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PROLOGUE

Please don’t let them hurt
Momma. Please don’t let them hurt Momma.

She kept repeating this
silent refrain over and over in her head. She was so scared, so
afraid, and even though Momma tried to pretend otherwise, she could
tell that she was too. She’d seen the fear in her mother’s eyes
when she had her hide in the crawlspace underneath the
cottage.

She remembered how she’d
clung onto the heavy skirts of her mother’s expensive dress,
begging her to hide there with her, but her mother refused, and
said, “That would only put us both in danger, and right now more
than ever, I need you to be brave.”

Through her tears, she
said, “Why is Daddy so angry with us? Maybe if you wouldn’t wear
the dress, and if you returned it, he might not be so mad. Please
return it, Momma! We don’t need the dress. I’ll help you sew a
prettier one.” She wrapped her small arms around the full skirts of
her mother’s waist and clung on tightly.

Carefully extricating her
daughter’s hold from around her, she brushed away the tears that
continued to fall from the little girl’s gigantic blue eyes, and
said, “That’s very sweet of you, but I’m afraid it’s not about the
dress.”

“If it’s not about the
dress then what is it about—is it about me?!”

“No—no of course it’s not!
Don’t ever think that way.”

The sound of approaching
footfalls came from outside the cottage.

Glancing back to the door,
her mother turned to her and, pulling up the loose floorboards,
said, “Lie down under here, and no matter what you hear don’t come
out.” Her mother placed a fierce kiss on her forehead then searched
out her daughter’s eyes with hers. “Whatever might happen, know
that I’ll always love you. You’ll always be my little girl.” She
clutched her daughter to her in what would be one last
hug.

A series of rapid knocks
reverberated against the door, followed by a man’s voice demanding
that she come out.

She hurriedly lowered her
daughter down into the crawlspace, then looking at her one final
time, put the floorboards in place, memorizing the delicate
features of the child’s face.

The young girl wanted to
cry out for her mother but knew she couldn’t. Her mother had said
she had to be brave and so she would be. And so the little girl
with the golden ringlets hid beneath the floorboards of the small
cottage. Her heart hammered in her chest as she listened to what
was taking place above her.

The small structure shook
as the men, not giving the king’s mistress time to come out, kicked
in the door and stormed the cottage. The soldier in the lead
approached her and said, “Where is the girl?”

“She’s only a child, you
don’t need her. Please just leave us alone. We’ve done nothing
wrong!”

Shouting to one of the
other men, he said, “Check outside in the woods around back! The
child might be there.”

The soldier receiving the
order started toward the door. The young girl could hear the heavy
tread of his boots directly over the floorboards where she lay
hidden. There was the sound of her mother’s voice again begging for
them to leave, and then the returning heavy tread of the soldier as
he came back in, and to the soldier giving the orders, said, “The
girl’s nowhere to be found.”

“Torch the place down,
that’ll take care of the bastard child wherever she is,” said the
commanding soldier in reply.

Her mother’s screams
filled the air as she pleaded with them not to. Stifling her own
cries, the little girl listened to the terrible shrieks of her
mother as the soldiers dragged her from the cottage. Seconds later
the smell of smoke wafted down through the floorboards. Outside,
her mother’s screams faded as the soldiers took her away with
them.

Using her arms to pull
herself forward, the little girl crawled from underneath the
cottage, getting out just in time before the entire structure
became engulfed. Scrambling to her feet, she found the footprints
left behind of her mother and the soldiers, and followed them at a
safe distance.

The wind picked up from
off the sea and swept through the trees. Its icy cold gusts caused
the little girl’s carefully curled hair, that her mother had done
for her that morning, to fly out behind her. The full skirts of her
dress whirled around her ankles and legs, but she didn’t notice the
cold bitter winds that came off the churning waters. Her only
thought was to make it to her mother, there had to be some way of
saving her.

She wound past the trees,
picking up her pace until she was almost running, then came to an
abrupt halt when she caught sight of them up ahead. A cry lodged in
her throat for she was just in time to see the king’s men throw her
mother from the cliff. It happened so quickly that her mother’s
scream, a single high-pitched wail, could scarcely be heard, and
became lost in the rushing wind and roar of the sea.

Her mouth opened as if to
scream, but nothing came out and her stomach lurched violently. The
little girl darted out of sight behind a tree when she caught sight
of the soldiers who’d already turned from the cliff and were now
headed directly for her.

Flattening her body up
against the trunk of the tree, her eyes narrowed in building rage
as she listened to their laughter as they passed by. The men were
only a few feet away and yet completely unaware of her presence.
Once the soldiers had disappeared from sight, she ran from the
forest to the edge of the precipice.

Staring the dizzying
distance down to the vast sea of crashing waves below, she called
out over and over again for her mother, her thin cries drowned out
by the rushing wind and roaring crash of waves that battered up
against the rocky face of the cliff.

There was no trace left of
her mother; the sea had already taken her. As she collapsed to the
ground at the cliff’s edge, a strangled cry that rose into a
high-pitched scream escaped the small child’s throat, blending with
the shrieks of the sea.

For hours she lay there
and wept brokenheartedly. It wasn’t until much later that a boy no
older than herself came upon her, and took her back to the cottage
he and his father had once shared. She soon learned that the young
lad was also orphaned, and had been caring for himself since the
death of his father. With no one else to care for either of them,
the two children lived together there in the cottage and became
each other’s family.


