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For all the girls who are vicious and
selfish and full of love. 
-Io




































Because she had asked him to, her father had left her at the gate. She would not say her final farewells with a monster standing by. For a long time, after he rode away, she had only stood there, searching for an escape that did not exist. Finally, she touched the bars of the wrought-iron gate, and it swung slowly inward of its own accord. For a moment she thought she saw something, the ghosts of shadows pulling it in, but today she would give her life to some great thing that played at being a man, and there was not time to expand her worldview further. Shadows were only shadows.
There was a long, well kept path within the gate, leading up to a tall, dark mass of towers, less well kept. Behind it, she knew, there was a garden, which was where her father had ended her life. She thought it would be fitting, then, that her last moments be there, and ignored the path to tramp around the palace through the grass. Let the monster come find her there.
~
They had left home in the earliest hours of the morning, and the sun was still low in the sky. She walked down narrow garden paths, flowers hanging over her head, and told herself that the shivering was only from the cold.
She saw him first as a great mass of dark fur in the clothing of a man, hunched over on a marble bench in a sort of courtyard, and stared at him for some time before he looked up, eyes dark and shining like a dog’s, and slowly rose to greet her. He stood at her height and half again, three or four times her weight, at least, with a face like a bear and a dog and a bit like a man, and she took a step back. He stood still, head tilted, and did not speak.
“Hello.” She began a curtsey, decided that she owed him nothing, and straightened quickly. He only stared at her. “I’m the girl you sent for. In exchange for my father.” He did not react. She told him her father’s name, and her own, and described to him the entire situation, which he ought certainly to have known already, and still he only stared. She asked, “What do you want? Do you mean to eat me?”
He looked startled, and then puzzled, the only expressions she had seen on his face so far, and he slowly shook his head.
“Then what? What am I here for?” He continued to look puzzled. “Say something.” It was more frightening than any great show of teeth, this silent stillness. “At least tell me your name. Please. What shall I call you?”
For a long time he continued to stare at her, and she wondered if he could speak at all—but no, he had spoken to her father. Finally he said, slowly, as if the word were drawn out of him with tongs, “Beast.”
He looked quite surprised to have said it, and blinked a few times, then resumed his alarming stillness.
“Beast,” she repeated. “I think that I shall go inside, then, and look around, if you have nothing to say to me.”
In response, he dropped heavily back onto the bench and lowered his eyes, seeming somehow to shrink. She began to back away, decided he was not likely to spring up behind her, then turned and fled.
There was a back door to the palace, a servants’ entrance, not quite latched shut, and she entered, looking back one last time to be certain the Beast was not following her.
Inside were long hallways with stone floors and stone walls and high plaster ceilings, and long rows of candle fixtures, mostly unlit. It was empty, and cold, and she took the first opportunity to turn into a smaller hall, which led to a tall spiral staircase. The first door she passed after taking the stairs swung open with shadows, as had the gate, and she walked inside, and found a large, neatly made bed, and a thick soft rug on the floor. There was a large window, looking out on the courtyard where she’d left the Beast, and she saw him still sitting there, and turned to the wardrobe, full of beautiful clothes all in just her size.
It was a room meant for her. It was a perfect room.
It was a bribe from a silent monster who had threatened her father and imprisoned her, and had not even the common courtesy to say hello.
She was still not entirely convinced that he did not mean to kill her. But they were lovely gowns, and if she was going to die, she would die in taffeta. She pulled the door shut, noting with some distress that it had no lock, and changed into a gorgeous red and gold dinner dress, which would bring out her eyes and had no difficult lacing to manage.
For some time she remained in the room, looking at all the dresses, and at this one in the mirror, washing her face with a bowl of warm water (worrying only slightly about how it had been kept heated), and staring out the window at the Beast, who eventually stood and began to amble about the garden. She discovered a charming little desk, with reams of fine thick paper and a shining black inkwell and a row of new pens, and a small bookshelf in the corner, and shoes and jewelry and hair ribbons and perfumes. She learned that the bed was very soft indeed. When she began to be hungry, she opened the door, intending to search for a kitchen, and found a small tray of warm food waiting for her just outside.
After eating she remained in her room, planning to explore the rest of the palace tomorrow if she survived the night, until it was time to eat again. This time she found no food when she opened her door, but only a line of lit candles leading back down the spiral staircase. She followed them, down the stairs and down the hall, until she found herself in an enormous dining room, with a large table beautifully set, and an empty place across from the Beast, who sat looking as if he was somewhat surprised to find himself there.
“Good evening,” she said. He did not answer, and she took her seat. All of the food, more than a man could hope to eat in a lifetime, was on the table, and she had only to serve herself. There was food already on his plate, but he seemed not to have touched it.
It was not a pleasant meal. She had not wanted to stare at him, but since he had no qualms about staring at her, quite openly, she had given up, and looked anxiously over the width of the table at him. His gaze did not waver. She did not think he ate. She ate little enough herself, not knowing if perhaps he only waited for her to finish, the final courtesy of a last meal before she was devoured.
A few times she had tried to make conversation. He only looked at her, silent and fascinated, and at first she had chattered to fill the quiet, but his steadiness was exhausting. She ate her dinner and attempted without success to refrain from contemplating her fate.
“Thank you,” she said, when she could take no more. “It has been a lovely meal. I will see you in the morning.”
He blinked, and otherwise did not react, and she stood and backed away. If he meant to eat her, now would be the ideal time for it.
She had turned around, nearly believing it was safe, by the time she heard his voice, slow and thin and wavering. She turned back to face him before the meaning of the words had reached her.
“Will you marry me?” Again, he seemed quite surprised to find he had spoken, but as his confusion faded he waited patiently for an answer, and she found she was afraid to give him one.
“What shall I say?”
He didn’t respond.
She stared at him, still afraid, but there was nothing vicious in his face, only simple anticipation, perhaps slight confusion, and she told him, “No.”
He continued to stare at her, and she turned and fled.
The candles were lit still to lead her back to her room, and when she was safe inside she took the great wardrobe and shoved it up against the door.
It was not much. Heavy, yes, but if she could push it to the door, then the Beast, so much larger than her, could certainly push the door in despite it.
If he was so great and strong as all that, he could just as easily have broken down a locked door, too.
If he intended to come in, he would come in.
He had asked her. He could have skipped that step entirely.
Perhaps he would not—perhaps he wanted her willing. Perhaps she would be safe, if he had bothered to ask at all.
She put on a silken nightgown, and slept on silken sheets, and did not think of the Beast again until morning.
Food presented itself at her door for breakfast, and she ate, and wandered about her room, flipping through a finely bound book, trying on the lovely dresses, until she could not bear to be in one place any longer.
Whatever he intended to do to her, he would not be prevented by one flimsy door. There was nothing to be gained by remaining in her room. She decided to explore the palace. The time she had left would at least be interesting.
The rooms were stunning and lifeless, with carpets thick enough to sink in to the ankle, velvet drapes, stuffed velvet sofas, mahogany furniture. There was not enough light, or heat, and she felt small and fragile in the lightweight fabric of the dress she had chosen that morning. She was barefoot.
There were many paintings, all of landscapes and mythical or historical scenes. Lovely, but quite impersonal.
Every window she found looked out on the garden. A few times she saw the Beast ambling about below, and closed the curtains quickly.
It was a beautiful garden, but not one window let her see a rosebush.
~
She did not speak at dinner that night. She ate carefully, with eyes fixed firmly on her plate, and stood to depart without acknowledging the Beast at all.
“Will you marry me?” he asked.
“No.” She did not turn around. She walked back to her room slowly and with dignity. He did not follow.


                                                ~
The Beast could often be found in the garden, on benches, but also on the ground, his silken pants growing grass-stained. He seemed not to notice the flowers before him, and she wondered where the roses were kept. Most days, when she found him there, she would walk past quickly, hoping not to be seen. Most days, he did not see her, though she walked but two paces from his face.
Days passed. He seldom spoke to her. He seemed almost to be on a script. She saw him only at dinner, usually, and when they encountered each other at other times he never spoke.
Sometimes at dinner she tried to draw him into conversation, bored, but he would not be drawn.
“The weather is lovely today,” she said. He stared at her, head tilted, and did not answer. She finished her meal in silence and stood to go.
“Will you marry me?” he asked.
“No,” she said, and fled the room. He asked her this, every night he asked her this. Her answer did not change. It would not change, no matter how often he asked, and she wished he would stop, and did not have quite the courage to tell him so. Evenings, with him, were taxing. Nights were agony, sleep nigh impossible with a door that did not lock, and him outside.
But in the day—in the day she lived.
It was several days before she began to see servants about the place, lighting lamps in the hall, delivering food to the door. They quickly provided anything she asked for, but never spoke, and she went about her business and tried not to think of them, since they clearly did not think much of her.
The palace was beautiful. The books were beautiful. The dresses were beautiful. She explored. She read. She tried on clothes. More appeared, more of all of it, magic, every few days. New doors in the hall, new books on the shelf, new dresses in the closet.
Once, in an especially fine gown with inlaid pearls, completely inappropriate for daily wear, she left her room and ran into him at the top of a staircase.
“Well, how do I look?”
He blinked baffled up at her, and she blushed under his gaze.
“Well?” she asked again, though she did not truly expect him to answer.
There was a long pause as they stared at each other, trapped in a silence she was afraid to break. And then he spoke.
“Belle,” he said. Beautiful. Beauty.
“Well, thank you,” she said, and dropped into a curtsey before coming down the stairs. It was the only thing he had said to her, save his name and his nightly proposal.
He stood silent on the stairs until she had walked past him, and then he followed a few steps behind.
They went in to dinner, and did not speak again until that dreadful question, “Will you marry me?”
She sighed. “No, Beast, I will not marry you.”
“Goodnight,” he said as she stood to go, and again they stared at each other in silence, and she thought he was confused, and perhaps a bit afraid, to hear his own voice so much in one night.
“Goodnight, dear.”
~
In the morning she met him in the garden, and he stood, unsteadily and as quickly as he could, when she stopped in front of his bench.
“Beast,” she said, inclining her head politely. She wanted to know if he would speak again.
“Belle,” he answered, and she was startled, and tried to laugh.
“Well, thank you, dear, but it’s only just an everyday dress.” She thought too late that she should not call him dear, that she had done it the night before as well, and that he might think it meant something, when it was only something she sometimes called people.
He looked puzzled now, and she could not guess at why, and so she wished him a pleasant morning and walked away.
At dinner he stood hastily, again, when she walked in, and came halfway around the table before he paused, looking lost and somehow small, though he towered above her still.
“Beast?”
He shook his head and went back to his seat, still confused, and she sat down with her hands in her lap and waited for their food to arrive.
“I am sorry,” he said, slowly, as plates were set down before them. She turned to thank the women who brought them before she answered him, and thought that he looked puzzled again.
“Whatever for, dear?” She caught herself too late again, and was angry—it was what she had called the most ridiculous, the densest and least likely (but still rather sweet) of her suitors back home. And he was dense, and slightly ridiculous, and it was habit, but he was too dense, and had too much power over her, for it to be a safe name.
“I—I am sorry,” he said again.
“It’s quite all right, you’re forgiven, I’m sure. Tell me, are there often shows in the ballroom, with no one there to watch them?”
“I do not know,” he said, after a very long pause. They did not speak again until his nightly question: “Will you marry me?”
“No, Beast.” She stood and left, and spent the next day in her rooms, trying on all of the dresses.
