever she needs
amusement.”

“Is she wicked?”

“What does wicked mean? She watched the ravens harry Campos
out of town, and laughed to see the wounds they pecked into his skin.
But she did it to protect me. When Minette married her father, we meant
to rob him blind. She struck a bargain with us to treat him well. She
helped us. We’re sisters now and I do not doubt she loves us.”

“She loves?” The Prince’s voice betrayed an interest I'd not

expected from him. “How?”
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“Yes, she loves. Not easily, but fiercely.”

The Prince turned away from my sisters and the fire. I couldn’t see
his expression. He was silent for some time, a man caught deep in
thought. Finally, he kissed my sisters chastely, upon their brows. “You've
both done well.” He pressed a silver coin into Sylvie’s limp palm and
curled her hand around it. “You may go.”

My sisters left the room and the Prince sat down in silence, but
still I fed the fire fuel and watched him. I didn’t know what he wanted
from me, or why. I could think of no reason why he might care whether I
loved, except a reason I did not want to contemplate.

Most witches walk a darker path than I. They sacrifice more of
their flesh and blood for power; they barter their emotions for knowledge.
Some even kill their children. Witchcraft’s unsavory reputation is far
from undeserved. You'd be safer to assume all witches are incapable of
love, than to risk your life and heart by loving a woman who loves power
above all else.

Every lover I've ever had has gone to my sisters first to ask after
me. They asked if I was kind or cruel, if I was forgiving or vengeful, and if
I was loving or hateful. They asked how much I cared for power. Only
when they were sure of my nature did my suitors dare approach me.

The Prince, for all the power of his awful curse, had sounded like a

suitor when he interrogated Sylvie and Dulcie. It softened me toward
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him, to think he might want me as something other than a whore. And

that frightened me.
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4. The Stableman

The Prince became a patron of our house over the following weeks.
He held parties there for his courtiers and cronies. He ate, drank and
slept beneath our roof. He filled our coffers with his largesse. The nobles
who followed him replaced my sisters’ paste gems with real ones. They
showered gifts on my sisters and tried in vain to bribe the Prince’s new
favorites to whisper recommendations in his ear.

Minette hired more servants and bought back our carriage. The
Prince sent her a quartet of matched blooded mares to pull it, and a team
of trainers, tigers and stablehands to mind the mares. Overnight, it
seemed, our house was full of strangers.

I made a nest of blankets and old featherbeds in the cookshed, and
slaughtered a witch’s dozen chickens to paint the outside walls and door
with an aversion spell. I felt like an exile, huddling in the cookshed night
after night. Hiding behind the Cinder Girl’s false face each day. Not even
my sisters knew me, though they took pains to see me comfortable
because they thought the Cinder Girl was a sister witch who had done
Ember a service.

I was comfortable and well fed but lonely, though all who met me
were kind. I began to loathe the Cinder Girl, her sweet eyes and golden
hair. I hated how kindly the neighbors treated her and the way the new

footmen flirted with her without reservation. The Cinder Girl showed me
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the world I'd missed. It wasn’t until I donned her face that I truly
understood what my magic had cost me.

The first night of the full moon fell two weeks after the Prince first
came to our door. He didn’t come to our house that night, but stayed at
the palace, locked behind three sets of doors. I'd always laughed that he
was so frightened to show his true face, but after donning the guise of
the Cinder Girl, I understood his precautions.

Not candlelight nor firelight nor any spell known to man or beast
can preserve an illusion on the nights of the full moon. Any who saw me
from dusk to dawn would see my true face—my red hair and freckles and
cold black eyes. My twisted foot and missing finger. They would know me
for a witch. And worse, they would know I was the girl for whom the
Prince’s servants searched.

When his geas on Dulcie failed to bring me to him, the Prince
employed a far more powerful tack than mere magic. He had sent his
guards around the neighborhood with velvet purses stuffed with silver
coins. If I had not covered my tracks so carefully by twisting and blurring
my neighbors’ memories of me, their greed and their desire to please the
Prince would have overwhelmed any fears they had of my retribution. I
would have been lost.

But after two weeks of the neighbors’ confusing stammers, vague
recollections, and adamant assertions that the late Drayman’s daughter

was not a redheaded witch, but a sweet Cinder Girl with golden curls,
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the Prince’s search had slowed. His guards still asked after me, but they
did not seem confident of my existence, much less the eventual success
of their search. I overheard a guard confide to one of the housemaids
that he feared the Prince had gone a little mad.

The Prince’s guards’ doubt and confusion worked in my favor, for
they did not look too closely at me or any of the other servants. If they
had, they might have noticed the dragging, twisted print my right foot left
as I trod across the rain-soaked mud of the rear yard from the cookshed
to the kitchen door. They might have noticed stray red hairs dusted in
ash that sometimes clung to the hood of my cloak when I hung it up to
dry on the wall beside the kitchen hearth. The might have noticed that I
left the print of only four fingers upon anything I grasped with my left
hand.

Perhaps I became careless in those weeks the Prince’s men
scoured our neighborhood and failed to find me. Perhaps I grew over-
confident in the protection my illusion provided. Or perhaps I was merely
foolish. Whatever the reason, the mistake I made on the very first night
of the full moon could easily have cost me my freedom, had any of the
Prince’s guards been present to see it.

Around midnight, I heard a commotion in our small stables. I
called a lick of flame into my hand and went out to investigate. When I

opened the door, I saw a man in the Prince’s livery struggling to quiet a
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panicking horse. The mare broke free of him and charged toward the
now-open stable door. Straight for me.

I closed my fist around my witch’s flame. It disappeared with a
swirl of smoke and the faint scent of singed skin.

“Close the door, you idiot!”

I jumped inside and pulled the door shut after me. The mare
reared when she saw me, her great dark eyes showing white around the
edges. She struck with her hooves and clipped the side of my head. I
staggered and tried to keep my balance lest I fall beneath the horse’s feet.

A firm hand pushed me out of harm’s way. I fell against a stall
door and onto my knees. My vision flickered with stars.

The stableman stepped in front of the frightened horse and
grasped her bridle. He pulled her back onto all four feet and then put his
face close to hers. He whispered and soothed the beast as he blew his
breath into her flared nostrils. “Shhh, girl. All is well. All is well.”

His low voice was so gentle I almost wished he were talking to me.
After a while, the mare quieted and the stableman led her back to her
stall.