CHAPTER ONE

The cramping in her
abdomen radiated to her back. A sheen of cold perspiration broke
out on the surface of her skin. With each second that passed the
pain intensified until reaching a fevered pitch. An animal-like
scream tore from her throat, followed by another and another, until
she thought death preferable to the agony of childbirth.

Had she properly confessed
to all her sins?

Ivy’s thoughts went back
to every time she may have told a lie, or said something she
shouldn’t have. Perhaps this was God’s way of punishing
her.

If only someone had warned
her of the excruciating pain of bringing another life into
existence. If they had, then maybe she would have been better
prepared. In all her fourteen years she’d never experienced
anything like it.

Her lower back seized, and
caused the muscles in her abdomen to twist harder and harder,
stealing her breath away. It was like being lost out at sea,
pummeled by waves, with the helpless feeling that there was nothing
that could be done to escape it.

She was entering into pain
that until then had been unknown to her. All she could do was
strain miserably against it, and endure the torture that reached
new heights. Ivy tried desperately to focus on something, anything
to keep from focusing on the slow torture her body was intent on
putting her through, but found even that to be
impossible.

Her attempt at conjuring
up calming, relaxing images was replaced with images of snarling,
wild, rabid wolves ripping into her guts with each new rise and
crest of contractions that were coming closer and closer
together.

Why wasn’t Moira at her
side, as she’d promised?

Moira stood at the hearth,
with her back turned to her, and watched the orange glow given off
by the dancing flames that burned in the grate, and seemed
indifferent to Ivy’s pain.

It was as if her sister
were mesmerized by the flames themselves. Why wasn’t she doing
something, anything to help? Then as if her sister could read her
desperate thoughts, Moira calmly turned from the blaze, and said,
“It’s time.”

But Ivy was no longer
listening to the words spoken by her sister as she screamed her way
through another series of close contractions. Through the haze of
pummeling pain, she was sure she heard her sister say something
about needing to start pushing, but Moira’s words were blotted out
by screams, her own screams as her body bore down with such force
that she thought all her innards might burst out.

A searing sting, like the
hot blade of a knife sliced between her legs as the life, that up
until then had been ensconced inside her, was released. Before she
could register anything through the mind-twisting pain, the cloaked
figure of her sister came into view, her visage hidden by the
shadows, and then a cloth was slapped over her mouth, muffling her
screams.

The thin cries of a baby
filled the cottage with spiraling wails that seemed to be coming
from all corners of the room. The powerful fumes she’d
inadvertently inhaled into her lungs made her drowsy, even as she
felt a deep inner pull, and then more powerful pushing from sore
muscles. She was vaguely aware of another searing burn, this time
even worse, like fire bursting out from between her
legs.

In what sounded to be a
long way away she could hear renewed cries. Somewhere in the
distance she heard her own agonized cry, or maybe had only imagined
the scream in her head.

“Everything will be all
right. Close your eyes and go to sleep. It’s all going to be all
right…”

The voice of her sister
faded and everything disappeared into blackness.

Hours later Ivy would
awaken only to learn that her child hadn’t survived. It was her
maidservant and close friend Verna who first gave her the
heartbreaking news. She said that the baby died soon after birth
and had quietly slipped away, the cause unknown.

It was after this that Ivy
would return night after night to the cottage, unable to
permanently tear herself away from the place where her child had
died. She didn’t know why she tormented herself in this way, why
she returned there so often when the memories the cottage evoked
were of pain, both the physical kind and the emotional.

The reason why she
returned there so often was that she didn’t want to forget, because
forgetting meant letting go, and letting go wasn’t something she
was yet ready to do. Four years later, just as she did on so many
other nights before, Ivy slipped into the cottage and crossed over
to the bed then lowered herself down on it and lay there until
sleep came to claim her.


CHAPTER TWO

Billowing smoke engulfed
the small cottage, and formed a thick screen that was nearly
impossible to see through. Heat radiated off the flames that rose
up to envelope the wooden structure. Shrieks from the roaring fire
blended in and choked out the feeble cries from Ivy.

Clutching at her throat,
she could scarcely keep her eyes open against the burn and sting
from the suffocating smoke. Large flames, all shades of red and
orange, assaulted her vision. As her eyes searched the haze of
smoke and yellow-orange flames, the realization settled in on her
like a lead weight, that there would be no escape—death by fire or
smoke inhalation awaited her. Already there was a tightening in her
throat and lungs, a painful constriction of oxygen. There could be
no worse fate than what she was about to meet. Despite the searing
heat, a violent tremor went through her.

The agony she would soon
experience when the hungry bright flames reached her wasn’t
something she wished to dwell on, but was the only thing that
dominated her every thought. It was inevitable. The horror that
awaited her was something that was inescapable, and everything that
had occurred in her eighteen years of life raced through her mind
in broken, disjointed flashes, like the pages of a storybook filled
with life-like, bold pictures. It was almost as if everything she’d
ever done in her eighteen years had inexorably brought her here to
this terrible end.

Silent recriminations of
“if onlys” filled her thoughts. If only she had stayed in the safe,
cool stone walls of the castle. If only she’d made different,
better, safer choices.

The grief she’d carried
with her mercifully wouldn’t be something she’d be forced to endure
much longer. For soon she would be reduced to ash amidst the rubble
this wooden structure would soon become. Amidst the shrieks from
the hot hungry flames, she heard a voice, her sister’s voice—no,
that couldn’t be right, wouldn’t be possible, there was no one else
there, save for herself and the haunting memory of awakening to
hear the dreaded news about the small and fragile life that had
spent nine months inside her.