When it was time to go down again, she dressed in blue velvet and pushed the wardrobe slowly away from the door.
The Beast was seated already, and half rose when she entered the room, and again there was a flicker of confusion on his face as he sunk back into the chair.
“Good evening,” she said.
“Belle,” he said. She took her seat without acknowledging this, and picked at her food until the silence was unbearable, and she tried to draw him into conversation again.
“The weather was lovely today,” she said.
“Yes,” he answered, after a short pause.
It had not been lovely at all. It had rained all day, and she wondered about him, about what he said and heard and understood, and whether he understood what he said at all, or only did what he supposed must be done. Or perhaps he had no say in the matter at all, although she did not know who would be saying things, were that the case. Was he only a puppet on strings?
He always seemed surprised, having made his nightly proposal.
She did not understand him. She wondered for a moment what he was, and decided that she did not wish to know.
“Will you marry me?” he asked.
“No, Beast, I will not.”
~
Occasionally, now, she could get something out of him, never a full conversation, but a few words at a time. She was bored, and frustrated, and asked him abruptly, if nervously, over roast lamb, “You wouldn’t mind, would you, Beast, if I retired a bit early tonight?”             
He tilted his head and stared at her for a long, long time. Finally he blinked, and she released a deep breath. “Perhaps not, then.”
“No.” There was a pause, during which he looked increasingly confused. “Yes. You may.”
“Thank you.” She walked away quickly, but turned back at the door. He was slumped over in his chair, clearly exhausted. It was the first night he had not proposed.
~
He came upon her suddenly when she was in the garden, reading on a bench, and touched her softly on the shoulder. She leapt out of her seat, dropping the book, and somehow managed to trip and find herself on the ground, twisting upwards to see him standing terrified.
“Belle,” he cried, “Belle, are you all right? Please, I didn’t mean to.”
“It’s fine. I was only startled. Help me up.”
He did, and stared at her terrified until finally she left him there. His concern was touching, at least. It was then, walking away from him, that she realized Belle was his name for her. She had introduced herself to him only once, and so long ago, on a nightmare day in the time before he spoke to her. He had probably not heard, or had not remembered. And so he called her Belle. Beauty. He called her Beauty.
~
She was not afraid of him, now, except at the moment each night he asked that question. And he would ask, again and again, earnest and not quite hopeful, unsurprised and apparently unconcerned when, again and again, she told him no. He was large enough and more to force the issue, but he expressed no sort of desire, for all that he would ask, and she thought he did not even see her discomfort at the asking. He meant no harm.
He spoke more, and more easily, as time went on, although seldom unprompted by her, and she found it impossible to hold a conversation about anything more complex than food and the weather. He would listen, leaning forward wide eyed, to anything else she chose to speak of, but if she sought his opinion on the matter, he would be only puzzled.
She began to face those final moments of dinner, too, without fear, but still there, persistently, were the discomfort, the frustration and the pity, confusion and a feeling that was not quite regret, for this not quite person who hung on her every word with wide wondering eyes, whose smile in his monster face, when she allowed herself to say something kind, could be called only sweet. No one had looked at her that way before, not in the city when they were surrounded each day by charming noblemen to flirt with, nor at their new farm where young men had begun, now they were better off, to seek her out again, not by any in the line of lovely people who spoke of speaking to her father, and not by the quieter ones who had flocked around her and dared to say nothing. She dared not flirt with the Beast, and he could only seldom be found trailing after her down the halls. But no one had looked at her that way before. No one had waited eager for the words she would say, simply because she would say them, though he did not understand more than half. She was not afraid.
~
She found him sitting alone on the stairs, which was a first, and thought that he looked lonely, and found that unacceptable. He looked up at her as she sat down beside him. She reached, carefully, to place a hand on his leg. “Come walk with me, Beast.”
He nodded, and his black eyes shone. She stood.
~
She noticed, now that he spoke for her to hear, that his voice when proposing was stiff and utterly unlike every other word he uttered.
“Why would you want to marry me, Beast?”
There was a long silence, and she traced the course of increasing confusion across his face. Finally he asked again, voice strange and wooden, “Will you marry me?”
“No, dear.” She kissed his furry cheek and went up to bed.
~
The days dragged on, dull, with only the Beast, dull, to keep her company. She knew they were not alone. There were the silent servants. And the performers.
The performance was usually silent, as well, already underway when she entered the room, thought there was no one there to see it. She took a seat in the large, empty viewing area. They left quickly when the show was over. She had no time to talk to anyone.
But one day they were there, the women at least, just there when she walked into an empty room.
The walls were papered with golden lace, and the women all wore velvet dresses, with hair hanging down like silk. They wandered about the room, apparently making conversation, but she could hear no sound.
She entered the room. She tried to approach them, to introduce herself.
The women ignored her. She reached out to catch one by the arm, angry and beginning to be afraid, and her hand passed through. The woman turned, and for a long moment they stared at each other, and she could feel the eyes of all the others around her.
And then they vanished.
~
That evening she went to dinner almost eagerly. She sat at the table and began without preamble: “What are they, the other people who are here?”
He stared at her, head tilted. “What do you mean?”
“They perform for me, or provide whatever I ask, and then they are gone—they simply dissolve into the air. What creatures are they, that they can dissolve as if they were never there?”
“They weren’t.”
“What?”
He was the one with the information, with all the power here, but he seemed far more distressed than her. “There is no one else here. There has never been anyone here. We are alone.”
“We are not.” A woman walked out to set the next tray on the table, and she reached to grab her arm, but it passed straight through. She was frozen for a moment—it was still horrific the second time. But the woman was there to be seen, whether she could be felt or not. “We’re not alone. Right here. Right in front of me. She’s one of them. Can’t you see her?”
“I can’t.” He sounded panicked, and she was not sure what a creature this large might do when alarmed, what damage he might cause, but she was too curious now, and too alarmed herself, to leave it alone.
“What do you see, then? How does the food come to the table?”
“It just…comes. I don’t know.”
“How long have you lived here, Beast?”
“I don’t know,” he said, and again the panic was rising. “I don’t remember, I don’t—I can’t—I was—”
“Beast?”
“Forever,” he said, and his shining black eyes did not shine, and his voice was dull, and she was afraid.
“It doesn’t matter. Forget I said anything.”
“I have always been here alone.”
“You are not alone,” she said, and nearly reached out to touch him. But he had pulled his hand away in the course of his panic.
“But I cannot see them. Who are they? Have they always been here?”
“I meant me. You are not alone because I am here. And I am only a foolish girl. You needn’t be frightened by the specters I see in shadows.”
He stared at her, eyes wide and frightened still, and she spoke slowly and carefully. She knew what she saw every day. But it was not what he saw, and she could not burden him with it, not when he stared at her with that look on his face.
“Do you understand me, Beast? There is nothing for you to fear.”
He nodded slowly.
“There is nothing for you to fear,” she said again, and he continued to nod.
“There is nothing for me to fear.”
“I am not hungry,” she said. “I will see you tomorrow.”
“Will you marry me?” he asked.
“Goodnight, Beast.”
“Goodnight.”
~
It was inevitable that eventually one of the doors she opened would lead to the Beast’s room.
She walked in on him struggling into a jacket, which was not as bad as it could have been, and wondered for the first time how he even managed to dress himself, or why he bothered.
He looked belatedly up at her, and she laughed. “Darling, you’re ridiculous.” The buttons were all a mess, the jacket rumpled. There was something charming about his state of disarray, but she reached out to straighten him out. “Here, let me.”
~
“Will you marry me?”
“Oh, I wish you would stop asking me that.”
“I do not think that I am able to.”
This was puzzling, and she took a moment to ponder it. Was it meant to be romantic, or a simple statement of fact? Knowing him, the latter was more likely, but she doubted that asking him directly would shed any light on the matter. She sighed.
“No, Beast. I will not marry you.”
~
“Will you marry me?”
~
“Will you marry me?’
~
“Will you marry me?”
“I will not.”
~
The seasons changed, and she consented to stroll about the grounds with him in the cold. She met him at a small back door, and they set off together, her well wrapped in all the fleeces that magic could provide, and him wearing only his fur. It was snowing as they walked, and she watched as the flakes clung to him, glaring bright against his thick dark fur, and thought that he was rather dear, in his way.
~
Once there was a large bank of snow in their path, deeper than her boots could protect from, and they stopped walking to stare in consternation at it for some time before the Beast, with no warning, turned and lifted her by the waist.
His hands were huge, and she was sure he could snap her in half if he chose, and for a moment she was afraid. But his grip was gentle. He was only her own dear Beast, and he set her carefully down on the other side of the snow, where she began to slip, and clutched at the lapels of his coat to steady herself. He stared down at her, full of concern, and she laughed a little.
“I’m fine. You only surprised me.”
“I am very sorry,” he said.
“Darling. Only warn me next time.”
“Of course.”
They sat together in the snow, getting slowly soaked, and then she started laughing again, wildly, at nothing at all, and he stared at her, fuzzy brows furrowed, until a smile spread across his face.
~
The garden was beautiful in the winter. Frost clung to bare branches, and small icicles to his ears. She reached up to brush them away, and he smiled, snout wrinkling, so she withdrew her hand quickly and turned away, pushing through bushes she’d never seen before. 
“Oh, a pond. How lovely. We ought to skate on it. Have we any ice skates?”
“I don’t know,” he said. She looked back at him—the wrinkled snout was gone.
“Let’s go look for some.”
They tramped back through the snow to the palace, and he trailed behind her on the endless search for ice skates. They found nothing, and when she tried to ask a woman in the hall, the Beast stared at her blank and frightened, and she remembered that he could see only air. She gave up the search and led him into a parlor, where she left him until dinner time, telling herself that what he could and could not see was none of her concern.
~
She talked of many things to fill his silence, and found herself telling him things she had not meant to tell anyone, as he listened fascinated and free of judgment. She told him of her father, who had been a wealthy merchant until a storm at sea, when suddenly the money had all been gone, and of her mother, who had died several years ago. She told him of their beautiful mansion in the city, and of their farm in the country, which had been very small, and was now less so, but still a poor thing by their old standards, for all the neighbors’ talk of their wealth. When she said, “I have more siblings than there are stars in the sky,” he seemed to take this literally, and asked many questions, full of concern, about how her father housed them all, and whether he could afford dowries for all of the girls.
Delighted by his sudden verbal interest, she never bothered to provide actual names and numbers. She began, tentatively, to speak casually of some young men who had escorted her about town in the past, and when he displayed no jealousy, she went on to tell him all of her stories, which he listened to eagerly.  She caught herself absently stroking the soft, woolly fur of his forearm during one such conversation, and pulled quickly away. He looked over at her, puzzled, and said nothing. She asked him of his family.
“I have no family.”
“But surely you must have, once. When you were younger.” She wondered how old he was. He seemed full grown, but quite young still, and innocent.
“I don’t remember,” he said, and she saw something frightened and frightening behind his eyes, and changed the subject quickly.
~
She was comfortable with him, and found at times that she did not like this comfort, this companionship with a monster who held her hostage, though there was nothing of the kidnapper in his attitude. She ought to be angry with him, plotting her escape and refusing him anything he asked of her (though it was very seldom he asked anything, and then only whether she would walk with him, or help him button his coat, or perhaps dispose of a spider). But she missed her life, her family, all of the things that he had taken her from, and listened to her stories of with no sign of remorse. She found herself angry after all, and homesick, unable to hate him, with his sweet smile and shining black eyes. She longed to hate him, and hated him for being impossible to hate, and avoided walks with him, and sat through meals in stony silence. He stared at her often, puzzled, and managed his own coats, and if he met any spiders he did not tell her. But every night, still, there was that question, awful always, and worse now, “Will you marry me?”