He seemed calm until he turned to face me. “Don’t you know
anything about horses? You could have been killed!” His voice never rose
above the level of conversation, but I could hear the anger in his words.

“I'm sorry.” I rubbed the bruise on my brow. My sight faded in and

out. “I heard a commotion and thought I could help.”
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“Help? You come into my stable stinking of ashes and dried blood
and dash beneath the hooves of a panicked horse. Are you mad?”

Belatedly, I remembered the moon. I looked down at my hands.
They were drawn all over with the ink I’'d made of blood and charcoal. I
wasn’t the Cinder Girl, I was a mad witch caught out on the night of the
full moon.

I tried to stand, to flee the stable, but a wave of dizziness punished
me for my sudden movement. My vision faded again, and when it
returned, I was laying in a bed of straw with my head in the stableman’s
lap while he wiped the ash from my face and hands. He paused a
moment when he encountered my missing finger, but he didn’t seem
upset by it. He continued his task with gentle determination.

“Little idiot,” he muttered as he worked, unaware I'd waked. “You
should have known better than to come around a panicked horse. I
would have taught you better if you were mine.” His voice was terse, and
I detected the strain of worry in it. His hands were gentle on mine.

He smelled of straw, saddle leather and horses. It wasn’t an
unpleasant scent. And the feel of his hands holding my hand was even
less unpleasant. Indeed, it felt lovely.

I sighed. I sighed like a stupid virgin dreaming of her ideal man.
Even now, I still cannot believe I did such a thing. I wanted to sink into

the ground with shame.
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He leaned over my face and met my gaze. He wasn’t handsome or
particularly well groomed, but I liked the look of him. He’d a narrow face
with a crooked nose that had probably been even more garishly
prominent before it’d been broken. His skin was swarthy, not golden or
sun kissed, but olive by nature and darkened by hours in the sun. His
eyes were large and black and kind, but set so deep as to make him look
imposing unless you were standing very close to him.

His hair was black, wavy and too long, except where it was too
short. The front section looked like he’d cut it with a hunting knife to
keep it from falling in his eyes. He could have done with a shave, too. His
cheeks were dark with two days growth of beard.

“Mistress, are you well?”

“Well enough,” I said, struggling to rise. My body made a liar of me:
[ wobbled on my feet.

He urged me back down to the straw and sat beside me. “You
aren’t well. You may have a broken skull. I should fetch a surgeon.”

“No.” I tried to shake my head, but the motion made me dizzy. “Let
me go lay down. Ill fix it tomorrow.”

“Fix? A broken skull is more than a bandage and a folk remedy will
fix.

I thought of the surgeon and his steel knives, and struggled

harder. “No surgeon!”
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“Easy,” his voice was soft and very like the voice he’d used to calm
the panicked mare. “Very well. I'll spare you the surgeon, but you can’t
go to sleep tonight. Head injuries are tricky. You mightn’t wake.”

He took my left hand between his. If he thought anything of my
missing finger, he kept it to himself. “Talk to me. Tell me something of
yourself.”

“Must I?”

“Your voice will slur if your brain starts swelling. The quality of
your words will warn me if you’re too badly injured.”

“Very well.” 1T tried to sound annoyed, but he’d taken my hand
between his and I liked the feel of him. “What shall I talk about?”

“Start with your name.”

“Ember.” I cursed myself as soon as I heard my voice. I should
have told him something else, but I'd no other name at the ready. I'd
never given the Cinder Girl a name. When the people spoke to her, they
called her “mistress” and when they spoke of her, they called her ella.
I've heard the word is a name in other lands, but in our tongue it means
simply “she” or “her.”

Fortunately, my name seemed to mean nothing to him. “Good
evening, Ember. I'm Rian.”

Rian. It was a common nickname for Adrian. Most mothers in Cia

Dellos Reyes named at least one of their sons after the Prince, and every
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third Adrian Juste called himself “lan” or “Rian” in a futile effort to
distinguish himself from all the others.

“Hullo, Rian. Do you have a second name?”

“Nothing distinctive.” Ah. He was Adrian Juste the Stableman. How
common. Not that I'd room to brag. I'd been Ember the Drayman’s
Daughter, and now I was Ember the Witch. When it comes to names, we
commoners are an unimaginative lot.

“So you’re a stable hand for the Prince, are you?”

“l tame and train horses and hounds at the palace—”" He cut
himself short. His lips tilted up. “You’re asking me to speak when you
should be speaking. If you don’t want to talk about yourself, then tell me
a story.”

His thumb rubbed along my hand, and I gave in almost
immediately. I told him a story I'd heard from an herb witch who lives
out in the country. It concerned a novice witch who’d bespelled her
hidden forest cottage with an illusion to make it look and feel like the
dream home of any who beheld it.

The witch was quite pleased with her Work until two greedy
children stumbled into her clearing. Having already made paupers of
their parents through their unrivaled gluttony, the children wandered the
forest in search of small animals and large insects with which to feed

their endless appetites.
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When the little gluttons beheld the witch’s house, they perceived a
structure made of candies and cakes, for they could think of nothing
besides food. The witch returned from her herb gathering to find the two
little monsters gnawing on her shutters like a pair of rabid squirrels. She
pulled them off her house and showed them the truth behind the
illusion.

She offered to cure them of their unnatural hungers, but they’d
run into the woods to escape exactly that fate. They fled the witch, only
to return on the night of the full moon when the moonlight would protect
them from her magic. They cut her to pieces, cooked her in her own oven
and ate her.

Rian laughed. “I think I've heard another version of the tale. One
with a different villain and a happier ending.”

“Oh, this one has a happy ending, too,” | answered, smiling despite
the ache in my head.

“It does?”

“Yes. The greedy children were later eaten by bears.”

He wiped his brow. “What a relief.”

“You’re laughing at me.”

“Not in the least. I like your perspective.”

Perhaps I was lonelier than I'd realized, for I found myself watching
Rian’s smiling lips as he spoke, and wondering what they felt like. I knew

I was a fool, to be going soft over the first man to treat me kindly in a
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long time, but I couldn’t help it. Perhaps my injury was worse than I'd
thought?

A sharp pinch against my wrist recalled me to the present. “Ow!
Why’d you do that?”

“You were falling asleep.”

“I wasn’t. I was just thinking.”

“What about?”

I blushed. Plague take it—I blushed! I haven’t blushed since I was
a child, but I blushed at the thought of admitting my attraction to him.
And well I should have blushed. I was filthy, contused and clad in
bloody, ash-covered remnants of the spell I'd used to craft the Cinder
Girl. He was the first attractive man to pay me any attention in many
months, but I’'d given him no cause to be attracted to me. He thought he
was saving my life.