From the smoky haze
appeared a figure. No, she couldn’t really be seeing what she
thought she was. Surely no one could enter into this raging inferno
the cottage had become. Yet right before her very eyes stood her
would-be rescuer. The billowing smoke made it impossible to see
their face, or any other identifying factor.

A guardian
angel?

Or her own wild imaginings
conjured up and created from her own desperation? Another
possibility then pushed its way forward, a sinister unwelcome one.
What if the fire hadn’t been an accident at all? What if the very
person she’d mistaken as her would-be savior was in fact, her
soon-to-be killer—a killer who was intent on making sure she didn’t
survive?

The flames that fanned out
made for a malevolent backdrop as the figure came toward her. She
instinctively recoiled, until another second had passed, and she
recognized the person she’d thought to be a stranger as her
sister.

The smoke was so thick
that neither could speak, as she stumbled from the bed and with the
supporting arm of her sister secured at her waist, the two of them
started toward the door, then swept from the cottage and away from
the devouring fire.

She was immediately hit
with the fresh night air, and inhaled deep wheezing breaths back
into her parched throat and lungs. The two sisters fell in a
crumpled heap on the ground, still wet from the earlier rainfall,
and together watched as the last remaining structure of the cottage
burst into flames.

Shielding her eyes from
the sight, Ivy turned into her sister’s embrace. Saying nothing,
Moira continued to clutch onto her tightly. When Ivy did finally
lift her face from her sister’s shoulder, she was alarmed to see
dark, hulking silhouettes step forward from the tree line and form
a circle around them. Her terrified gaze swept through the darkness
to the approaching men.

She wasn’t yet able to
make out any distinguishing features, and thought how they appeared
as large menacing shadows. In a frightened whisper, Ivy said, “Who
are these people?”

As the strangers, who
still remained plunged in deep shadow, drew closer, for the first
time Ivy noticed how calm her sister was, and how she made no
attempt to flee, but instead stood up to meet them, and then said,
“Give my sister and me our last moment together.”

“Last moment to—”repeated
Ivy, then abruptly broke off with the rest of what she’d been about
to say, and studied Moira through the darkness, wondering what had
caused her own flesh and blood sister to betray her. She’d always
known her sister hated her, but until then, never fully understood
just how deeply that hatred ran. “You had all this planned—even the
fire?!”Her voice went up in a warbled shriek. Slowly taking a step
back, and then another, Ivy wanted to put as much distance between
herself and her sister as possible.

Light from the moon
flooded down, penetrating the blackness below, and illuminated
Moira’s beautiful visage in a soft white glow. Her sister’s large
blue eyes shone bright and luminous as they connected with her own
piercing green stare. Ivy searched out her sister’s eyes, hoping
for even a glimmer of compassion, but when she did, what she saw in
those blue eyes was far colder than the blue expanse of sea that
stretched out, not far from the very part of the forest they stood
in.

The love she’d tried to
tell herself her sister had for her, never existed at all. The
hatred Moira had shown her all their years growing up had been very
real, more real than she’d ever imagined, and now her sister was
the bearer and the very cause of the doom that was about to befall
her.

“Come no closer,” warned
Ivy, her gaze darting back to the figures of the men who steadily
moved toward her. Ivy’s frightened gaze snapped back to her sister,
who closed the small gap between them with lightning speed. Before
Ivy could fight back or defend herself in any way, Moira had
already pressed a cloth against her nose and mouth. Without meaning
to, Ivy breathed in the overpowering fumes, and as she lost
consciousness, heard her sister say, “Do what you want with her.”
Through the darkness that overtook her, those last words of her
sister echoed in her mind, twisting and creating discordant dreams.
When she awakened, she would have no memory of them.


CHAPTER THREE

Voices and laughter of men
could be heard overhead from where she lay in the lower quarters of
the ship. Disoriented, and unsure about where she was, Ivy opened
her eyes, taking in the surroundings. She was startled to see a
young woman, roughly the same age as herself, hovering close by,
doing something with her hair. Ivy started to sit up, and said,
“Where am I?”

“Don’t move, at least not
just yet, not until I’ve finished braiding your lovely dark
hair.”

Ivy reluctantly lay back
down, her thoughts swimming. The earlier events and the shocking
betrayal of her sister flooded back into her mind. It was all too
much to fathom in such a short time.

Her thoughts were
interrupted by the young woman, who worked on creating an intricate
braid out of her long tresses. “You’ll make such a beautiful
bride.”

“A bride?” Ivy once more
tried to sit up, when the young woman placed a stilling hand on her
shoulder, easing her back down on the velvet cushions.

“Yes, and not just any
bride. At the end of this voyage you’ll be wedded to the king, and
you’ll be a queen.” She paused briefly to allow this to settle in
Ivy’s mind, then not noticing the dismayed expression on her face,
she continued, “You’re very fortunate to not only possess such
beauty, but to be wed to the king himself. Most women would give
anything to be in your position.”

She barely had time to
finish securing the plait of braids that was elaborately wound and
twisted atop Ivy’s head, when Ivy abruptly shot up from the silken
cushions.

She crossed over to the
small window that overlooked the expanse of ocean beyond. She
couldn’t help but wonder if the maiden was including herself among
the hopefuls who would give anything to be in her position, and
wondered what really would they give for such a supposed honor,
freedom—dignity? Their one true love and every chance of happiness
they’d ever have? Or perhaps even their very life? What price would
one give, to marry a king? Surely whatever that price was, it would
be too high. And in the end, would cost her dearly.