“No,” she said finally, in a fit of sudden anger, “No, I will not marry you, I will not have anything to do with you, I only want to go home.”
There was a very long silence as they stared at each other, her angry and defiant, and him unreadable. 
“Home,” he repeated quietly, looking forlorn, then he stood slowly and ambled out of the room.
She followed him down the hall, angry still, but silent, and they stopped in a room she had never seen before, which was something like an office.
There was a bookshelf on the back wall. He walked to a desk, and she looked at the thick creamy pages of an open journal, and three jars of deep black ink, and was surprised. She had not thought that he would read or write.
But he ignored all this, and opened the drawer of the desk. He turned back to her with a small golden ring in his hand.
“What is this?”
“It will send you home.”
She plucked it from his enormous palm and slipped it onto the ring finger of her right hand. “How?”
“Twist it on your finger and think of where you wish to be.”
“Thank you.”
“You might come back,” he said softly. “If you come back you must do it within one month.”
“Oh, must I?” she said, and he stared at her with wide hopeful eyes that were not quite enough to convince her.
There was nothing romantic or manipulative in his voice, only quiet straightforward desperation, as he said, “I do not think I can live without you.”
She was still angry, and would not let herself think of the look on her face as she twisted the ring.
~
At home she found her homesickness absurd, the longed-for voice of her father grating. They were all quite concerned about her health and safety, living as she had, which she supposed was touching. But she had less patience than usual for the shallow and frivolous conversations at the dinner table, and thought of dinner with her Beast, where she might talk only of the weather, but he would listen attentively, as if every word from her mouth was the most important he’d ever heard. Here, she let the others talk, and seldom bothered to listen.
Young men came to visit, and praised her beauty, which apparently had only grown in her absence, and she thanked them, and flirted gleefully, starved as she was for this sort of conversation. But in the midst of their battles of wit she thought, with fond exasperation, of her Beast, who had no wit, who could not be bothered even to learn her proper name, who called her simply Beauty.
It occurred to her that she missed him.
She had not expected to miss him. She had not intended to go back—she had not even thought of it—but now—
“Are you all right?” the young man of the hour asked.
“What? Oh, yes. Yes, quite. But I’ve just remembered something I need to do. I’m sure my sisters will be glad to entertain you for the remainder of your stay.”
~
She thought of the early days, when they had first come to the countryside, destitute. Her father and sisters had been miserable, and she had thrown herself into this new life with more abandon, even, than all of her brothers. Of course, it had not lasted long. As soon as they were not quite destitute, as soon as her hard work paid off, they hired young men who followed her with cow eyes and made crude remarks, and no more work was allowed. She was sent into town to buy baubles and charm rich women. She was invited to their parlors to sit prettily and be introduced to their sons. And she had laughed, and curtseyed, and flirted, and she had thought longingly of her brothers’ breeches and a field to be plowed.
Oh, she had not wanted to be a farmhand all her life. That was no sort of work for a respectable young girl. But she had not chosen the young men she had flirted with. She was only another bauble to sit on the mantle and impress their guests, and she had grown weary of ornamentation.
There was no hard work to be done for the Beast. That, she did not mind. But there were no visitors for him to show her off to, and she chose for herself what she would do with her days. And if he, too, followed her with cow eyes, at least there were no crude remarks. She was the one with the power in their relationship—it had happened, often enough, that some young man would mention speaking to her father. The Beast spoke only to her. And he was a great, frightening thing, and could have forced the issue when she said no. But he did not, and all the choices were hers to make.
She had never intended to go back. She had not intended even to think of him again, and had not allowed herself to dwell on their final moments. But he had said that—she interrupted dinner conversation to ask, “How many days has it been since I returned?”
“This is the thirty first,” said her youngest brother.
She stood. “I need to go back.”
She went upstairs, unsure of her destination—she had appeared far enough from home, before, that she could walk the remaining distance and not call attention to her magic. But this panic, this need to return, had come on her too suddenly, and with a full month gone she could not take the time to pack and explain and make a show of walking into the forest again.
She had taken off the ring, to avoid accidents. She had left it in the back of a drawer in her room, and had not intended ever to take it out again.
Of course her father followed her upstairs, along with a brother, a few sisters, and the half dozen young men visiting for dinner. The rest of her siblings would not bother—this was only one of the many eccentricities revealed since her return, and was probably best ignored.
She dug through her drawer for the ring, and turned to see her father in the doorway, the others crowding behind him. She slipped the ring onto her finger without looking away from him, and he bowed his head, and she thought he understood what was about to happen. He must have seen some magic in his one night with the Beast.
“Stay with us, child.”
“I can’t.”
He was a fool. A Beast. He was not fit to be on his own. And he loved her, and desperately, and did not seem to have learned the art of lying. If he had said that he could not live without her, then he could not.
“He needs me, Papa. I cannot leave him. I cannot leave him to die.”
She closed her eyes and twisted the ring, and the world spun, and she stumbled, and opened her eyes to find herself in the dark. She touched the wall, and felt its pattern beneath her palm, and knew that she was back, and she ran down the halls, calling for her Beast, her voice echoing around her.
There was no one else there. There ought to have been someone, anyone there to hear her, to help her find him, but she was alone with the wind, and she was afraid.
Every window she passed was open, half a blessing with the candles all blown out, and no time to relight them, as the light of the moon and stars streamed in. But she was so cold.
She had half given up on finding him—it was too late, she was too late, he was dead—when she tripped and fell over a pile of fur, and found that it was breathing.
“Beast?” It took her some time, in the dark, to find his face, and she tugged at the fur of his cheeks. “Beast, darling, wake up. I’ve come home.”
He blinked slowly, eyes glowing as they reflected the moonlight, and his voice was weak when he said, “I thought you’d gone away.”
“I did, dear. To visit my family. But only to visit. I’ve come back now, and I won’t leave again. I’m going to stay with you, Beast. I’m going to marry you.”
The words flew out of her mouth of their own accord, and she had no idea until they were said that she had meant to say them. But of course. Of course she would marry him. They had been headed here all along. He was sweet, and he was kind, and he was in love with her. He had given her everything a girl could ever want. And he was ugly, and he was simple, but he did the best he could, and she was fond of him. She said her goodbyes to half formed dreams of charming princes, took his great paw in her hand, and tugged it until he stumbled to his feet.
“Really?” he asked. “You mean it?”
“I mean it.”
She navigated carefully towards his bedchamber, her hand still in his, and he followed, docile and compliant.
He was a Beast. He was not even human—what made one human? He was not a man, at any rate. He was covered in hair. If he was even a person, he was barely so. She doubted he knew himself what he was.
She bolted his bedroom door and started to unbutton her dress. Now, before her courage failed her. She had made a promise, and if she did not begin to fulfill it immediately, she feared she never would.
“Take off your clothes.”
“Belle?”
“We’re going to be married. Right now, Beast. I’m going to marry you.”
She did not know what he was, but she knew that he was hers, wholly and completely, and so she gave herself to him in return, and realized in the dark, his sleeping breath a low rumble at her neck, that she loved him.
His arm, soft and warm, came around her waist, and she relaxed against him and let herself sleep.
~
She woke with her hand wrapped around a shape she did not know—and she knew all of him, had learned it all in the night—firm and hairless, and she opened her eyes to see that it was the forearm of a stranger, gorgeous, still sleeping and as naked as her.
They were alone. Her Beast was gone. She left the bed, pulling off the sheet to wrap around herself, and deprived of her warmth, the man began to wake. She lifted the quilt from the floor and tossed it over his lower half, then went to a chair against the wall to await developments.
She had given herself to a monster.
She had fallen in love with him.
He was gone.
The man opened his eyes and sat up, slowly, pulling the quilt around him as he did so. “Good morning” he said, slowly, smiling, and there was something sweet and familiar in his voice.
“Who are you? What are you doing here?”
His face fell, and he stumbled through speech, his tone increasingly frantic. “I’m—I’m me. It was—it’s my room—you said you wanted—you said we could—Belle?”
She stood and walked toward him. Only her Beast called her Belle. “But you—what happened to you?”
“I don’t know. Has something happened?”
“You’re—do you not feel any different?”
He frowned and tilted his head, thinking it over. “I feel small. And very cold. And my head is—things are less foggy inside.”
“And you are my Beast? My own Beast?”
“Who else would I be?”
“Darling, you’re a man.”
He looked down at himself, slowly, and lifted a hand to study. “Is that what I am?” She sat down on the edge of the bed, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “Is it supposed to be this cold, manhood?”
She put her head on his shoulder. “You’ve lost a substantial layer of fur, dear. And you’ve no idea what’s happened? You were yourself when I fell asleep. It gave me quite a fright.”
“I’m sorry. My clothes won’t fit, will they?”
“I’m afraid not. Stay here, all right? Just sit right here, in your quilt. I’m going to get dressed and see what I can figure out.”
He nodded and pulled the quilt closer, looking small and sad and frightened, and she kissed him on the cheek before standing up.
“We’re married. Everything will be fine.”
She slipped into her gown from the night before, terribly rumpled now, and turned her back to him to be buttoned up.
“I don’t have the fingers for that.”
“You do, dear. Remember? Try and see if you can work them.”
He could, though awkwardly and slowly, and she felt, as she slipped out the door, that they were probably done crookedly.
The hallway outside was unfamiliar, and deserted, quiet in a way she had never known her Beast’s to be quiet, and she went back inside, smiling, careful to pull the door shut behind her. It wouldn’t do to alarm him—things were alarming enough as it was. She sat down beside him again on the bed.
“Beast, dear, can you tell me anything about what might be going on? You’ve a whole new face and body, you see, and I’m sure it’s nothing to be concerned about, but I can’t help being curious.”
He shook his head, panic rising in his eyes, and she kissed him just to make it stop, and marveled at the smoothness of his lips. She fumbled with her own buttons this time, and tossed the dress to the floor.
“It’s all right, Beast. It’s all right. You remember what to do?”
He nodded slowly, and she kissed him again, loving this stranger’s body for its slowness and confusion. He was still her Beast.
They lay quietly beside each other for a long time after, until the Beast—or the man who had been the Beast—said, “I feel so odd. My head.”
“What about it, dear? Does it hurt?” She reached up to run her fingers through his hair. It was lighter now, just a bit, and curly, and she loved it, and told herself she didn’t miss the way he had looked the day before.
“It just feels…very light. And very heavy. As if all the world has been a haze and right now is becoming clear.”
She pulled away. “You don’t talk like that.”
“I don’t, do I?” he said, thoughtful, and then he turned and buried his head in the pillows. His voice came through, muffled, “Belle, I feel so strange.”
She rearranged herself to rub his shoulders, and found that he was shivering, though he’d been warm enough a moment ago.
“You’ll be all right. I came back. Nothing can be wrong now. We belong to each other.”
“We belong to each other,” he repeated, and after a few minutes he fell asleep again, and she wrapped herself in the sheet and went into the hallway to explore.
The first door she opened brought darkness and rushing wind. She slammed it and ran back, bolted the door and sat in the chair to watch him sleeping.
The hair, much shorter than it had been, was too long for his human head, and glossy where it had been soft and fluffy like spun wool. He was tall, she thought, though she had yet to see him standing, and lean and muscular with a straight nose and a strong jaw, undeniably beautiful and in sleep, face devoid of expression, utterly unlike her Beast. She got down on her knees to collect from the floor the fur he had shed, and hid it in the back of a drawer for safekeeping. He was frightened, and not like himself—in any way—and she didn’t know what they would do when he woke. She did not dare to leave the room again.