“N-nothing.”

He met my eyes and smiled. I liked how his smiles came so easily.
He raised my hand to his lips and slowly kissed my palm. He kept his
lips against my skin so long, I could not doubt his meaning or explain
the kiss away as simple kindness. I closed my eyes and savored the
warmth of his lips.

“Ow!” I jerked my hand away and glared at the white mark his
teeth had left in my palm. “You bit me!”

“You were falling asleep, Ember.”
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“ wasn’t. You kissed my hand. I was enjoying the sensation.”

“You were?”

I stuck out my chin. “I was.”

“Even though I'm a rude, wicked man to take advantage of a girl
who might have a broken skull?”

I laughed. “Because youre a rude, wicked man. Charm and
goodness are overrated.”

“In that case...” He kissed me. He did not kiss me softly as he
should have, considering my injury. He kissed me hard and I adored it.

When he moved to lift his lips from mine I opened my mouth and
lured him back to a deeper kiss. The bruise on my head pounded in an
aching echo of my racing pulse. I didn’t care.

My eyelids fluttered closed as he deepened the kiss.

“Ow!” He’d bitten my lip. I glared up at him and he tried to keep a
straight face as he said, “You closed your eyes again.”

“You’re supposed to close your eyes when you kiss.”

“I prefer to keep mine open.”

I shook my head in disgust. “Did you enjoy your up-close view of
my freckles?”

“I like them. They’re all over your face and neck. I wonder how far
down they go.”

[ unknotted the ties to my bodice. “I could show you.”
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He stilled my hand with his. “You’d be all over bite marks by
morning. You look like the type of woman who closes her eyes when she
comes.”

«__»

He covered my lips with his fingers. “Don’t tell me if I'm right or
wrong. I'll be awake all night thinking of your answer.”

“l thought we were supposed to stay awake all night.”

“Not like this.” He pulled my hand against the front of his
breeches. His cock was hard as a steel rod, and hot despite the fabric
between my palm and his skin. I traced the thick shape of it down to his
balls, and up again to its rounded tip.

I whistled. “The stallions must hang their heads in shame when
you walk through the stable yard.”

“You flatter me.”

“Not by much. You’re lucky I like a challenge.”

He groaned. “Have you no mercy?”

“I'm not known for it.”

“What about patience?”

“Sometimes.”

“Then please be patient until youre healed. I wouldn’t forgive
myself if I hurt you. Ill come back another night and...”

“And you can examine all my freckles as closely as you like.”
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“You’re cruel. A week. Your head should be healed enough in a
week.”

“I'm a witch, Rian. My head will be healed an hour after sunrise,
even if [ have to bleed out every chicken in the henhouse to do it.

My new suitor looked uneasy. Few people like to be reminded we
witches deal in power borne of spilled blood and severed flesh, though it
is nothing less than the truth.

I met his eyes. “If small mention of my witchery worries you, your
worries shall only grow worse as you know me. I'll speak plainly, and if
you do not like my words, you shouldn’t return tomorrow.”

“No.” He shook his head violently, as though the mere thought of
not returning angered him. “Nothing will keep me from you.”

“Wise Women may work their wonders with the power of a pure
soul and noble intentions, but we witches are not so kind. I steal power,
Rian. I steal life. Every insect I crush beneath my heel, every chicken I
slaughter for the dinner table, every life I take becomes fuel for the fire
that serves me. For the fire I serve.”

“Do you kill anything bigger than a chicken for your power?”

“The occasional goat or pig.” And once, a noisy dog, but I didn’t
mention it. Rian loved dogs almost as much as he loved horses. I did not

want him to get the wrong idea about me.
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“As long as you don’t kill people, I don’t care where your power
comes from, or what you do with it. I only care about seeing you
tomorrow night.”

I let go the breath I'd been holding. “After moonrise,” I suggested,
not wanting him to see me in the guise of the Cinder Girl.

“As you command.”

Rian bade me farewell before sunrise. He was hours late returning
to the palace stables.

“Will they beat you?” I asked as I watched him saddle the mare
that had kicked me. She was calm beneath his hand, for there was
something soothing in his presence.

He laughed. “Me?” He made his face seem serious. “Even if they
did beat me, I'd count the pain of the lash a worthy payment for the
pleasure of your company.”

“And if the lash left marks, it would be nothing you didn’t deserve.”
Smiling, I thrust out my arm to display the little bruises from where he’d
pinched me to keep me awake. “Look what you did to me.”

Perhaps he tried to look ashamed of himself, but all he managed
was a quivering smile. “You will have to think of me today. Every time
you look at your hand or your arm, you’ll think of me. And when the
other servants see you, they’ll see the marks I left on your neck and

know you have a lover.”
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Before I could answer, he jumped up on his horse and rode to the
back gate. “Tonight.” he called, turning over his shoulder to wink at me.

“Tonight,” I whispered.

Even had the day passed in the blink of an eye, nightfall would not
have come soon enough to suit me. It was a struggle to be patient
through the day. When at last the sun set, I heated a tub of water for my
bath. I washed every grain of ash from my hair and brushed it until it
shined almost as bright as fire. I scrubbed every flake of blood-ink from
my hands and arms and cut my ragged nails.

I felt like a love-struck girl when I found myself donning my
favorite dress for Rian, but I didn’t change my clothes. The dress wasn’t
fine or fancy as the ladylike dresses my father had wanted me to wear. It
was a simple dress of fine-spun rose-colored wool that fell almost to the
ground and hid my twisted foot from sight. The shift I wore beneath it
was edged in silk ribbons of the same color. Sylvie had once told me the
color softened me. It made freckles seem less garish and made my dark
eyes seem less cold.

I considered powdering my cheeks to hide my freckles or dosing my
eyes with belladonna, as my sisters did, to make them look loving and

limpid. What a foolish picture I would have made: the awkward
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redheaded cripple in her best wool dress, her face pasty with powder, her
eyes as wide as a cretin’s. I left my face bare.

I met Rian in the stable when I heard his horse ride into the yard. I
didn’t feel so bad about my preparations when I saw him in the
moonlight. He’d shaved his stubble and combed his hair. He still looked
scruffy at the edges, but I liked him that way.