She had to stop herself
from telling the girl that she could have the king and the life
that awaited her, that all she
wanted, was to be taken back to her home and the
castle where she’d spent her entire childhood.

The girl who was still a
nameless stranger crossed over to her side, and said, “Your sister
must love you very much to have arranged such a marriage for
you.”

Unable to hold back the
tide of emotion that welled up within her, Ivy whirled around, and
said, “Love has
nothing to do with what my sister did.”

Stunned by the open
hostility and vehemence in Ivy’s words, the young maiden fell
silent for a time—silence, for which Ivy was grateful. Hot, angry
tears gathered in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks in rivulets.
Gazing out at the endless sea of waves, a deep loneliness came over
her. She felt like a bird locked in a gilded cage.

In a short time, her life
had become as vast and empty as the roaring waves of the sea
itself, forever lost in a storm all of its own making, never really
able to be seen or known by another, for no one could ever reach so
far as to touch its depths. No one would ever understand her, nor
would they love her. She was, and forever would be, lost in her own
storm. Drowned, and cut off from others by fears both realized and
unrealized. Fears of her own making, and in the end, hers would be
a lonely existence. She had no doubt, that when death finally came
to claim her as its own, she’d face it alone.

In the weeks that
followed, Ivy became resolute, and accepted her fate and the new
and unknown life that awaited her, much the same way as one might
accept a life-long sentence of imprisonment. As the duration of the
journey came to a close, Ivy’s initial grief and longing to return
to her own home shifted from sadness to a deep-seated anger that
simmered and burned inside her.

During the long nights
when she was unable to sleep, the image of Moira, and the way her
beautiful face had looked in the shadowy darkness of the forest,
filled her thoughts, along with the last words spoken from her
sister’s treacherous lips…

“Do what you want with
her.”

How could her sister, her
own flesh and blood, be so cruel, so completely
heartless?

Indications of Moira’s
animosity, even hatred, had always been there, but until now, never
had she realized what her sister would be willing to do, how far
she would really go to ensure that she was out of her life for
good.

She had to be strong,
couldn’t allow those who wished to see her destroyed win. She would
survive, even if survival meant deadening her feelings and
everything that was human inside her.

Each passing day found her
at the ship’s window, staring out at the endless expanse of blue,
sometimes green, or yet other times a cold steel grey depending on
the hour or day and the weather conditions. These small, yet
dependable changes created a certain kind of predictability that
gave her a measure of solace, and established routine and
familiarity in an otherwise unfamiliar place.

Ivy’s dark green eyes
never betrayed the inner turmoil she battled. Words between herself
and the maiden, who’d been brought on the journey to see to her
needs, were seldom spoken. It wasn’t as if the other girl didn’t
try—she was so nice, in fact, that Ivy often felt bad for her. What
happened wasn’t her fault. In many ways, the maiden was no doubt
just as much a victim in all of it, as she herself.

Even with this knowledge,
Ivy couldn’t draw up the warmth or interest needed to hold a
conversation. Her thoughts kept returning to her home, and all that
she’d left behind. The two people other than her parents, who’d
meant the most to her, had been taken away forever. Most times, she
tried not to think about Verna and the close friendship they’d
shared, or about the handsome stable boy, her secret love, whose
lips would never again touch hers.

If there had been one
thing her sister had taught her, it was that losing someone or
something dear was much worse than never having loved at all. Never
again would she allow herself to become close to anyone, nor any to
her.

The young maiden was a
peer, really, who couldn’t have been much older than herself. There
wasn’t much difference between them, save for the youthful
innocence the maiden still possessed, something that long ago had
been robbed from her.

Despite her staunch
resolve not to, Ivy gradually found during the long hours in the
days of the journey that stretched out before them, that she rather
enjoyed listening to the other girl, who no longer seemed affected
by Ivy’s silences, and chattered endlessly on about matters of the
heart.

To Ivy, it seemed a
lifetime ago when she’d had such carefree thoughts to occupy her
mind—if she’d ever even had them at all. In truth, nothing about
her life had ever been normal or carefree. This caused her to feel
a certain disconnect from others who were her same age.

At night Ivy hated closing
her eyes, and grew to dread the dreams that awaited her. Each night
she tried to stave off sleep for as long as possible by listening
to the other girl prattle on excitedly, mostly about
inconsequential, frivolous things. She always secretly hoped that
instead of having the usual nightmares, she’d have silly dreams
about sweet sticky confections and rainbows. Mostly though,
listening to the other girl talk helped to keep her thoughts
preoccupied with something other than her own situation.

There were moments of
respite, when she was able to forget that in a short time, she was
to be given in marriage to a virtual stranger—a king, yes, but a
stranger nonetheless. She thought about simply asking the girl what
His Majesty the king was like, but then decided that if he were
what she feared him to be, or worse, she’d rather not
know.

Ivy preferred not to
contemplate too deeply what he might or might not look like. The
idea of being forced into marriage with someone ugly or old, or
maybe even both of those things, was too much to bear. The mere
thought made her stomach turn. But then again, hadn’t her companion
said when she’d first awakened on the ship, that she was fortunate
to be marrying a king? It was true that in this strange and unknown
place she was heading to, she’d soon be the wife of the most
powerful man there, the ruler, making her, as the other girl had
pointed out, “queen.”