It had been nearly an hour when he surged suddenly to his feet, yelling something incomprehensible, and she ran to grab his shoulders.
“You’re all right. I’m here. You’re all right.”
He grew slowly calmer, and staring intently into her face he asked, awed, as if he had lived full lifetimes since seeing her last, “Belle?”
She stood on her toes to hug him, half aware and largely unconcerned that he was still naked, and she clad only in a sheet herself. “I’m here. I’m here.”
“I’ve been so lost,” he said, and his voice was not quite his own, and she was afraid.
“Beast?”
He pulled away from her. “I ought to be dressed.”
“Your clothes don’t fit you anymore.”
He bent to collect them from the ground. “They’ll have to do, for now. You took your dress off.”
“We were—”
“Of course.” He blushed. “Would you like me to button it again? I can manage better now.”
“What’s wrong?”
“What? Nothing.”
“No. You’re not—you’re not you. First I wake up and find you a stranger beside me, and now you speak like one, too, and I can’t—tell me what’s going on.”
He sat on the edge of the bed, clothes bundled in his lap, and began to speak, quietly, dreamily. His eyes glazed over, and again she was afraid. If he could not be himself, then he ought at least to be consistent about whoever else he was.
“It was a spell. A witch—a fairy—my godmother—my mother—my tutor—my lover—I can’t remember. I had forgotten. I had forgotten it all—so long—I had forgotten how to be a man, I had forgotten that I had been one. I have been so confused.” He looked up at her again, and his eyes began to clear. “Belle, the world has been a blur, and you have been the only thing that lets me focus.”
She considered asking about the person described, in one breath, as mother and lover, but thought better of it. Now was not the time. “You have not always been a Beast?”
“I have not always been a Beast.”
She sat down beside him, carefully. “Have you another name, then?”
He turned to her, stricken and confused, the expression on his face familiar, and for a moment he was her own Beast again, completely. “I can’t remember. It’s been so long.”
“How long has it been?”
“I don’t know. Too long.”
She nodded and took his hands in hers. “Can you tell me the terms of the spell, dear? Can you tell me anything that would help us now?”
His voice took on that dreamy tone again. “Go forth, then, and be a beast. And you shall seem hideous, and a fool, and you shall not know all that you are. But you shall be kind. And only when you find a woman to wed you for all this, and are wed, shall you be yourself again, and your full inheritance shall be restored to you, and you shall be free.”
She put her head on his shoulder again. “Darling. That’s dreadful.”
“She didn’t think I could break the spell.”
“I should think not. You were hardly a great catch, for all your wealth and kindness. The things I’ll have to confess when next I see a priest. But whatever did you do to her?”
“I don’t remember.”
“And what is this full inheritance that shall be restored?”
“I don’t remember.”
“All right.” She kissed him on the cheek and stood. “Put on those clothes, then. We’ll see what we can find. But things have changed a bit outside this room. Will you be afraid?”
“I will not be afraid.”
They ventured into the hallway together, both barefoot, her dress buttoned properly this time, but his clothing hanging much too large, and he clung to her hand, as if he were a child, for all his promises that he would not be afraid, and she clung to this remnant of who he had been when she had given herself to him.
And you shall be a fool, and shall not know all that you are, but you shall be kind. She wondered what he was, this man who was not her Beast, and if he was kind, and if he was too intelligent for her, and how much of what she had loved had been only the design of the spell, and would melt away as he continued to remember himself. If she had promised herself to a Beast, was she still bound to a man completely different?
But for now his hand was in hers. He was still her Beast, and what problems may come, they could face when they came.
He moved to open the same door she had gone to while he slept, and she pulled him back. “Not that one.”
“All right,” he said, agreeably enough, and turned to the next one. She wrapped her whole self around his free arm as he twisted the knob, bracing herself for disaster, but it opened on a sunny lawn. He turned to glance at her, and then walked out.
“I know this place,” he said.
She looked back at the door, and found it gone, along with the entire palace, and nothing but grass and trees as far as she could see in all directions. She tugged on his arm. “Beast.”
He looked about. “Oh. Oh dear.” Abruptly, he dropped to sit on the ground, cross-legged, and she spread herself out beside him. “The palace has gone. Belle, the palace has gone. What’s happened? Where has it gone?”
“I don’t know.”
“But it was right there.”
“I know, dear. We can’t worry about it now. You told me you knew this place. Focus. How do you know it? I need you to try and remember.”
He nodded, slowly, and turned his head slowly to look around. “I’ve been here. I’ve been here before. I came here with her. She brought me here once. She brought me here.”
“Focus, dear. Who is she?”
“The one who—the one who—the one who made—she made me—” He stopped.
“The woman who turned you into a Beast, dear? Is that what you’re saying?”
He nodded.
“Do you want to leave here, then?”
“There’s nowhere else to go.”
“We can find something. It’s all right. We can go away from here.”
He shook his head. “It’s too late now. They’ll be here soon.”
“Who?” He didn’t answer. “Beast. Who will be here?”
“The fairies. The witches. My mother—mothers—I don’t know.”
He was trembling again, and she wrapped her arms around his torso beneath his massive shirt. “Are you still cold?”
“There was so much fur. I feel naked.”
“Are they all bad, these witch fairy mothers?”
“I don’t know—I can’t remember.”
“Don’t worry. It will all come back to you. The spell said so.”
“Did it?”
“It did,” she promised, wondering if it was selfish to wish it wouldn’t.
“The world spins, Belle. And you are the focal point, and I am afraid to look away.”
“Just look at me, then. Just look at me. The spell is broken, and I am yours, and you are mine, and we will be all right.”
“Who will I be, when the spinning stops and the fog is clear?”
“I don’t know.”
“And I can’t remember. Do I want to remember?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t want me to remember. You’re afraid of what I might be.”
She cupped his chin in her hands and kissed him. “I love you. I loved you when you were a Beast—how much worse could it be? Whoever you become, we will be together, I promise.”
“They are on their way.”
“How do you know?”
“I can feel them. I can feel them in the air around us, and they are coming for me, and they are angry.”
“Why are they angry, Beast?”
“Because of you. You aren’t good enough for me.”
“Beast?”
He wrapped himself around her, desperate. “They’ll try to take you away from me. You are all that I have and all I can see and they will take you away and send you to somewhere I can never find.”
She’d had enough of being sent to places that couldn’t be found. “They will do no such thing. We shan’t let them.”
“We shan’t let them,” he repeated. “We shan’t let them.”
She buried her head in his chest and closed her eyes; she felt the air around them move, and heard the flutter of a thousand wings. The Beast ran human fingers through her hair, and feeling his muscles tense around her, she opened her eyes and turned around.
There were only two of them, for all the noise, and only one with wings. Both were tall, beautiful women, whose clothing put to shame the finest gowns she had seen even when she lived in the city, and the wingless one bore some resemblance to the human form of her Beast.
“Where is she?” he asked. His voice, cold and angry, was the voice of a stranger, and she turned away from the women. She saw his face and felt the beating of his heart, knew that he was still afraid, and still hers, whatever else might happen, and turned back to face the women.
“She is gone,” said the winged one. “Dead. It’s all over; you can come home now.”
“I can’t,” he said. “I cannot leave.”
The other woman spoke from the first time, something in the coldness of her voice far too much like his. “Stand up. Disentangle yourself.”
He scrambled immediately to his feet, then bent to offer her a hand. She kissed him on the cheek, hoping that it would calm him somewhat. “Thank you, dear.”
“You are a prince,” said the wingless woman. “Have you no pride?”
“I have nothing. Only Belle.”
“Honestly. I didn’t think you could become any more immature.” She took a step forward, and he took several back.
“Belle,” he said again, and she let him wrap himself around her.
“Darling. Darling, it’s all right. I’m here.” His hands around her arms were too tight, and there would be marks there later. Her Beast would never forget his own strength, but this man had yet to learn his. She spoke around his shoulder to the woman, still trying to approach. “He doesn’t know you. Can’t you see he doesn’t know you?”
“Doesn’t know me?” she repeated. “What on earth do you mean? I am his mother. And who are you, that you should have any right to know and speak for my son?”
“She broke the spell,” he said, his voice muffled. “She must stay with me.”
“We can discuss this later. Clearly, the girl’s not right in the head. You know me. Of course.”
He released her arms and stepped away. “You are my mother.”
“See?” The woman looked to the other one, the fairy, as if for validation. “Of course he knows me. It has not been so many years since we saw each other last.”
“I do not know you,” he said. “I do not know anything.”
“Wh—what?” She looked stricken, and he turned from her, unconcerned.
“I know you, Belle. I know you.” He was suddenly frantic, and she took him by the shoulders. It could only get worse from here. Especially if he saw how he had marked her arms.
“Yes. Of course you do. Can you listen to me now, dear? Can you do as I say?” He nodded. “I need you to sit down, dear. Just sit here in the grass, and wait while I talk to these ladies. Don’t worry about anything.”
He sunk slowly to the ground, and she buried her fingers in his hair, and looked up at the women. “He is not—himself. Whoever that was, when last you saw him. He speaks in riddles he does not have answers to, and he knows nothing certainly except for the terms of the spell. He does not understand what those terms mean, and he told me he had forgotten he was ever a man.”
His mother turned to look at the fairy again. “You never warned me.”
“I had nothing certain to warn you of. Tell me, child, what has he been like for you? As a Beast.”
He started to lift his head then, and she stroked his hair. “Don’t look up, dear.” It was the sight of them, these women he knew and did not know, that was causing him to panic. If he could only listen to the sound of her voice, and forget they were there, or that he had known them, at least, she could pull him through this day. “He was sweet, and simple. He was not brave, but he would face anything for me.”
“And how has that changed since he became a man?”
“He has been—confused. He has said the sorts of things that he would never say, or know how to say, and afterwards been as puzzled as I am. He has complained much of the cold, but that is only to be expected.”
“Indeed.”
“You cannot take her,” he said, without looking up. “You cannot—I cannot lose anything else.”
His mother knelt on the ground beside him, at the cost of her fine gown, and stiffened when he flinched away.
“I did not know what this spell would cost you.”
“Was it you?” She looked up. “Was it you that cast it?”
“No. No, I would never—he told you that? He thought that?”
“He couldn’t remember. He said it was his mother, or his lover, or his tutor. A fairy or a witch.”
“Yes, something like that. And we killed her. It took too long—I ought not to have been distracted by revenge when there was still the spell to be dealt with.” She reached out, hesitantly, to touch his shoulder, and he didn’t react. “I am sorry. I overestimated your strength. And my own. I should not have left you. Come home with us now. You may bring your girl, and we will solve this new problem together.”
He stood abruptly. “Belle?”
“Do you want us to go home with your mother? It’s your choice.”
They both looked over at her, standing and brushing the grass from her skirt, all of her warmth gone again.
“I’m so confused,” he said.
“I know, dear. But I don’t know how to answer this question for you.”
There was a long, long pause before he turned to the fairy. “I am grateful for your efforts on my behalf. I trust that you will continue to support my mother in her rule until such a time as I am able to return to my place in the kingdom. I will summon you when that time comes, but for now my wife and I would like to be returned to our palace, please.”
She nodded, and his mother, behind them, made a sound like choking. He turned and kissed her on the cheek, then spun back around. The fairy laid one hand on his shoulder, and one on his mother’s, and when she nodded they were both gone.
“What did you do to them?”