He did not greet me with the studied politeness and nervous
reserve which often mark the first few outings of a courting couple, but
instead cupped my cheek and kissed my lips as though we were lovers,
reunited. I sighed and leaned against him, my body and will as malleable
as warm wax. He could have had me then, without a word spoken
between us, but he broke the kiss and looked into my eyes instead.

“You’re beautiful.” He sounded so earnest, I almost believed him.

I shook my head to disagree with him, but he put his hands on my
waist and lifted me onto his horse. He mounted a moment later and
settled his body behind mine, bracketing me with his arms as he reached
forward to grasp the reins. All the words in my head scattered like hens
fleeing a hawk, and I hadn’t the wit to gather them up again. I could
think of nothing but the feel of his hard thighs behind mine and the heat
of his muscled chest against my back.

He took me to a tavern in the city where there was music and
dancing in a courtyard outside. There were players in the courtyard, and

we laughed and jeered at the folktale they enacted. It was the tale of the
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stuck-up princess who so despised common work, she died of spite after
pricking her finger on a spinning wheel when her affianced Prince took
her to his peasants’ summer Fair. The tale ended happily, though, for the
lazy princess had a bastard sister who’d been working as a maid for
seven brothers in the woods. She had the beauty of her royal sister, but
not the princess’s haughty ways. The Prince married the bastard sister,
and everyone lived happily until they died.

When we left the tavern, we lied and said the wine made us cling to
each other as we staggered back to Avenida Delpalacio leading Rian’s
annoyed horse behind us. I said it was the wine gone to my head that
made me pull Rian into the pile of straw outside his horse’s stall instead
of taking him back to my bed. But the truth was, I couldn’t wait. The
pleasant diversions of the evening had been frustrating delays. All I'd
wanted since he’d kissed me was to feel his naked skin beneath my
hands.

Soon enough, I got my wish. [ lay naked on a blanket of our
discarded clothing, and he stood naked above me. His body was long,
tough and lean. Every inch of him spoke of his work. His thighs and
calves were thick with muscle from riding; his arms were strong from
hauling tack. His stomach was flat and lean from holding himself upright
in the saddle. His hands were rough and strong from gripping rope and

rein.
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He smiled as he watched me look at him. His eyes twinkled, and
his mouth held a hint of mischief.

“l have a confession,” he whispered as he moved his body to cover
mine.

[ tried to keep my face neutral, but the phrase “I have a
confession” is not one you want to hear from a man you are about to
fuck. “Tell me.”

He put his lips close to my ear and whispered, “It’s not the wine.”

“Pardon?”

“I didn’t have a drink of wine all night. I'm drunk on you.”

“You flatter me,” I chided.

“No, I speak the truth.”

He kissed me and I forgot about conversation. He kissed my
cheeks and my lips, my neck and my eyes. He kissed the crooks of my
elbows and the backs of my knees, and every other secret part of my
anatomy.

I do not want to be indelicate as I relate this, for there is a limit to
the details you should tell even your closest friends. If you tell too little,
you may appear as a prude, but if you tell too much, your friends will
forever regard you as a person of peculiar tastes. Truly. Dulcie once told
me the intimate details of an evening she spent with the Grand Duke. I

haven’t been able to eat carrots, since. And I used to adore carrots.
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I must hasten to assert, Rian and I did nothing that would put you
off your favorite fruits or vegetables. My hesitance stems from concern
you might think me a braggart if I told all. So, with your pardon, I'll take
the high road and describe my nights with Rian in as delicate a manner
as 'm able.

How about this: I've heard the republics on the coasts of the
Midlands Sea worship in their pantheon a goddess whose dominion is
the act of physical love. Women and men lay with the priests and
priestesses, and in so doing, they touch the divine. Lovemaking is their
holy communion wherein they worship with both soul and flesh. In
pleasing their partner, they please their goddess.

This is how it was with Rian. He worshipped me; he blessed me. He
took my body both with reverence and with hunger. I prostrated myself
before him; he gave himself to me, entirely. Together we touched the
divine.

No? Too vague and airy? Very well, I shall be blunt. He licked and
sucked me until I screamed his name. He fucked me until I couldn’t see
straight. He rode me hard and made me love him for it.

I did not think what I felt for him was love, not at first, for we spent
only a few nights of each month together. Everyone knows servants have
little free time for themselves. The palace staff was no exception.

The Prince was particular about his stables and his horses, and

Rian’s days at the palace were long and tiring. The only nights he could
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get away were the nights of the full moon when the Prince locked himself
in his rooms at the palace in order to hide his true face from the world.

“The Prince should not force his servants to work so hard.” I
complained one night as we lay together in my bed.

“He doesn't force them.” Rian's reply sounded faintly defensive.

“No, his curse does it for him. He asks you to work from dawn to
dusk, and you are happy to comply because his curse makes you love
him above all others—including yourself!”

“You’re wrong.” Rian rolled atop me and pinned my shoulders to
the bed. The fire of anger in his eyes might have cowed a weaker woman,
but I met his gaze and waited for him to explain himself. That, alone,
seemed to calm him.

“l hate the Prince.” He whispered. “I hate the way all people love
him, though none know him. I hate the fields of false smiles that blossom
in his wake. I hate the courtiers and flunkies who trail after him,
desperate to ingratiate themselves no matter how coldly he treats them.”

The anger in Rian’s eyes faded and his gaze grew unfocussed as
his thoughts wandered. “It isn’t right that one man should command so
much unearned adoration, but he never asked for it. His curse does not
affect animals. The stables and the kennels are his escape.”

I felt my mouth drag into a frown. “Oh, the poor, poor Prince. How

terrible it must be beloved by everyone and to always get what he wants.”
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“You’re cruel. Don’t you think it must be a peculiar sort of hell to
live surrounded by sycophants? Like living in a dollhouse. No matter how
perfect your playmates, they are cold porcelain. Soon enough, you would
long for the heat, the softness, and the imperfections of living flesh. You
would long to hear words and wishes other than your own.”

He quieted and looked into my eyes as though waiting for a
response. As though he expected me to agree with him. Had I answered
him, I would have noted how he’d gone from hating the Prince to
defending him between one breath and the next. I would have
complained that he seemed to care far too much what I thought of the
Prince.

I wondered what Rian would do if the Prince were to find and claim
me. | wanted to think he would fight for me, but my cynical heart knew
he would give me up as easily as he’d surrendered his time and his
sympathies. No one could resist the Prince’s curse. No one but me.

And I was not certain how long my resistance would hold.