Experience told Ivy that
it didn’t matter what he might or might not look like. Most women
would be willing to marry a toad if the man had enough wealth and
power. And of course her future husband had both. The king could be
a sadistic monster and still most women would be envious and would
want to take her spot.

If he were ugly then she’d
do only what her duties as queen and wife required, and nothing
more, and if he were handsome—then what? Even if he were pleasing
to the eyes, it didn’t mean his personality would be. Perhaps he’d
be ill-tempered, might even raise his hand to her, striking her
when his mood darkened.

If he were old and
hideous, how long could she avoid sharing his bed? Perhaps she was
fretting for nothing. Perhaps he’d find her appearance displeasing,
and she’d be able to maintain her distance by staying cold and
aloof. He’d satisfy his carnal desires with the harem of slave
girls he was sure to have. These worries preoccupied her more and
more, the closer the voyage came to an end.


CHAPTER FOUR

Weeks had passed since the
journey had begun. Ivy awoke on this particular morning to the feel
of hands clutching her shoulders, and was shaken from the residue
of sleep to see the servant girl, who had been her companion for
the duration of the journey, staring down at her where she lay.
“You need to get up!”

The servant girl then left
her side and went to the window that overlooked the sea. Still
groggy with sleep, Ivy pushed aside the blankets and coming to
stand next to her at the window, said, “What are you looking
at?”

“The island.”

But the answer had been an
unnecessary one, because the island beyond the deep blue expanse of
water was impossible to miss. Giant plants and tall trees were
clustered together, and were a vivid green that stood out
dramatically against the surrounding blue, appearing like an
emerald jungle that jutted right out of the sea itself.

“How much longer do we
have before we get there?” Ivy couldn’t hide the apprehension from
her voice.

“We should be there by
late midday, early evening. Enough time to get you in your wedding
gown, and ready to become the island’s next queen.”

Dread welled up in Ivy as
she stared out at the island, unable to take her eyes off the
overwhelming, towering greenery that off in the distance loomed
before her. “It looks so close.”

“It only looks that way,
because other than water, you have nothing to compare it to. There
are no mountains or any landscape to hide it from view. There is a
mainland that you can get to from the island, but from our vantage
it would be impossible to see. Appearances can often be deceptive
under these circumstances.”

Ivy reluctantly left the
window as the servant girl brought out the wedding gown that had
been painstakingly designed and sewn for her at the start of the
journey and had been completed one week earlier, right down to the
diamonds that adorned it.

Ivy no longer listened to
the chatter of the other girl, as her thoughts kept returning to
the distant approach of the island, and she was in such great
distress that it caused the muscles in the pit of her stomach to
tighten painfully.

If Ivy found the island
and castle that lay beyond the towering rainforest daunting, then
the little princess who lived within those tall stone walls, who
was soon to be her stepdaughter, would find her just as
daunting.

“It’s time. Your father’s
new bride has arrived,” exclaimed the nursemaid to her young
charge.

Giving out a squeal of
delight, Scarlet turned from the mirror where she’d been twirling
and admiring her new silk gown. Even at the tender age of five she
was already well on her way to becoming a raving beauty.

Staring out at the
procession down below, the nursemaid waved the little princess over
to the window, and holding Scarlet up so she could see for herself,
said, “Isn’t she lovely?”

Scarlet jabbed a tiny
finger down at the faraway moving figure of a woman dressed all in
white. “Is that her—Daddy’s bride?”

It was impossible to see
any details about her from such a distance, save for the elaborate
white gown she wore, and the diamonds that had been sewn into the
delicate fabric giving off flashes of dazzling light. The bride’s
long dark hair could easily be spotted beneath the short veil, and
reached well past her waist in intricate braids that wound together
and shone beautifully in the sunlight, that despite the fast
approach of evening was still out in full force.

“Do you think that my
dress looks as pretty as hers?”

Squeezing Scarlet against
her in an affectionate hug, the nursemaid said, “Oh yes, in fact, I
think even prettier.”

Turning from the window to
look up at the woman who had always been like a mother to her,
Scarlet’s tiny features were arranged in a pinched expression.
“What if she doesn’t like me? What if she doesn’t want to be my
stepmother?”

Smoothing the little
princess’s long ebony hair away from her face, the nursemaid said,
“If she didn’t want to marry your father, the king, then she
wouldn’t have come all this way. Your father’s new bride journeyed
across the wide sea just to be your stepmother. And she won’t just
like you—she’ll love you.” Never could the nursemaid or anyone else
in the castle have known how wrong an assumption this was or the
true circumstances that brought the soon-to-be queen to the
island.

“But how can you be
sure?”

Leaning down so she was
eye-level with the little princess, the nursemaid said, “Because it
would be completely impossible not to.” She took a few extra
seconds to arrange Scarlet’s just-curled hair.

A lady in waiting appeared
in the open doorway, and said, “I’ve come to escort the young
princess down to the great hall.”

Scarlet was about to leave
when the nursemaid grabbed up a neatly wrapped box, and said,
“Don’t forget the gift.” Setting it in Scarlet’s outstretched
hands, she placed a kiss on the side of the princess’s face then
watched with a smile as Scarlet hurried out of the room.


CHAPTER FIVE

A hush came over the crowd
of wedding guests that had gathered together to watch the marriage
take place, as the soon-to-be queen entered. Scarlet was among
those watching, and she found herself in awe of the beautifully
dressed stranger.