“Be calm, child. I have sent them each to where they belong. You will join him shortly. If you wish to ask me any question, now is the time.”
There were so many things she could ask. But how many things did she want to know? “Can you tell me what his—” She stopped. If he never remembered his own name, if she never learned it, he could still be her Beast. “Can you tell me, will he ever remember?”
In response, the fairy drew a large ring of keys from the air and placed it in her palm.
“What are these?”
“The palace I am sending you back to is not quite your own. Many doors will be locked there. Be careful. Do not open them all at once, and do not open any until you are both ready to see what is inside.”
“Is it very bad?”
“No. It is only that he used to be an ordinary human. And the transition has not been a smooth one.”
“I am afraid,” she confessed.
“So is he. Prove to his mother that we have made the right choice in leaving him here with you.”
She blinked, then, and when next she opened her eyes, she was in bed beside her Beast. He was sitting up, staring at her with wide eyes, and she reached out to touch his cheek. He was an undeniably gorgeous human, and perhaps especially when he was slightly dazed.
“Can you tell me what just happened, darling?”
“My fairy godmother sent us home.”
“You sounded like a stranger again, just before she did. I was afraid.”
“I am sorry. I do not know how to stop. I only want all of it to stop.”
“It will.” She looked down at the keys, still in her hand, and went to put them in the back drawer where she had stored his fur. “Do you want to change?”
“No.”
“Do you want to remember?”
“No.” She had come to sit on the bed again, more hopeful than she had been since waking up that morning, when he added, “But I don’t think that I can help it. Any of it.”
“I have the keys.”
“What?”
“I can keep your memories locked away behind doors that will never open. I can do that. If you want me to.”
“They will seep through the cracks and the keyholes, and we will never escape them.”
“Stop talking like that. Stop talking like a stranger.”
“I’m sorry. I can’t help it.” She stood up, and he grabbed her wrist to keep her there. “Belle, don’t leave me, please.”
“Let go. You’re hurting me.” He released her immediately, and she left the room, pulling the door closed behind her.
The hallway was different again, less empty, and decorated with richer, warmer colors. She wondered if there were any other people here now. She wondered how many doors were locked.
The fairy had told her to open the doors when they were both ready. But it was true that change had begun almost the moment he woke up. Would he only be trapped in limbo until the doors unlocked, suffering and confused? She could not subject him to that for the sake of her own interest in his cursed self. But he didn’t want those memories, either.
When they were both ready, the fairy had said. He was certainly not ready. She would worry about herself when the time came.
“Belle?” He knocked on the door.
“You’re inside, dear. You don’t need to knock before coming out.”
The door creaked slowly open. “You’re all right?”
“I’m fine. Sit with me.”
“Are you angry?”
“None of this is your fault.”
“Are you angry?” he repeated. She turned around and kissed him, and for a moment, he stared at her, wondering and completely still. Then, “But are you angry?”
“Not at you.”
“Would you rather have me a monster?”
“You were never a monster.”
“But would you?”
“This does make things easier to explain to my family, should I ever see them again.”
“Belle.”
“I love you, whatever you look like.”
“This isn’t about what I look like. If it were only about what I looked like, I would have little enough perception to let you leave it at that.”
“You will still be yourself. You must be. No matter what happens.” She stood up. “I suppose the fairy will have left clothes for you that fit—she said she was making changes.”
“When was that?”
“You weren’t there. Come on, then, let’s find them.”
There were plenty of new suits, and she made him try them all on, as a distraction, until dinner appeared at their door. Then she made him take them off, as a distraction, until sleep came.
In the deepest part of the night she ran her fingers through his hair, and murmured, “Beast, darling,” and when he turned to look at her, found that she had nothing to say. She had thought he was asleep. “You don’t know your own name?” she asked, finally, to fill the expectant silence. He shook his head. “Should I have asked the fairy? Or your mother?” He shook it again. “All right, dear. Go back to sleep.”
As he slept she thought of all that had happened that day, and especially of the meeting with his mother. He was a prince, she had said.
Their kingdom was ruled by a widow queen, and her only son, it was said, had been sent to study in distant lands, many years ago now, at the end of their great war. The people were content with their queen, who was young enough still, and did not much worry about the heir, who would return when he had learned enough. Portraits of him existed, certainly, and of the queen, but she had seen few, and none recently—they had never lived near the capital, for all their wealth, and she had been a child when the prince went away, unconcerned with such things.
But he had not gone to study. He slept silent beside her, and stirred slightly, smiling, when she touched his cheek. He had lost far more than he had learned. As a Beast he was darling, as a man he promised still to be sweet, but as a king he would be a nightmare. She had never heard mentioned another heir, though the queen had not spoken to her son in years.
She had tied herself unknowing to her sovereign lord, and she had scolded his mother.
He did not know his name. Was there a chance he knew his title?
She could hope, forlornly, as she hoped his fur would grow all back, and his innocence with it, that he might somehow cease to be a person of importance, and be only hers. Was there a chance his mother would let her become the next queen? It was true, then, that she was not good enough. But he could not get along without her. He loved her, and needed her, and knew he did, and if he would stand his ground for nothing else he would stand for that. This could be managed still.
Easy enough to learn the name of a prince. Difficult not to. It was only luck that the prince had been spoken of seldom in town, and less in the country, only luck that she had been so young when last he had been at home, young himself, and charismatic and handsome, charming the kingdom.
He must be seven years her senior.
He seemed so young. And handsome, certainly, and nigh impossible to dislike, but his charisma was not the sort one would want in a king-to-be.
He was not thinking of it, certainly. She would simply have to try to do the same.
In the morning she woke him with a kiss, and he stared at her again with that same wonder, until she said, “I suppose we should go out and see what’s happened.”
“What’s happened?”
“Since the curse broke, dear. There’ll have been changes.”
“I don’t understand.”
“We need to know how the palace has been affected by your transformation. What the fairy’s done to it all.” He nodded slowly, still looking puzzled. “Did she have a name? The fairy?”
“Which one?”
“The one we met yesterday.” The befuddlement was not fading. “The one who came with your mother, darling.”
“Not the one who cursed me.”
“Not the one who cursed you.”
“Yes. I can’t remember. I can’t remember anything.”
“Do you remember what happened yesterday?” Maybe that was what was puzzling him so.
“I remember my head being very strange, and not my own. I remember the cold. Women talking to us. I remember you, Belle.”
“Darling. You always remember me.” She kissed him again. “Do you remember that you are not a Beast?”
He nodded. “I do not remember what I was before.”
“A man.”
“Beyond that.”
“We’ll have to wait and see.”
They dressed and set off down the hall hand in hand, checking doors as they went. The ceiling was high, and the floor covered by a soft, thick rug. The walls were painted in inviting warm colors, and the candleholders fixed there were shining brass. It was much more pleasant than it had been when she had pulled her Beast along it two nights before.
It felt so empty, though.
He seemed not to notice the difference—if he did, he did not think it worth noting.
She tested each knob as they walked past. The door she had opened, while he slept, to the darkness and the wind, was locked. This was something of a relief. But the next door, which had led them to his mother and his godmother, was locked as well, and by this she was confused.
“Why?” the Beast asked.
“We went through it, dear. Only yesterday.”
“I don’t remember.”
“We met your mother there.”
“My mother?”
“We were outside, in a field, and the palace disappeared, and a fairy came with your mother, and offered to take you home.” He only stared at her, growing quickly more distraught. “You can’t remember any of this?”
He shook his head.
He had told her that he had forgotten even being a man. That his whole life before her arrival was shrouded in shadow, she had accepted. This was the first instance of him forgetting a piece of the past that she was a part of.
“Do you remember going to a field, a long time ago, with the one who cursed you?”
“No.”
The fairy had taken it away. It wasn’t a memory he was ready for, and so she had locked it up again to keep him safe.
“What field, Belle?”
“Never mind. Let’s find a door that we can open.”
They found few doors unlocked. None that had once held the fairy women, none that had led to anywhere interesting. A few sitting rooms she did not remember seeing before. They did find the dining room, the same as always, with food already set on the table, and ate slowly, her Beast looking up every moment to be sure she was there, until she moved from her place setting to sit beside him, their legs touching beneath the table so he could never forget her presence.
They fell later onto a sofa in a room she vaguely recognized, and sat in comfortable silence as she thought of silly things, of intangible fairies and their winter walks. She reached absently for his hand, and found it, large but smooth and hairless. She remembered that he was not a monster, and found that she was sad.
“Belle?”
Turning, she released his hand to cup his face, kissing him carefully, because he was still hers, and this was still something new.
“Yes, dear?”
He only smiled, soft and dreamy, and she leaned forward to kiss him again.
~
Things were easiest at night. He was soft and gentle and compliant, and did whatever she liked, and in the dark he felt like a person ought to feel, if not how he ought to feel, and it was no use denying that he felt good. He fell asleep before her, always, and she lay content beside him, and planned the ways she would occupy him in the morning, for they could not live always in the bedroom.
At night they dwelt in her realm, and all was as it had been that first night, save the dread and the guilt, which were gone with experience and his fur. During the day, life became more difficult.
The past pressed on him like the wind against the sea, sending out, in different directions, great waves of who he was and had been, until finally they washed up exhausted on the shore, and for a while he was still again.
Sometimes he was inhuman, still, his confusion and frustration explainable by the simple fact that he inhabited the body of a stranger. Other times he was a petulant child, or a charming stranger she did not know. Very dashing, certainly. But she would take the child, or the monster, any day. She would take the one who needed her, who half worshipped her—the one she knew would always love her.
It was always her who initiated romantic contact. Every morning she kissed him gently, slowly, and when she pulled away he stared at her, all awe and wonder. She stared back, and loved him, until finally it was time to break the spell and get on with their day.
~
The mind was unreliable—her Beast had taught her that. Memories could be forgotten.
This went deeper. This could never be forgotten. It was seared into her soul, that morning he had rolled over in bed and kissed her quick, emotionless, as if it were a habit, something that had to be done, then stood and walked away.
The palace was huge, overwhelmingly so, even with so many doors locked, and it was a long time before she found him. He sat on a monstrous couch, legs swinging, small and vulnerable in his human form. He smiled at her.
“Good morning.”
“It’s nearly afternoon, dear.” She sat down, gingerly, beside him, but he seemed to notice nothing amiss. She thought of the blankness of his face that morning, so completely different from the blankness she saw every day, from the blankness she saw now, as he stared at her, and she leaned over and kissed him, desperate as she had not been before, and he responded, and she felt something like the breath of laughter against her lips.
“Darling?”
She pulled away, and he stared at her with awe as he always did, and said, “You’ve never kissed me like that before.”
“I have never needed to like that before.” She had not realized how she loved him on their wedding night until he slept, and when she woke he had been a stranger, and they had enjoyed themselves, certainly, but she had been too distracted to need him like this. “I love you. You know that, don’t you? That it’s not about duty, or even lust, but that I really do love you?”
He nodded, quiet and earnest. “I love you more than anything.”
She nestled into his side, and asked, “Where did you go this morning?”
“I don’t—I wanted to talk to someone, but then I remembered that there is no one here, and I cannot remember who I wanted to talk to.”
“Do you know what this room is? I don’t remember being here before.”
“The couch was a wedding gift for my parents. To have family portraits painted on. Since there would be so many children. But then there was only me, and my mother, and it was only sad, so she locked it away here in an upstairs room.”
“But we aren’t in your mother’s palace.”
“Oh.” Some moments passed before he said, “I’ve felt strange all day. Do you suppose I shall remember this tomorrow?”
“Remember the part where I love you.”