“Ember?” Rian’s voice broke through my brooding thoughts. His
hand traced a gentle path along my cheek. “Your expression is dark.
What worries you?”

I did not reveal my thoughts to Rian, but kissed him instead. I
snaked my hand around his neck and pressed his head closer to mine.
We spoke no more that night, and I never again complained that he

spent too much time at the palace.
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By the time the moon had waned and waxed again, I'd decided it
was as well that we only met when the moon was full and the Prince was
locked in his rooms at the palace. I did not know how I would explain my
disguise, or the reasons for it, to Rian. And the more I came to care for
him, the more I came to fear what he would make of the Cinder Girl.

I did not fear he would reject me for wearing a false face, or for
deceiving all who saw me by day—no, my worries were far pettier than
that. The Cinder Girl was beautiful where I was not. She had golden hair
and pleasant features. She had all of her fingers and two straight feet. I
do not often dwell upon my looks, but I cannot deny I was afraid my
lover might like the Cinder Girl’s face and form better than he liked mine.

And so I engaged in another deceit. I kept my longing for Rian to
myself and pretended I was content to see him only a few nights a
month. His work and my petty worries made both of us grudgingly happy
with the scant time we had together.

Besides, who can say whether our time together was not sweeter
for its brevity? We had almost six blissful months of stolen nights before

I ruined it all.
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5. The Loup

“Why Master Rian, I would not have thought you were an
impatient man.” Rian’s hands didn’t slow in their quest to raise my
skirts.

“Only with you.” He buried his face in the crook of my neck and
scraped his teeth along my skin. “I've been waiting years for you.”

“You exaggerate. We've been apart for less than four weeks.”

“Mmm.” He lifted me against the cookshed wall and entered me in
one smooth, divine stroke. “I don’t care what the calendar says. It has
been too long.”

I agreed with him, but I didn’t want to admit it. I'd been fond of my
previous lovers, but not like this. I missed Rian when we were apart. And
I missed him for more than just the skill of his hands and the size of his
cock.

I missed him.

I missed his sly humor and the deep rumble of his voice. I missed
the smell of his skin and the comforting warmth of his body beside mine
in the night. I missed the gentle whispers he used to quiet horses, and
the confident way he put his arm around me when we walked down the
street.

He paid no special attention my witchery. He didn’t act as though

he had been brave to bed me, and he didn’t strut about like he’d some
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special magic in his cock that let him please a witch. To him, my
witchery was just another feminine skill, like tatting or midwifery, which
had little to do with him. He never asked me for spells or charms, even
when I offered. He was never afraid to anger me.

In fact, he liked to make me angry. He would say some outrageous
thing and smile as my cheeks grew pink and I argued with him. He
would pile absurdity upon absurdity until I was yelling and calling him
names, and then he would kiss me, inhaling my heated breaths, running
his hands over my struggling muscles.

I wanted to stay angry with him, but there is only one good way to
put aroused passions to rest. When he would push me to the bed, or pull
me into a shadowed doorway as we walked down a moonlit street, I took
my vengeance on his body, licking him or riding him until he shuddered
and shouted my name. He was not the only one of our pairing who liked
to make their lover lose control.

“Do you think about me?” he asked me when we had taken our
pleasures from each other. “Do you think of me when I’'m not with you?”

I did not answer, but snuggled deeper into his arms.

“I think of you,” he whispered. “I wake in the night with my cock so
hard I hurt. I wake with your name on my lips.”

“l wake wanting you, as well.” It was not a lie, only an edited

version of the truth. Betimes I did writhe in my sleep, dreaming of a
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lover’s touch upon my skin. Such dreams had haunted me since the day
I saw the Prince. They haunted me still.

At times, the Prince wore Rian’s face, but his kisses were wooing
and gentle. The hands I dreamed I felt upon my body had the work-
roughened feel of Rian’s. But the scaly caress of the Prince’s curse
always trailed in the wake of Rian’s touch.

Sometimes I came to pleasure from those dreams. I shuddered in
my sleep with the hot, damp taste of the Prince’s magic in my mouth and
the feel of Rian’s cock stretching my cunt. I felt like a traitor when I
woke, and I wept with hatred for the Prince. I wept with hatred for
myself.

“ want to spend every night with you, Ember.” Rian’s words
startled me from my dark ruminations.

“Does that mean you will quit work at the palace, and come live
here with me?”

“No. I don’t fancy life in a cookshed. You should come to the palace
and live with me.”

“Because the palace provides such spacious accommodations for
its stablemen, and eagerly welcomes their families and wives?”

“They will make room for you. I shall make sure of it.”

“It does not matter what concessions you think you can wring from

your employer. I have duties here.”

72 www.bettiesharpe.com



Ember

“What duties?” Rian asked. “I've never seen you enter the main
house. I've never seen any other servant come to you with a task. It is
almost as if they don’t see you at all.”

“Witchery is complicated.”

He shook his head, as though he could shake thoughts of my
witchery from his mind. “You talk too much of witchery. It is ever on your
mind. You explain your every action with the words, I am a witch,” as
though it is the whole of you. Just once, I want to hear you say you are
mine!”

I had not seen him so possessive before. Of a sudden, I recalled all
the times he’d put his arm around my shoulders as we walked on the
street. I had always thought he meant to show he was not afraid to love a
witch. But his message was more basic. He meant to tell me I was his; he
meant to tell the world, She is mine.

He took my hands and looked into my eyes. “I love you and I want
to marry you. Don’t you love me?”

His talk of marriage panicked me. I imagined standing before the
civil justice vowing to love and honor Rian until I died. I would make a
liar of myself on the first day of our life together, for I knew I would only
honor him so long as I kept away from the Prince.

The Prince’s curse pulled at me constantly. Even with my missing

finger and my vial of moonlight, it was a struggle to resist him. It was a
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struggle to keep my composure at the sound of his name. I could not
touch a silver coin without wanting to run my tongue along his profile.

“Of course I love you,” I told Rian. “In my way.”

“In your way?” He almost shouted the words. “What do you mean,
‘in your way?’ You either love or you do not. And if you love, you love me
only. There is no other way!”

“Rian, [—”

He grabbed my shoulders and locked his gaze to mine. “Love is a
fire, Ember. Tend it, or it will burn you. Feed it, or it will die and leave
you cold.”