Ivy’s face was concealed
behind a lace veil. She walked up to stand beside the king with the
elegance and grace befitting her station. Once the vows had been
taken and the marriage officiated, the veil that remained over much
of her face was lifted just high enough for the obligatory kiss.
The king and his new queen came together briefly, their lips
scarcely touching.

Silence filled the great
hall, followed by hushed murmurs of approval from the guests as all
present admired the new queen’s startling beauty as she turned to
face them. Through the white lace of the veil, high cheekbones,
full pouty lips, and thin black eyebrows that arched dramatically
over large green eyes were just visible beneath the filmy white.
She was a classic, timeless beauty.

Despite all this, there
remained a coldness about her that was unsettling. Even at her
young age, Scarlet too noticed this, and was so in awe of the
mysterious stranger who was now her stepmother, that she’d almost
forgotten about the gift she’d picked out and helped wrap, until
the nursemaid, who had come down to stand next to her right before
the ceremony began, gave Scarlet a little nudge. “Go ahead. Give
your stepmother the gift.” Scarlet looked up hesitantly at the kind
young woman, and was reassured by her warm smile. Sensing the
child’s nervousness, she leaned over, and in her ear whispered,
“She’ll love it.”

Ivy tried to block out all
the curious onlookers who continued to watch her. The anxiety that
was contained tightly inside her built with each second that
passed. Although she could see everything around her, the veil made
things appear slightly filmy, and her face, she knew, although
still seen, would appear the same way to those around her,
including the king. She was glad for the veil; at least her face
was somewhat shrouded from the prying eyes that surrounded her. A
jolt of unease came over Ivy when, out of the sea of guests, a
little girl dressed in grand attire, who was so lovely that she
looked as if she’d been carved from the finest marble, stepped
forward from the crowd. Ivy watched as the small child walked up to
stand in front of her. Clasped in the girl’s small hands was a box,
which she thrust toward her.

Ivy reluctantly accepted
the box from the child, then through her veil watched as the little
girl smiled shyly before going back to her place among the others.
Ivy cautiously pulled away the ribbons, acutely aware of all the
eyes on her, watching. She choked back a scream as she lifted out a
pair of sparkling red slippers.

A servant leaned over and
in her ear, whispered, “A gift bestowed upon you by the little
princess—their color is the same as the child’s
name—Scarlet.”

Scarlet…

The shocking sight of the
red shoes sent a stab of fear through Ivy, and she at once dropped
them as if they were hot coals.

Misunderstanding this to
be a simple accident, one of the servants hastily retrieved the
dropped pair of shoes, and before Ivy could protest, her own shoes
were removed and her feet were encased in the scarlet red
slippers.

Scarlet—just like the
princess’s name…

Ivy so badly wanted to
kick the cursed slippers off, but everyone was staring at her,
expecting her to wear them—no, not just expecting, they were
forcing her to. She
could feel the weight of their eyes upon her. And as the first
chord of the music was struck, the king stepped forward, his hand
held out to take hers.

All her worries about his
physical appearance had been unwarranted. Piercing gray-blue eyes
offset the rest of his arresting features, and she found herself
relieved to see he wasn’t the hideous sight she’d envisioned. But
her relief wouldn’t last long. And as she fell in step with the
king, the color drained from Ivy’s face when she caught sight of
the princess.

The girl seemed to be
pronouncing her doom, with those large dark eyes that captured hers
with their unblinking stare. Ivy wanted to turn away from the small
child’s menacing gaze, but found herself unable to.

There was something wicked
about the child—yes, just like her name…Scarlet.

The little princess meant
her harm. This startling revelation caused Ivy to obsessively
search the crowd whenever she lost sight of the small princess,
wanting, no, not wanting—needing
to keep watch on the thing that frightened her
most—her stepdaughter…

The king held Ivy firmly
in his arms as if he were imprisoning her, and swept her throughout
the room in a dance that felt as if it would never end.

A dance of
death—

Through it all, her gaze
constantly reconnected with her stepdaughter’s at every
turn.

“Burn,
stepmother—burn…”

These unspoken words came
from her stepdaughter’s lips in a silent whisper that only she
herself could hear.

Ivy’s nostrils filled with
the putrid smell of something burning, no, not something, burning
flesh—her flesh.
She looked down to see smoke rising from her feet; the red slippers
she wore were aglow, like red-hot coals. Fire flew from them and
traveled up her legs. Ivy wanted to scream, but when she tried,
found that she was in too much shock to utter a sound.

From behind the veil her
wide, tormented eyes caught the dark stare of her stepdaughter’s
once more. And again, she heard the silent whisper coming from
those scarlet red lips of her stepdaughter—

“Burn,
stepmother…burn…”

The wicked child had this
planned all along—had given her these scarlet slippers with the
sole purpose of watching her burn—and she was burning, burning
alive.

Worse yet, no one cared.
Of all the people there, not even one of them acted as if they
noticed. Ivy’s pleading gaze went from her stepdaughter to the
impassive handsome face of her husband, the king. His gray-blue
eyes were expressionless and as cold as stone.

“They
all want you to dance until you die,” hissed a voice inside her head.

Pain that was unbearable,
that she hadn’t been aware of until now, consumed her entire body
in its clutches. She was in the throes of agony, and yet still she
was made to dance. The king continued to hold her in an iron
embrace and whirled her throughout the cavernous hall.