He turned, and smiled, and she kissed him again. “I’ll do my best.”
She took him down the hall, to distract him from his strangeness, and then to the dining room, and then to the bedroom, where things were always easy, but where they were better still tonight, when there was yet the agony of the morning kiss to be made up for. She had not forgotten it, in the final moments as she drifted off tangled up in him, but for the moment it did not matter.
In the morning, of course, it mattered very much. She woke him with a kiss, as usual, and held her breath to see how he would react, and he smiled at her, beatific, until his expression faded into unhappy confusion.
“Yesterday, Belle,” he said, frantic.
“What about it?”
“I was supposed to remember. You said to remember something. I can’t remember what you said to remember.”
She brushed the hair from his forehead and cupped his chin to kiss him again, remaining carefully calm. “It’s all right. It wasn’t important.”
“It was. I have nothing, and everything is important.”
“You have me.”
He asked, in a whisper, “What if I forget you, Belle? What if I forget you too?” and she found that she didn’t have an answer. She had not told him her name again since the spell was broken, not only because she was charmed by the way he called her Belle—which she was—but because she was afraid he would still not learn it. It was safer to leave things as they were. If she did not give this to him he could not lose it, and she was so afraid of the things he might lose.
“You will not forget.”
“What did you tell me yesterday?”
“I told you that I loved you.”
He sat quietly for a very long time, frowning, perhaps trying to draw out a memory that would not be drawn. Finally he said, “That is a very important thing to remember.”
“I will tell you again and again, so that you cannot forget.”
“My world still spins,” he said. He was beginning to sound like a stranger again, and she did not answer. “I need you to be my focal point, Belle. I am so afraid.”
“So am I. But we have not come so far, we have not broken the spell and faced a fairy, only to fail now.”
“When did we face a fairy?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“It does.”
She kissed him again. “Trust me.” He nodded, and she stood to get dressed. “What shall we do today?”
She longed to know what he still remembered of yesterday, when he had been cold, when she had been passionate, when he had produced stories of his childhood. But she was afraid to hear his answers, afraid of his fears when he saw that they were not what they should be, and so she turned around, and only asked him to fasten her buttons.
~
For days on end the world would be perfect, her and her Beast, alone. She had seen no one else about the palace, and had seen nothing floating by, and though food was still delivered, the bed still made, she could at least pretend to believe they were alone.
But he would not stay with her. He could never stay.
This day ended, as most did, in bed, but he was not himself, not as he had been when he unbuttoned her dress mere moments ago. She did not know what had set him off, and if he knew he was not able to tell her, and so she sat beside him, reaching carefully to touch his arm as he rambled about nothing, his voice rising in panic. When she finally touched him he flinched away, and she stood and walked across the room, reminding herself that this was not his fault, that she could not take the time to hold these moments against him when soon he would need her so desperately.
When she returned to the bed he was still, lying on his stomach, face buried in a pillow, and when she sat on the edge of the bed and touched his shoulder he didn’t react.
“I love you.” He glanced up, briefly, and didn’t answer, and she lay down beside him and reached up to stroke his hair. She closed her eyes, and tried to appreciate the smoothness of him beside her, and believe that he was still her Beast in all the ways that mattered. “I love you,” she said again. He made a small, muffled sound that might have been a sob, and she tugged on his curls until they were both asleep.
The next day he was fine, or relatively so, until dinner, when they entered the dining room to find the table already set. He was…confused. She could not make sense of what had confused him, but he was frightened and angry and frightening, and it was all she could do to get him back up the stairs to their room, to get him quiet, to get him to sleep. Dinner was not eaten.
It was only getting worse. It was only going to get worse. He had said himself, when he was less himself than usual, that memories locked up could still seep through cracks. She could not hold them off, and he drifted in a sea of fragments with no context to soothe his fears. She could not tell what he suffered from when he suffered, and she could not tell how to make it stop, and on some days she thought she would rather have the dashing stranger than her own Beast so very confused and afraid. She wanted to take care of him. She wanted to be needed. But it was too much. The memories were tearing him apart, and she did not know how to hold him together.
Maybe if he sought them out himself, he could learn to hold himself together.
Maybe if he could hold himself together, he would not need her anymore.
It was a risk she would take, to let him be happy and whole.
“I love you,” she whispered in the dead of night, and he shifted in bed, and did not wake, and she settled in his arms and slept as well.
In the morning she told him, “Beast, darling, I think it’s time to use a key.”
He stared at her blankly. They had not talked about the keys since that first day. She had hoped never to use them.
“Your fairy godmother gave me a key ring. It will open all the doors that are locked here. Behind these doors are your memories, and we must be careful, because you are not ready to have all of them yet, but I hope that a few small ones might make you feel better.”
He continued to stare.
“Do you understand me?”
“My fairy godmother…” he began.
“You do not know her anymore, but I have met her, and she is kind.”
He nodded, and she kissed him, and went to get the key ring from her drawer. He stood and began to follow her, still looking dazed, and she turned and gave it to him.
“Which door shall we open?”
“You want me to choose?”
“Any one but the first two from our room. I know what lies behind those doors, and it is not yet time.”
He sat down with the key ring, studying each key with incredible care. Over an hour passed before he said, “This one.”
It was a large brass key, badly in need of polishing, and she took it from him carefully. “Wonderful. Do you know which door it opens?”
He shook his head. She started down the hall, and he followed, waiting patiently as she tested the key at each door. Finally, there was a click, and she locked it again, and returned the key to him. He needed to do it himself.
Silently, he inserted the key and turned it, and pushed the door slowly open. Then he turned to her, terrified.
“Shall I come with you?”
He nodded, and she offered him her hand, which he clung to, letting her lead the way over the threshold.
“Are you afraid?”
“I cannot remember ever being half so afraid.”
Now, she decided, was not the best time to mention that he remembered almost nothing. They were about to solve that problem, anyway.
~
It was a great swirl of light and color, and she stumbled out half sick a moment or an eternity later, clinging to the doorframe and to his hand.
“Belle?”
“I’m all right.” She ignored her dizziness to turn and smile reassuringly. “Are you?”
“Yes,” he said, thoughtful. The fairy’s magic had not been meant for her, but it would bring him no harm. She saw he had gained some small peace, where she had only a headache, and did not ask him what he had regained. She led him back to their bedroom, where they ate, and spent their afternoon quietly busy, and did not speak of the past.
It was three days later that he told her, slow and unhappy, “I think I need to open another door.”
“Shall I go with you?” she had asked, lightly, as if she were not giving him the key to lock away all that she loved.
“It did not agree with you before.”
“I would not have you go alone if you are afraid.”
“I am always afraid,” he said, and his voice was bitter, and she was afraid as well.
“I will go with you.”
It made her less sick this time, and less sick still the time after that. Flashes of color solidified into something like people, and she began to see stories. The magic adapted for her presence, and created memories that they could share, and she watched fragments of his life, and did not ask him if he saw them differently now, as well.
She collected versions of him: a blonde boy laughing as he ran from a governess, a petulant adolescent bent reluctant over a schoolbook. She saw him in the snow and in the summer, small and less so, whining and fighting, stiff and distinguished at formal events, cheerful and curious and kind. There were no doors, yet, to memories past his early youth, and she thought the place where they stopped was sometime before the war began.
He did not talk about the memories, and seemed not much changed, save that he was often less anxious, his changes of mood coming more smoothly. Sometimes she asked him questions of what they had seen, and often he still could not answer them. Sometimes he did not remember, later, what she thought had been the most memorable moments they’d seen. It was helping, though, clearly, and it was magic, likely beyond her comprehension. She watched the memories as she would a show. Perhaps what he took from them was something deeper.
~
“Should we see your family?” he asked on a morning when all was calm and there were no doors demanding to be opened.
She imagined, for a moment, introducing him to her father—a beautiful man she had shared a bed with for weeks, and whose name she did not know.
“I think we’d better not.”
“They must think you’ve gone to die.”
“Yes, well. Perhaps we could write them a letter.”
“Belle?”
She looked up into his eyes, wide and pleading and uncomprehending, and sighed. It wasn’t something he could be expected to comprehend, not merely because he was him, but because it was a strange situation and she had not explained anything to him.
“I keep reminding you that we are married now.” He nodded. “There was no priest, no paperwork, no ceremony of any kind.” She paused; he still looked puzzled. “Do you understand what I’m saying, dear?”
“You are saying that we are not married at all,” he answered dully.
“Not properly.”
“We were married well enough for the terms of the spell. The terms were that I must be wed. And the spell—” He stopped abruptly, and asked her, “But is it broken? I am only half a man.”
“You are man enough, love.” She took his face in her hands and kissed him, and told him, “The spell is broken. It is only that my family will not understand.”
“Would the spell be more broken if we were properly married?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Would you be happier?”
She kissed him again. “I am very happy.”
“Belle.”
She sighed. “You are not going to be awed and distracted, no matter how many times I kiss you.”
“I’m not,” he agreed, complacent. She wondered, briefly, if she might take the distraction one step farther, but he so seldom latched onto an idea without all sorts of pain and confusion. They would have to simply settle it, honest and straightforward.
“We haven’t access to a priest.”
“But there must be plenty, outside these gates.”
“True. But have you been outside these gates, since the spell was cast?”
“I do not remember. I think not.”
“And are you not afraid?”
“I am afraid of shadows and spiders and of my own memories. There must come a time when my fears do not control us.”
“Is now that time?”
“I should like to see the world again, and learn where I belong now within it.”
“You belong in a palace.”
“But not this one.”
“No. No, I suppose not.”
“I have seen no other people in so many years now, Belle.”
He saw people enough when they unlocked doors, but that, she supposed, was not the same. Seeing his mother and the fairy he could not remember. She kissed him. “Then we must go out into the world, of course. Will your magic ring still work?”
“It ought to.” He did not look as if he had the faintest idea. There was nothing else to count on, though. She found the ring in the drawer where she kept all important things, and hurried him through packing, and he performed admirably, not half so muddleheaded as usual, and remembering all the things she forgot.
They needed to leave immediately, or close to it, while he was still assertive and determined. When he grew too puzzled and slow, again, to think of it, she knew that she would do nothing. And it would be good for him to see more people.
She hoped that he would be still in this mood when introduced to her family. She hoped, also, that he would be his usual sweet simple self when they were married. It was a dilemma. She did not wish her vows, now that they were finally to be said, to be said to a near stranger. She also did not want to explain his usual self to her family.
She did not want to explain him to her family at all—“Father, this is my husband, who used to be the monster that kidnapped me and threatened to kill you.”
“Father, this is my husband, who has no memory of his life before meeting me.”
“Father, this is the man I love, with whom I have lived unmarried for weeks on end.”
“Father, my husband is the crown prince, but do please refrain from talking about it, because I am not sure he knows.”
There was no way, short of lying, to make this a simple visit home.
“Will it take us both?” she asked him. He didn’t know. They would have to try. If it didn’t work she would come straight back. “Hold on tightly, dear. And do not be afraid. Whatever happens, we will be together in a moment.” He nodded, and safe within his arms, she closed her eyes and twisted the ring.
It took her a moment to realize where they were, just outside the southern edge of town. She turned and grabbed his face, recognizing this particular blankness of expression as one that generally preceded panic. “We’re here, love. It’s all right. We made it; we’re together. Everything is fine.” He nodded, slowly, the tension in him easing, and she kissed him before stepping away to form a plan.
“We should be married first, in private,” she said. “It will be a strange enough wedding, and we needn’t have my father and sisters watching, to learn I do not know your name.”