I didn’t like the anger in his eyes. It was not a rage I could cure
with soothing words or a fevered fuck against the wall. I feared he would
leave me, and I couldn’t bear to let him go. “I’'m overwhelmed—confused!
I never planned on marriage. There are few enough men who would dare
to wed a witch. Your proposal is something I could not have imagined.”

“Where did you think we were headed? Did you think I'd be
content to see you three nights every month, six on the blue moon? I
want you every night, Ember. In my bed and in my life. I will not settle
for anything less.”

“l need time to accustom myself to it, Rian.” I pleaded, thinking
frantically as I spoke. “Give me until next month. Come to me then, and

you will be coming to your betrothed.”
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It was a desperate ploy based on an impossible goal. How would I
find the key to breaking the Prince’s hold on me in a month, when I'd
spent the better part of five years searching for just such a cure? I was

only delaying the inevitable.

As I’'d expected, I had no luck in my frantic, month-long search for
a cure to the Prince’s curse. | spent hours every day Working at the
hearth. I scoured every book and scroll I could find. I ate little and slept
less. But the days passed. The moon waned and waxed, and still I found
nothing of use.

The problem is, witches are like snowflakes, cold and quite unlike
each other. No two witches cast the same spell in the same manner.
What works for one will not work for another. And what Work one does,
no other can undo.

[ could find no solution that would guarantee immunity to the
curse Gaetane had laid on the Prince, and if I could not be certain I
would be able to resist the Prince, I could not promise myself to Rian.

The Old Wives say the promise of a witch is as sharp as a sword,
and as sure as an iron chain. They do not lie, but I did not strive to keep
my oaths to Rian for fear of the fate awaiting a witch who breaks her
promises. The simple truth is, I would rather have died than to betray

him.
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“No offense to you,” Sylvie told me as she gulped down her monthly
potion. “But I miss Ember.”

“None taken,” I said, smiling behind the Cinder Girl’s face. “I'm
sure she misses you as well.”

“Blech!” Sylvie gulped down the last of it. “And her recipe for this
potion doesn’t taste so foul as your does.”

I almost laughed. The potion was the same one I'd always made for
Sylvie; the same one she’d always complained about. The difference
between the two was only in her mind. It is as the Old Wives say,
“Memory makes everything sweeter.”

“Your sister never told me,” I said to Sylvie, “where you bear your
scar.” In truth, Sylvie had never told me, and I'd always been curious.
Everyone stricken with the loup carries a scar from the bite that infected
him. Any injury those poor souls sustain after infection will heal as
though it never was, but the loup’s victims will always wear the mark of
the bite that doomed them.

“My scar?” Sylvie drew her brows together in a look of confusion I
knew from experience to be utterly false. “I don’t think I know.”

“Come now,” I prodded, emboldened by the stranger’s face I wore.

“Everyone with the loup has a mark. If you tell me where yours is, and
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what it looks like, I may be able to dispense with some of the more
unpalatable ingredients in your monthly potion.”

Sylvie hesitated as her hatred of the potion warred with her
natural bent for secrecy. She rubbed her left hand on her thigh.

“It’s here.” She touched the inside of her upper thigh through her
skirts.

“That is an odd place. Most marks are on the hands, arms or lower
legs. Sometimes the neck. What does it look like?”

“Uh. Like teeth marks. Two sets of angry red curved indentations.”

“The loup was in human form when he bit you on your upper
thigh.”

Sylvie shook her head. “I know what you are thinking, but I loved
him! Then he told me he was a monster, and I hated him for deceiving
me. He swore it wasn’t so bad, and bit me to prove it.

“But I did not want to turn into a beast. I went to the Priest for a
blessing to heal me. The Priest told me the loup was my punishment for
being a whore. He said the only cure for it was the pyre. He locked me in
a cellar while he went to fetch the constable.”

“That is when you fled Ville des Rois?”

Sylvie looked down at her folded hands, and I hated my cold
curiosity for making her miserable. “I allowed Minette and Dulcie to

think it was Raoul, my lover, who betrayed me instead of my own
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stupidity. I could have fled with him and let Minette and Dulcie keep
their lives in Ville des Rois, but I could not forgive him for what he did.

“And when we arrived here, [ was frightened to tell Ember. She has
such a sharp tongue and she knows how to read. Though she has ever
been kind to us, and she always holds her tongue where we are
concerned, I did not want to look into her eyes and see she thought me a
fool to have fallen in love with a man I barely knew. I think it might be
worse than if she said it aloud.”

Awkwardly, I embraced Sylvie and patted her back. “There, there.
Ember would not have thought you foolish. Every woman knows
decisions are complicated when it comes to the heart.”

My words were a lie. Before meeting Rian, I might have thought
Sylvie foolish. Now, I thought her brave.

“I miss Ember,” Sylvie muttered as she wiped her tears. “When do
you think she will return?”

“l would imagine she’ll be back when the Prince tires of you and
your sisters’ services.”

“Oh, if only that were true. He tired of our services early on. He
hasn’t touched a woman under this roof since his first night with
Dulcie.”

“But he’s here almost every night the moon isn’t full. What does he

do?”
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“He lives like monk! He doesn’t gamble or fuck. He just sits in our
best set of rooms staring out the window at the rear yard. I swear he
must have memorized the view by now. There’s nothing but the kitchen
garden, the stables, and the cookshed.”

I shivered at the thought of all the times I’'d met Rian out there in
the moonlight. My only protection was that the Prince stayed locked in
the palace on the nights of the full moon. I'd no need to fear he’d seen
us, but the knowledge he was often in residence made me uneasy.

“He is becoming a hermit.” Sylvie mused. “His courtiers and
cronies are worried for him. His cousin, the Grand Duke, plans to throw
a ball in his honor, to cheer him.”

“I've heard the noblemen and merchants who frequent this house
complain about the balls and soirees their wives drag them to. I did not
think men went to them willingly.”

“This will be a Harlots’ Ball,” Sylvie confided. “His Grace means to
invite every courtesan and lady of dubious virtue in the land so the
Prince may choose a mistress.”

“Are you worried? If the Prince chooses a mistress, you might lose
his custom.”

“Pfft! We never wanted his custom in the first place. Refusing him
might have lost us other business. It’s strange, but I don’t think I like the
Prince. When I'm near him, I can only think how handsome and perfect

he is, and how I would do anything to please him. But once he leaves, I
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remember he’s sullen and moody. He orders but never asks. He seems to
despise us for adoring him, though we cannot help ourselves.”