The faster they danced,
the hotter the shoes became, and the more the fire spread until she
could bear it no longer. Flames fanned out around them, but the
king remained unbothered and untouched by the fiery inferno that
encircled them, almost as if he too were part of the fire. Her head
became light, and everything began to dim, and then
nothingness.

Ivy went limp in the
king’s arms. A hushed gasp of surprise went through the wedding
guests and servants alike as everyone stood back, unsure of what
just happened. The king had one of the servants fetch the
physician, then swept his new wife up in his arms and carried her
from the room.

The festivities were
called to a close early, and a short time later, after retiring to
her room for the night, Scarlet lay in bed and closed her eyes, but
was unable to blot out the haunting, milky-white face of her
stepmother, and how she’d watched her from behind the thin
veil.

Her father’s bride hadn’t
taken her eyes off of her, not even while they were dancing—it was
as if she’d searched her out in the crowd, and was fixated solely
on her. Then, right before her stepmother had collapsed
unexpectedly, there was a pained, almost wild expression in her
eyes that seemed to scream out at Scarlet from behind the veil, and
was impossible to ignore. And what Scarlet saw in those large green
eyes frightened her.

With thoughts of the woman
who was now her stepmother dancing through her mind, tiredness
finally overtook her, and she drifted off into a sound
sleep.


CHAPTER SIX

Ivy gradually awoke to the
sound of a familiar voice, “Ivy… Ivy…Can you see me? You lost
consciousness for a little while, but everything’s all right. I’m
here now.”

In answer, she said, “I
know, I was dancing with the king when I—oh, I feel like such a
fool.” Then seeing the face of the woman who was speaking, clearly
for the first time, Ivy sat up from where she lay in bed. “Verna?!
Is it really you?”

“It is really
I.”

Tears of joy sprang to
Ivy’s eyes, and for a moment her happiness was so great that she
forgot about the earlier events, and the sinister first impression
made by the small child who was now her stepdaughter, or even that
she’d thought herself to be consumed by reaching flames.

“You weren’t on the ship,”
said Ivy in confusion.

“I was but they wouldn’t
allow me to see you. I was told it was the king’s plan to surprise
you with my presence here at the castle, as a wedding gift to you.
Apparently he’d been apprised of our friendship
beforehand.”

With a hint of sarcasm,
Ivy said, “How very generous of her. My sister doesn’t miss a
thing.”

“No, she certainly
doesn’t,” agreed Verna.

“How did they get you on
the ship?”

“I was taken during the
night from my bed. I was so terrified. It wasn’t until one of the
servants on board explained to me what your fate would be, and the
reason for our abduction, that I finally understood what was
happening—you’d been purchased as a bride, and without your
knowledge had been promised in marriage to a distant
king.”

“He bought me,” said Ivy,
an edge of reproach in her voice.

“I can only imagine how
you must have felt when it all happened. I only wish I could have
been there with you. I tried many times to see you, but the
servants with whom I shared the lower quarters forbade me to while
we were still on the voyage, saying that to do so would ruin the
king’s surprise, and also that it was important you focus solely on
your new future life as queen without any distractions.”

Ivy let out a sigh and
fell back against the bedcovers. “It was the longest, most
miserable few weeks of my life. I’m just sorry you had to endure
it.”

“I know, but at least it’s
over and we’re able to see each other now,” said Verna
compassionately.

“I’ve scarcely been here
on the island and already I imagine that the entire inhabitants of
the castle are whispering things about me, behind my
back.”

“Nonsense. They wouldn’t
dare. You were overly exhausted from such a long journey, and then
the marriage ceremony right after. It would have been too much for
anyone. The physician who checked on you said as much.”

“Yes, I
suppose you’re right,” said Ivy, deciding to keep quiet about what
really caused her to collapse, that she’d thought, had even
felt herself burning. Looking at herself
now, Ivy could see no burn marks, nor any evidence whatsoever to
substantiate what had seemed so real to her a short time ago. She
took in the opulent surroundings of her chamber and said, “How long
have I been here?”

“Only an hour at the
most,” said Verna.

“But then that means the
king is—”

“Is waiting till the
following night. He said he wants you to get your rest, and that
tomorrow night he’ll come to visit you in your
chambers.”

Visible relief crossed
Ivy’s face at hearing this. Although she’d found him attractive,
she was still in no hurry to share her bed and body with a total
stranger.

“I’ve been given the room
adjacent to yours,” continued Verna. “I’ll leave now and let you
get your rest. If you need anything, I’ll be right next door on the
other side of the wall.”

Reassured by this, Ivy
pulled the blankets up around herself, and was about to close her
eyes when she caught sight of the slippers, their red smoldering
color impossible to ignore. “The slippers—please see that they’re
returned to the little princess.”

A look of surprise came
into Verna’s eyes. “But they’re a gift—”

In a voice harsher than
she’d meant it to be, Ivy said, “From the princess, yes I know. I
don’t want them.”

Clearly puzzled by this,
Verna said, “They’re such a lovely pair of shoes, but if that’s
what you wish, I’ll fetch one of the castle servants to take them
to her.”

Verna then walked to the
door, and was about to leave when Ivy said, “And Verna?”

“Yes?”

“Tell them to come
quickly. I don’t want them in this room, not one second longer than
is necessary.”

“I’ll see that it is
done.”

Ivy listened to the sound
of her retreating footsteps and the door closing, then cast her
wary gaze back to the ghastly red slippers. Ill ease settled over
her, and she found that she wasn’t able to tear her eyes from
them.