She could ask any man on the street and learn it now, for others, older, would recall the name of a long gone prince. She did not think they would recognize him, though they might have his last portrait, a boy younger than her, hanging beside their beds. His smile came slow and uncertain now, and he followed her quietly with wide puzzled eyes, and stood stiff with head and shoulders bowed, arms crossed over his chest for the warmth of lost fur. No, they would not recognize him. But a name, they might give her.
“Do you want to know your name, dear?”
“It does not matter,” he said, “to me.”
She nodded. “Then let us be married. You have the gold?” He withdrew a hand from his pocket, full of heavy gold coins, and she smiled and kissed him on the cheek. It would be bribe enough and more, for a small local priest, for a wedding ceremony immediately, post-consummation and without a man’s name.
It troubled her, somewhat, that the bribe had been his idea.
They crept through town, uneasy for different reasons, but it was the height of day, and no one walked the streets to see them. The priest took the money, though they offered only half they had, though he frowned at them severely, and her Beast was her Beast, or nearly. He held her hands carefully as the priest spoke, and stared at her awed, and had to be told twice the vows to repeat. He held her face in his hands as she kissed him, gentle and wondering still, as if he could not quite believe it had happened. The priest frowned again, and asked after her family, and the Beast took from his pocket another coin to keep their visit secret.
“There,” she told him, when they were alone again. “Now we are married, in full, and there is nothing more to worry about.”
He nodded, and began hesitantly, “The first time we were married…”
“Yes?”
“We both went to sleep after, and when we woke in the morning I was changed. Do you think—” He stopped, unsure how to say what he wanted to say, and she kissed him.
“I think you needn’t worry. The spell was broken already. If there are more breaks to come, they will come when they do, and we ought not to trouble ourselves with the future.”
He nodded, frowning, and she remembered that morning, when he had called himself only half a man.
“I love you.”
“You intend to lie about me to your father.”
They had not discussed this. It would be lovely, she thought, if his sudden bouts of perception could come at better times.
“I do. He would not understand the truth, and may not believe it, and I want only to be done quickly so that we may go home and enjoy being married.”
“You may tell him what you like. I am only afraid that I cannot make him believe it.”
“Darling. They will be too charmed by you to question anything reasonable.”
She had disappeared before their eyes the last time she visited home. All the charm in the world could not make that reasonable.
~
The house was not as she had left it. They had gained much wealth, it seemed, in the months she had been away. But still, it was her sister, and not a maid, who came when she knocked at the door.
There was shouting, then, and crying, and people, so many people all around, and the Beast pressed rather desperately into her side, and she held his hand and tried to sooth him in the moments between explanations to her family.
She told them that the Beast was dead, that this man had killed him and saved her, and that they were now married. She told them that there was a curse upon him, that his name must never be spoken aloud. She let them be dragged along to a guest room in a new wing, and she wondered if it might not be easier to tell them the truth.
Perhaps if the Beast were properly his old princely self, she would. But he had been right, or nearly, when he had said he was only half a man. They would never understand, not if they knew that mere months ago he had not been a man at all.
And he was all right, now. Not the dashing stranger she sometimes saw, very much like his Beastly self, in fact, but he was polite and not too timid, and answered questions when he could, looking to her when he couldn’t, and he did not panic. Her family seemed to accept him, though some of the looks they gave him were laced with pity.
Finally, finally, they all left, the bedroom door closing loudly behind them, and the Beast sunk onto the bed, a blankness coming over his face again. She sat beside him and took his hand in both of hers.
“You were marvelous,” she told him. “With my father, especially. I would never have believed you’d met before.”
“But we haven’t. I mean, of course, we must have. You keep saying that we have. But I cannot remember it, and I know that I often forget things, but I have never remembered this. I remember you coming to see me in the garden that first day, so beautiful and frightened and angry, and I had not spoken, I think, or heard speech since the spell was cast, and I only half understood you, but when I understood the words I could still not understand what you meant by them, and why you were there. You asked if I meant to eat you—that was horrid enough to understand. And then you asked what you should call me, and I had not intended to answer you, and still cannot think why I answered as I did, but there has never been anything else for you to call me. It was not something I had chosen to say, and I think not something I could have helped if I’d thought to try, like the proposals. I had forgotten I could speak at all. I had forgotten about calling people things. I do not think I knew what marriage was, the first several times I brought it up. And I nearly believed it had not happened at all, by the time I went inside, but there was the table, set as it had never been before, and I sat because it seemed the thing to do, and then you were there, again, and I can remember all this so clearly, because it was so different, you made everything so different, and everything was blurry and all the same before, and I cannot understand how I would so soon forget something so out of the ordinary, and I do not understand how I could say such things as you say I have said, or why, when there were dozens of roses blooming in the garden, and when I do not think I had even the presence of mind to tell a rose from a dandelion.”
It was by far the longest speech she’d heard from him, in any mood, with any number of memories to access, and she did not know how to respond.
She tugged his jacket away from his shoulders, and kissed him gently, carefully, glad but half afraid he might break at her touch, and realized she loved the sound of his voice, his, soft and thoughtful and confused, more beautiful in those few moments than those glimpses she caught of a prince could ever be.
They occupied themselves quietly until it was dinner time, and time to face all her family again, and she stood, pulling him to his feet, and kissed him, promising that everything would be all right, hoping that it was not a lie.
~
All the talk was of their travelling prince, a problem she could not have foreseen. The queen, it was said, had last received a letter some three months ago, as he prepared for a voyage by sea, and had heard nothing since. Further investigation had found the ship lost at sea. It was only recently that the queen had acquired and shared this knowledge, and only now that it had reached their small, inconsequential village.
“Of course,” said her father, “nothing is certain yet. We, of all people, know how it goes with storms at sea. He could turn up unharmed a year from now, or three or four, or within a month. Nothing will be certain until they have a body, dead or alive.”
Still, there was talk now, for the first time, of other heirs. It was the best gift the queen could have given her son. If he did show up, healthy enough, a year or six months from now, it would not be so hard to believe, in his time lost at sea, that there had been hurts beyond the physical.
“Darling,” she asked, in the privacy of their own room, “do you know about the prince?”
“The one who is missing?” he had asked, unconcerned. He did not know. The world around them talked only of him, and he did not know. “What about him?” he asked.
She kissed him. “Nothing, dear. Forget I asked.”
He would be a good enough king, she thought, in his way. He would be kind. It was in the terms of the spell, of course, that he should be, but his kindness went so far beyond that. And she could be queen, and take care of the things he could not. It could be wonderful.
But it was best, perhaps, to have an heir more whole, ready to take his place.
There was only one prince. Everyone knew who they spoke of, and there was no need for names. It was a fortunate thing, more than fortunate, half magical, and she offered whispered thanks to any fairy godmothers that may be listening. It was not something they both were ready to hear.
~
They spent several days at home. Often she left him in their room when she went to speak with her family. Other times he followed at her heels, looking lost, until she turned to kiss him and suggested he wait for her upstairs.
Once when this happened, her eldest brother stared for a long time after his retreating back, and she knew his was thinking of his own wife, at home across town, comparing their relationships and finding it strange.
“He killed the Beast?” her brother asked finally, sounding skeptical.
“He did.”
“Was it very hard? Did it hurt him?” What he was quite obviously not saying was “A blow to the head, perhaps?”
“Yes,” she said, “I am afraid the cost was very high. But he has paid it, for my sake, and for that I owe him so much more than only my gratitude. It is a debt I will spend all my life trying to repay, and I will do it gladly. He did not force me to stay with him.”
“Of course not,” the brother said soothingly. “And you love him?”
“I do.”
He nodded, and smiled, and she hugged him before going to find her husband.
~
She worried about the doors. It had been many days since they were home to unlock one, and often things were hard, for him, when they waited too long. But they went for walks in town, and visited her family’s new stables, and he smiled at her, wide and carefree, and he laughed sometimes, and he was not with her the way he was with her family, but he was always himself, the version she loved.
When he laughed his nose wrinkled the way his snout once had, and she wished now that she had not turned away from the sight.
~
“Belle.”
“Yes?” she said, half turning before she realized it was a brother who had spoken, and not her Beast.
“He only ever calls you Belle,” the brother said.
“Yes. Isn’t it a charming pet name?” She swept into the next room before he could say anything else. Her own husband did not know her name.
When she found him in the bedroom she kissed him, more passionately than usual, and he stared wondering at her when she pulled away.
“I love you,” she said. “Nothing else matters. I love you. Tell me you love me.”
“Of course,” he said. “I love you more than anything.”
He was smiling at her still, looking puzzled and amused, and she reminded herself that she could tell him her name, and decided that it was not important.
~
They sat in the kitchen with a small group of brothers and brothers-in-law and family friends who might once have courted her, had she let them, and listened, sitting together on a countertop with swinging legs, while the men talked of their plans to go riding, or hunting, or something of the sort. She had not been quite listening. But then there was a younger brother standing before them, hands clasped, looking earnest and ridiculous.
“Will you join us, oh husband of my sister?”
A few of the others laughed. They had made no fuss over not knowing his name, but they often teased.
Her Beast turned to her. “Will I join them, Belle?”
There was more laughter, and another young man, an acquaintance whose name she could not remember, clapped him on the back. “Well, she has you thoroughly henpecked, doesn’t she?” He turned to her. “Do let us know when you’ve decided if your monster-slaying husband can ride with us.”
He looked puzzled, so she sent him to wait in their room while she laughed and talked with the men and ignored the worry that had settled somewhere deep within her.
On the way back to her Beast she was distracted by a long conversation with a sister, and then there was dinner, and when they went to bed that night they had hardly spoken.
It was dark, and he was silent, and she propped herself up on her elbow as the worry surged to the surface again. She pressed it down. One had to be calm and collected when prodding at someone so easily panicked.
“Darling.” She leaned across the bed to kiss him. “You are quite henpecked, aren’t you?”
There was a long pause. “Yes?” he ventured, finally.
“It means that I am very bossy, and you do whatever I tell you to.”
“Oh.” There was another pause as he thought it over. “You aren’t bossy.”
“Darling,” she said again. “Do you want to go with them?”
“I don’t know.”
“Are you afraid?” He nodded slowly. “You needn’t do anything you don’t want to do. But if you do want it, there’s nothing to be afraid of. They are all kind enough, in their way, and would mean you no harm, and would let no harm come to you.”
“I will forget myself, and say something I ought not to, and they will know.”
“I can manage their suspicions. Do what you like, and we will make it work. Anyway, we will not be here much longer for them to suspect things of us.”
“I am afraid,” he said, “and I do not know if I can ride so well anymore.”
“Oh. I hadn’t thought…”
“Of course, a man who travels the kingdom slaying monsters would have to be quite a good rider.”
“Of course,” she repeated softly.
“I’m a bit afraid of horses, at any rate.”
The room fell quiet, and it was several minutes before he leaned over to murmur, “Do please continue henpecking me, though. I don’t think I could manage.”
She smiled, and laughed a little when he kissed her, sleepily, before dropping back onto his pillow, and she smiled up at the ceiling for a long time after, thinking, as he drifted off.  It had been all him, that kiss, and not the memory of who he had been, telling him it was the thing to do. He was only very tired, and therefore less reserved—he was quite reserved, really, when he was not frightened and clingy. He had kissed her as a stranger, and he had kissed her back. He had never kissed her like this.
They would have the rest of their lives for him to do it again. She could not think of anything more lovely.
 
~
He did not go riding with the men. They left a few days later, with tears and hugging and promises to come again, to write letters, and in a secluded spot she slipped her ring back on. In a moment they were home in their own bedroom.