I thought of the time I'd gone into the Prince’s chamber to light the
fire. I remembered the way his hand had yearned toward me when he’d
asked me not to leave. I remembered the gentle, tentative touch of his
lips upon mine. He’d not seemed sullen and despising. Beneath the
despicable pull of his curse he’d seemed...lonely.

I quashed the thought immediately. I did not want to have
sympathy for the Prince. I did not want to wonder why he’d made our
house his hermitage. But the questions lingered in my mind as I crossed
the rear yard to the cookshed.

I turned to look up at the windows of the Prince’s suite. Light
poured from every one. The curtains of the third window parted, and I
detected the shadowed shape of a man watching from behind the
wavering leaded-glass panes.

An idea occurred to me. Later I would come to regret it as I’'d never
regretted any idea in my life save the one that had bade me disobey my
mother and watch the Prince ride down the Avenida Delpalacio. But at
the time, the idea represented the hope of freedom from my susceptibility
to the Prince’s curse.

What if the key to breaking his curse’s hold on me lay with the
Prince, himself? What if he wore some magic gewgaw [ might steal to

break his power? What if I used a strand of his hair in an anti-curse
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invocation? What if hope for my future freedom and happiness with Rian
lay not in avoiding the Prince, but in braving his den and discovering his
secrets?

I'd exhausted my other options. I decided to take the risk. Thus,

with the best of intentions, I sealed my fate.
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6. The Prince

The Old Wives say the road to hell is paved with good intentions.
They also tell a tale of curiosity and cats. Though their words of wisdom
were much on my mind through the night, I couldn’t stop myself from
rising well before the sun and sneaking into the Prince’s room. I took a
bucket of kindling and coal as an excuse for my intrusion, but my real
purpose was to snoop.

It wasn’t until I stepped through his door this time that I
remembered to tuck my moonlight pendant away. With hasty hands, I
shoved it down the neck of my bodice, where it lay trapped between my
bodice and my shift.

The Prince was asleep on his bed. He was naked beneath the
covers, if his bare shoulders were any indication. He didn’t stir when I
sneaked into his chamber. Nor did he stir when I tiptoed over to the chair
beside his window. There were empty wine bottles on the floor beneath
the chair, and a messy stack of books upon the table beside it—five or
six books, at least.

The careless pile of books was worth a fortune! Each book was
lettered and bound by hand, copied over by monks who went blind from
their task before they had so much as a single gray hair in their

tonsures.
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There was a book of tales, and one of poems. There was a
discussion of magic and witchcraft. I leafed through it, but it was a
translation from Terre d’Or, and very biased against witches. There were
two books on mathematics, and one on the building of bridges and other
functional constructions. And beneath those, I found a slim volume with
no title or illuminated frontispiece. It was half-filled with script written in
an exacting hand. I flipped through the pages until a drawing caught my
eye.

Of the two facing pages, one page held a drawing done in pencil
and traced in ink while the other was thick with text. The drawing was
very nicely done. The subject was a young woman of common costume
and appearance, but I could see why he had chosen to sketch her. There
was something compelling in her dark eyes and sharp features.

I wondered if I knew her. She seemed very like someone I'd met as
a child. It took me several moments to recognize her face as my own. Not
my face now, but my face as it had been five years ago, more hopeful in
attitude and softer in appearance.

It is no wonder I didn’t recognize the Prince’s drawing of my face—
I'd worn the Cinder Girl’s face for months. I had not been so cold in my
manners then as I was now and my eyes hadn’t held the slightest hint of
wickedness.

I turned my attention to the text on the page facing the drawing. It

read:
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I get everything I want, but not her. I will her to come to me,
but she does not. It only makes me want her more.

When I find her, I shall woo her and make her love me, for I
have never been loved by anyone who’d the ability to refuse me—
who had ability to resist my curse. It is possible, I suppose, that she
might refuse me. She might rebuke my intentions and rebuff my
advances. She might even decide to hate me.

I have never been hated. I might like her hatred almost as
well as her love. Perhaps I might like it better. What a pity love and
hate are opposites. It would be so fine to have both from her, to feel
the fire of her passion in its every possible form.

Night after night, I imagine her naked in my bed, eager for me,
angry with me. Fighting me, seducing me. I imagine her as a battle
to be won, a woman to be wooed. I want to be both harsh and
gentle with her. I want to seduce her each day and conquer her
each night.

Some would say it is madness to want a woman this way,
but I think it must be love. Not the tepid, fickle love of which the
poets sing—the love that forms or fades with kindness or cruelty.
No, this love is something more divine—like the love of a god, both
vengeful and benign. It is as constant as the sea. And as beautiful.
As dangerous. As mysterious.

She is the only woman to ever refuse me. And yet, I want...
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He was mad—obsessed, insane. And yet, I want... And yet, I
wanted. My heart beat faster when I closed the book than it had when I'd
picked it up. I could feel the flush of arousal on my cheeks and the liquid
pulse of desire heating my blood.

My reaction was not the result of the Prince’s curse, but of his
haunting words. Words weave a spell, betimes. They create images in our
minds that heat our loins and sway our souls. And though I didn’t love
the Prince, though I feared him, I couldn’t extinguish the heated images
his words had kindled in my imagination.

The Prince stirred in his sleep, but did not wake. His sleep-
roughened voice said, “Ember.”

I started at the sound of my name and kicked over the empty wine
bottles at my feet with a clatter. His eyes opened in earnest, and his voice
spoke more firmly. “Ember.”

I waited for the burn of the moonlight pendant against my skin,
but it was trapped between my shift and my bodice. I couldn’t draw upon
its strength. The nerves of my left hand screamed in pain from my
burning finger, but the pain was not enough to halt my feet. I went to
him.

He looked darker than I remembered. His brown hair seemed

almost black. His sun-kissed skin seemed almost swarthy. Still half
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asleep, he sat up in bed as I approached, and the blankets fell away from
his muscled chest.

He pulled me down across his body and kissed me. This time he
did not complain I tasted of ash. This time there was nothing tentative in
his kiss. He ravaged my mouth, forcing my lips apart and plundering me
with his tongue until | moaned and writhed against him.

“You are she,” he whispered, as he traced his lips along my neck.
“You wear a different face, but you answer to her name.”

He was overwhelming, irresistible—my nightmares come to life. I
tried to resist him by thinking of Rian, but as in my nightmares, my
memories of Rian twisted into my perception of the Prince. He looked
perfect, but his smooth-seeming hands felt callused, and rough as Rian’s
hands against my skin. He smelled of straw, horse and leather, just as
my Rian did. The Prince’s curse wove memories of my lover into a noose
upon my will. I struggled like a prisoner on the gibbet, twisting my body
in vain to catch a last breath of freedom before my doom overtook me.