The sound of approaching
footfalls, followed by a timid knock at the door, caused Ivy to
look away as she said, “Come in.”

A servant girl shyly
entered the room, and curtsying, said, “You called, Your
Majesty?”

Pointing an accusing
finger toward the slippers, Ivy said, “Take those back to the
princess and don’t let me see them again.”

Retrieving the slippers,
the servant girl curtsied one last time and left the
room.

Ivy waited until she heard
the door to her chambers close before getting out of bed and
stealing out into the corridor, letting the door fall silently
closed behind her. Through the darkness up ahead, the servant
girl’s silhouette was visible from the shadowy light of the candles
lining the walls of the corridor.

Ivy used the deep shadowy
blackness to hide herself, and followed the servant girl down the
winding stairwell and then through another long corridor. She had
to see where the sinister creature slept, and wanted to get a
better look at the little monster who was now her stepdaughter. Ivy
watched from the darkness as the girl, never having known she was
being followed, stopped in front of a door in an alcove then
entered into the princess’s room.

Ivy remained shuttered in
blackness, and watched as seconds later, the servant girl quietly
slipped out of the room and disappeared in the opposite direction
down the corridor.

Ivy briefly thought about
taking one of the lit candles from the sconces, but then thought
better of it. She didn’t want to give her presence away too soon,
and so opted instead to take a wick and match from off a small
table that was situated against the wall of the corridor where she
stood.

Already her eyes had
adjusted to the darkness well enough to maneuver through it, and
even to light the wick when necessary, so she could study her
wicked stepdaughter’s deceptively beautiful face beneath the white
glow of light.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Scarlet bolted upright,
her eyes flying open and connecting with the deep blackness of her
room. Silence filled the darkness. The only sounds were of her own
rapid breathing. There was a disturbance in the air, and Scarlet
had the overwhelming feeling of a presence in the room with
her.

A chill crawled up her
spine. Scarlet’s eyes searched through the pitch blackness but she
could see nothing, save for the fire that burned in the hearth’s
grate across the room. The reddish orange flames appeared like a
fiery beacon against the darkness.

Something in front of the
fire caught her attention, almost like unseen movement, or
no…

Scarlet’s stare settled on
the red slippers that she’d given to her stepmother earlier—but why
were they in her room, and who put them there?

The red shoes sat neatly
on the settee in front of the fire. They were backlit by the
leaping flames, making their scarlet red color appear almost fiery
in intensity, causing them to glow against the reddish orange
illumination. The sparkles that covered them danced in the leaping
light of the flames.

Unease filled the pit of
Scarlet’s stomach. Whoever had left the shoes was gone. She was
alone now, she was sure of it. Releasing the air that had been
trapped inside her lungs, Scarlet carefully lowered herself back
down in the bed.

Something between an
exhaled sigh and a growl came to her from the silence. Before she
could fully understand what it was she’d just heard, a single
disembodied flame appeared in the dark, hovering near her bed,
taking shape before her eyes.

The startling face of her
stepmother appeared behind the flame, and was illuminated by a
shock of light given off by the candle. Those wide, unblinking
green eyes stared down at her with malice. This was Scarlet’s first
time seeing her stepmother’s striking visage without the veil, and
she thought how she looked much more frightening without the filmy
white of the veil to soften her features.

Scarlet lay there rigid
and still, unable to tear her gaze from the wild stare of her
stepmother. The words that were spoken, and the way they were said,
caused the fine hairs on the back of Scarlet’s neck to stand on
end.

Ivy’s voice cut through
the quiet like a hiss, “Eyes, blacker than the blackest of nights…
Skin, as pale as death…” Scarlet inwardly shuddered at the feel of
her stepmother’s touch as she reached out and ran her fingers along
the side of her face then came to rest at her mouth. Ivy leaned
down and whispered in Scarlet’s ear, “Lips, as red as
blood…”

Her stepmother gave her
one last hate-filled stare, then blew out the candle and vanished
back into the darkness.

The princess stayed awake
for much of the night, trying to make sense of the bizarre and
creepy visit, and also fearful that her father’s new wife would
return—or perhaps hadn’t left at all, but waited in the darkness
watching her. The princess had no way of knowing that this chilling
encounter with the woman who was now her stepmother would be the
first of many more to come.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Ivy soundlessly backed out
of the princess’s chambers and out into the corridor. The sight of
the girl had left her in a panic. The child planned to harm her in
some way—she could read the ill intent in the young girl’s large
black eyes. She had to get back to her own chambers.

Light flickered through
the darkness from the candles that burned in their sconces, and
lined the cavernous corridor that plummeted off in either
direction. Ivy moved hesitantly through the deep shadows, and was
plagued by an uncertainty that only worsened with every step she
took up the winding stairwell, and then down another great
hall.

She should have made it
back to her own chambers by now, shouldn’t she? Everything looked
so unfamiliar. When she’d slipped out of her chambers to follow the
servant girl to the room where the little princess slept, she’d
been so focused on her own fear of the child and the shoes that she
hadn’t given any thought to how she would find her way
back.

The castle and its layout
was still a mystery to her. Hushed voices floated from the inky
black rooms she passed. Ivy at first thought that someone was
nearby, perhaps one of the servants, but each time she stopped to
look behind her, she saw no one there.

There was only darkness
and shadows, yet the voices continued, becoming louder, more
insistent. Some of what was
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