I struggled with him, but soon enough my traitorous hands ceased
pushing him away and began pushing at his blankets to bare more of his
body for my hungry touch. He tugged my chemise and bodice down to
bare my breasts—but, alas, not low enough to free the moonlight
pendant—and covered them with his lips and hands, suckling until I

moaned and clutched his head to urge him closer, still. His words had
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been elegant upon the page, but his seduction was too hungry to be
kind.

His hands made fast work of my skirt, bunching it around my
waist. He ripped the center-seam in my loose-fitting drawers and plunged
his fingers inside me. My cunt was drenched already, and eager for his
touch. I moaned at his penetration, and rolled my hips to urge him
deeper. His long, strong fingers moved within me and without, hurried
but unerring in their pursuit of my completion. I screamed when it came
upon me, bucking against his hand.

My tremors hadn’t yet faded when he took his hand away from me
to grasp my shoulders and roll me beneath him. He skewered me on his
cock with no forewarning. The sensation wasn’t pain, exactly, but it was
no kindness. I hated that it made me come again.

His movement was rough, hungry and relentless. He’d been so
eager to fuck me, I'd thought he would come quickly. But he went on and
on. Desperate and unflagging, he rode me hard and set a brutal pace
that drove all thought from my head.

I don’t know how long I writhed beneath him, listening to the
heavy oak headboard knock divots from the plaster wall. My body wasn’t
mine. It shuddered and moaned at his command. He wrung pleasure

after pleasure from my protesting nerves.
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If making love to Rian had been an act of worship, this act was a
blasphemy. And the creature rutting on me was a demon that sucked
away my soul with every sigh I ceded to his touch.

Rian! I cried as I thought of him. I had not wanted to betray him. I
felt horrid and heartless to have so easily fallen into bed with another.
Hot tears slid down my face, and singed black spots into the sheets.

At last the monster rutting on me found his completion. He
shouted my name and came inside me. His hot come seared me like a
brand. Or perhaps the sensation was just shame, eating at me like acid
for my betrayal of the man I loved.

Loved? Did I love Rian? Of a sudden, I was amazed I hadn’t known
it earlier: I loved Rian not “in my way,” but in every way. [ wanted to
weep at the thought. What good was it to give my heart, when my body
was so willing to betray me?

I felt a gentle touch against my cheek and opened my eyes to find
the Prince staring down at me. His dark eyes were beautiful as the night
sky, and his perfect face bore lines of worry at my sadness. “Why are you
crying?”

I shook my head. “I should have fed my heart to the Fire instead of
my finger. Had I done so, I'd not regret betraying the trust of a good

man.

“Ember,” he laid a gentle hand against my cheek. “You haven’t—"
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“l haven’t just lain beneath you and screamed with joy as you
fucked me? I haven’t just spread my legs for a man other than the one I
love?” I shoved him off me and bounded out of bed.

“You fucked me as though you had a right to. But you had no
right. I love Rian. You made a traitor of my body, but my heart and soul

'”

are his!” I turned and ran.

“Ember!” He reached out to grab me, but my skin burned his hand
when he touched it. He let go with a muffled oath. “Wait!”

His curse tugged at me, but rage gave me strength where loyalty
and love had failed me. I barreled through the door and careened down
the stairs. I heard the rumble of his heavy footfalls as he chased me. He
shouted at me, ordering me to wait and to listen, but I forced it from my
mind. I lost him when I ran into the servants’ hallways. I knew them
blind and he’d no light. I emerged downstairs and hid myself in the root
cellar. I stayed there for three days, until the moon was full and I knew
the Prince would return to the castle.

It was midnight on the first night of the full moon when I emerged,
bedraggled and still wearing the clothes I'd worn when I ran from the
Prince. Rian sat with his back against the cookshed, a skin of wine in his
lap and a worried look upon his face. I began to cry the instant I saw
him.

He pulled me into his arms and whispered in the low, calm voice

I'd heard him use with panicked horses. “Darling, where have you been?
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I've been so worried for you.” He kissed my filthy cheeks and smoothed
my matted hair.

“Don’t.” I hated that he gave me tenderness when I deserved scorn.
“We mustn’t see each other again. I didn’t know it, but I'm heartless. I've
betrayed you, Rian, and I cannot guarantee I won'’t do it again.”

He cupped my cheeks in his hands and looked into my eyes. “I love
you. You haven’t betrayed me, you've proved you love me, too.”

I shook my head, even as he tried to calm me. He didn’t
understand. “No, Rian. Go find a woman you can trust. Go find someone
who has all her fingers and who won’t frighten your horses. I've given
away too much of myself. Too much, but not enough.”

I pushed out of his arms and ran into the night. I did not run
quickly, for my twisted foot makes me less than nimble, but I knew the
back alleys from the years I'd spent avoiding the Prince. Though Rian
tried to follow me, I soon lost him in the labyrinth of the city.

I spent two weeks roaming the Dark Woods to the east of the city.
One night I found a ring of pagan stones and made a bonfire there. I
spent long hours with my knife clasped in my hands trying to determine
which part of me I could cut out that would allow me to resist the Prince
and yet love Rian. But the traitorous and necessary parts were one in the
same, my heart.

Near dawn the fire woke me with a message. I fed it dried leaves

and small twigs until it built a scene in shades of flame. The front parlor
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of our house on the Avenida Delpalacio. Minette sat in her blue leather
chair. Sylvie and Dulcie sat side by side on the gold velvet settee. All
three wore blank expressions, and [ soon saw the reason. The Prince
stood in the room with them, his face a burning mask of determination.

“l wish your sister would stop running from me. No matter where I
search, I cannot find her.”

“You can’t find a witch if she doesn’t wish to be found,” Dulcie
murmured.

“No, but I can make her come to me. Swear you will bring her to
me. Swear you’ll bring her to me at the palace. The palace is protected by
the magic of the Old Ones. Her witch’s spells will not work within its
walls. I will know her when I see her. I will make her stay and listen to
me.”

My sisters tried to protest, but the Prince silenced them with a
wave of his hand. “Promise you will bring her or take your own lives as
forfeit for your failure. And make sure to tell her of the promise you’ve
made the instant you see her.”

Outside the city, in my circle of stones, I ground 