“Are you glad to be home, dear?”
“Very.”
She reached up to kiss him, and he bent his head towards her.
“I wonder if we shall stay here forever.”
Something slightly like panic appeared in his eyes. She kept her hands firm on the sides of his face. They did not need panic so soon.
“Where else would we go?”
“Why, wherever we wanted to.” She tried to sound careless and lighthearted. “We could travel the world, Beast. Or we could travel the garden, and you could introduce me to the roses, now that you know them from the dandelions. Or perhaps we will spend the rest of our lives discovering new rooms in this palace.”
“How can I tell the roses from the dandelions?”
“Darling,” she said. She did not want to answer. “Do you remember meeting my father?”
He nodded slowly, his face still cupped in her hands.
“Tell me about it.”
“We took the ring. We were married first, and we lied to him, and stayed many days. We have only just come back. Haven’t we?”
She did not answer immediately, and the panic approached again.
“Haven’t we, Belle?”
“Yes, love.” She kissed him again. “Yes, of course. But do you remember meeting him before we took the ring?”
He slowly shook his head, and she released his face to take a hand instead.
“Come, then. I will help you to find the roses.”
She wandered the garden for many hours, her Beast trailing complacent behind her, but she found no roses. Perhaps they were not in season—the days all blurred together now, here in the enchanted palace with the Beast who was not a Beast. The grass was green around them. But she could find no dandelions, either.
~
Whatever magic had made things so perfect at home, here it was disappearing quickly, but at some point he had developed a sense of stubbornness, and try as she might she could not convince him to unlock another door. She had never thought she would beg him to seek out the memories that might take him away from her, but he was so afraid, always so afraid and confused, and he clung to her with a desperation that was not quite so endearing when she knew he was hurting so much.
The fear was inevitable with the doors always locked, but he seemed afraid, now, of what was behind the doors, as well, and she could find no way to calm his fears. She wondered what he might still remember, that he knew the contents of those rooms were to be feared.
In the day all was chaos, with brief moments of his sweetness shining through. Even in the darkness things were seldom good now.
“I love you,” she whispered, late at night when he was sleeping, or near enough to it that he would not remember. “I love your heavy woolly hickory fur and your shiny black eyes and your soft curved ears and your snout, and your soft warm paws and the way your claws click on the floor, and in the morning when you have forgotten this moment as you have forgotten everything else I will run my fingers through your shiny light brown curls and I will look into your light brown eyes and I will tell you again that I love you, and it will still be true. But I miss you so much, and I am so afraid that the rest of your beastliness will disappear tomorrow, or the next day, or the day six years from now when I’ve finally allowed myself to trust that everything will not change, and I do not know what to do with a prince.”
In the morning she kissed him awake, and he smiled until some unknown fear claimed him again, and she held him and thought of the keys.
~
“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know, I can’t remember.”
She reached up to put her hands on his shoulders. He had been like this already when she entered the room. “What don’t you know, dear?”
“I don’t know,” he repeated helplessly, and she tried and failed to distract him with a kiss.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“I am your Beast.”
“And who am I?”
“You are Belle.”
“Good. You know everything important.”
But it was not enough, not nearly enough, and when she held out the key ring an hour later he took it, and walked without hesitation to a door down the hall, picking out the correct key almost absently.
The first thing they saw, walking into the room, was the back of a couch. In front of it was a small table, a desk, a wall of maps and portraits, and light seeping through the gaps of a heavily curtained window. He stopped in the entrance and turned to her, eyes wide and frightened.
“I know this place,” he said, awed, as if he had not begun to recognize things in all the rooms weeks ago.
“Where is it?”
He shook his head. The soft murmur of voices came from outside the room. There was another door, a real one, opposite the window, and he looked to it when they heard the sound of footsteps. The knob began to turn, and he threw himself behind the couch.
The knob stopped turning. She stood for a moment, baffled, glancing between him and the door. It was the first time he had made any attempt at hiding from the memories that they watched invisible.
“You know,” she said finally, “that no one will see us, dear?”
“I know,” he whispered, but his voice was strained, and his face pale. The voices had stopped, as if whatever orchestrated the magic here was waiting for their full attention. She glanced back at their door. It would be easy enough to go back, and lock it again behind him.
“Do you want to stop?”
“No.” He looked up at her, pleadingly. “No, please. I need to.”
“All right.” She knelt down to his eye level, and reached out to touch his cheek. “If you’re sure. Anything you need. But we have to be careful.”
“I am sorry.”
“It doesn’t matter. I was only worried. But of course you’ve been here before.”
“I wasn’t the same person then. I was a person then.”
“You’re a person now.”
“Say that again next time you pet me.”
“Darling—”
“I know that I am more than half an animal, in all but appearance. I know that when this started the appearance was far more than half.”
“I don’t—”
“We should finish this. We—” He stopped abruptly, and his voice, when he continued, was softer and more hesitant, more familiar. “I feel so odd, Belle, and I am afraid.”
“It’s all right, darling. You’re right. We should finish this and be done.” She took his hand, carefully, and he clung to it, and stood only when she did. She led the way forward.
The man he had once been must have been so much more assertive. He had certainly been more perceptive, more intelligent. She did not yet know if he had been less kind, but it hardly seemed to matter. Bits of him leaked through, no matter what she did, but every time he appeared, every time they passed through one of these doors, she was terrified that he would simply stay, and her Beast would be gone forever.
She turned to look back at him, and he smiled, nervous, and she squeezed his hand. “Breathe, dear. It can be nothing so terrible.”
He nodded, and stepped slowly forward, releasing her hand reluctantly.
She really ought to stop petting him. But his hair was lovely, and when he was more her Beast and less a stranger, he seemed happy enough to have her fingers tangled up in it.
The voices resumed, still too quiet to make out any words, and the knob continued to turn. He glanced over at her, clearly frightened, but did not move to take her hand again. A woman walked in, about the age of his mother, and with her came him, looking nearly as he looked beside her.
He made a gasping, choking sound, but she did not look away from this other him. He was perhaps slightly younger. He was confident, serious and animated by turns, listening attentively to the woman, occasionally nodding, occasionally speaking himself, eagerly and with expansive gestures. Once he laughed, a charming, brilliant sound.
“Belle.” She looked away, finally, and into the eyes of what he had become, which were dull and sad and confused. She reached up to stroke his cheek. “We can go now.”
“All right, dear.” But he made no move to go, himself, so she turned him bodily away and led him back to the door. In the hall he waited as she looked, one last time, at the dancing, laughing him, and then she pulled the door closed.
When she turned to him again he closed his eyes and started to back away, until he hit the wall and slid slowly to the ground. She knelt beside him, and he flinched from her touch.
“Beast? Darling? Is it very bad?” It had looked like a pleasant enough memory. Or was it only that she had seen what he had once been, and might like it better? But he had been frightened from the moment they entered the room. “I need you to tell me what happened.”
“It was only a lesson,” he said, his voice dull and flat. “It was nothing very important.”
“Then why are you more frightened than I’ve seen you in weeks?” She did not think that he had lied to her before.
“I don’t know.” He looked up at her, finally, and she thought that maybe it had not been a lie, that he could find nothing important there. “I remember being happy that day. But I am so afraid.” She reached for him again, and he did not flinch now, so she curled herself around him and waited for him to grow calm.
“I can remember, a little, when I was like that,” he said after many minutes, “but I do not understand how. Still, it would not be so bad, would it, if I were him again someday?”
“It would not be so bad.” She kissed him, gently. “But it would not be so bad if you were not, either.” She caught herself stroking his hair, and stopped. “You’re a person, now, too.”
“I know,” he said, composed and slightly puzzled. She ran her hand through his curls again, and allowed herself to think of the boy behind the door.
He had been energetic, dramatic. Her Beast was anything but dramatic.
He had once threatened, with absolute sincerity, to die for love of her, and had very nearly managed it.
He would occasionally, now, make great romantic statements about how all the world was fog and he could only see her clearly. But that, besides being also largely true, seemed mostly to be bits of his past self slipping by.
The laughing, gesturing boy he had been would definitely have said something like that.
He would probably not have meant it. The drama of her Beast was all sincere, and so hardly drama at all.
It had been something like a schoolroom, which would make the woman a tutor. He had been happy to be there, happy to have been talking with her. He was comfortable and confident there. He would have been passionate, she thought, about any number of things, and would probably far outmatch her in any flirtatious battles of wit. She wondered if he would grow bored with her—she was by no means a fool, but she was mostly only pretty.
She thought, perhaps, that he would not grow bored, but would patiently explain to her advanced things she could not understand and did not care to, as she now explained things to him. She thought that he would be sweet, and kind, in different ways, and that she would like to listen to him teach her things. She thought that he could love her, and that she could love him. She thought that they could be quite happy.
She would take her Beast, still, if she could have him. She would rather be the one to do the explaining; she would rather take care of him. She had grown weary of flirting with witty young men.
Oh, she would take him, too, if he came. But she wanted to stroke his hair and call him darling. She needed him to stare at her with those wide and wondering eyes. She needed to hold him and whisper sweet things when he was afraid.
She would rather have him not afraid so often. But the boy in the schoolroom, when he was afraid, would not admit it to a girl he loved. The boy in the schoolroom would need to impress her always. And she did not want to be impressed. She did not want to be cared for and doted upon. She wanted to be in control. She wanted to be needed. She did not want to be an ornament again.
“Belle?”
“Hm?”
“Could—could we go back to our room now, maybe?” They were still sitting on the floor in the hallway.
“Of course.”
He stood first, and offered her a hand, disconcertingly gentlemanly, and she asked him, for lack of anything better to say, “What were you learning, then?”
“How to win a war.”
“Oh. And how do you win a war?”
He stopped walking and turned to look at her, cold and emotionless and not himself. “First you bribe the enemy. Then you make threats. Then you destroy everything they have, and wait patiently for them to come crawling back to you.”
She stared steadily back at him for some time before she understood. “It was your tutor that put the curse on you.”
“That hasn’t happened yet,” he said. “Now she is still the best teacher I have ever had.” He started down the hall without her, quickly—he was never quick—and by the time she caught him he was sitting on the edge of their bed.
“Darling?”
He looked up, and beamed at her. “Do you still see the fairies?”
“What?”
“When you got here you saw people, who—” He paused, thinking. “Who dissolved into the air. And I saw nothing. Do you still see them?”
“No. I have seen no one since you changed.”
“Do you think we’re alone, then?”
“I wouldn’t count on it. Too many people care about your…recovery.”
He nodded. “I would like to be alone with you.”
She sat down beside him. “Someday, darling.”
~
In the morning she woke alone in bed, for the first time since she had begun to share her bed with him. She leapt up and began the search without getting dressed, or even putting on a robe—they were alone here, or near enough to pretend. He had never disappeared in the night, and yesterday had been awful, and she was afraid.
But it did not take long to find him. All the doors in the hall were closed, save one at the very end. She often pulled doors shut when they left or entered rooms, perhaps in an attempt to block out whatever fairies still lurked invisible. It would not occur to him to do this. A single open door must be his.
It was in a small room she did not recognize at first, though she had seen it only a few short hours ago. The schoolroom seemed different, occupied by only the quiet, puzzled version of him that was hers. And the couch had been moved, and she entered it now through the real door, and not from the strange angle the memory had presented. She sat on the couch beside him.
“You never wake up first.”
“I am sorry,” he said, his voice dull and expressionless, and she leaned against his shoulder.
“It is over now.”
“It will never be over. She won. I lost. I will never be free.”
“You are. You are with me and she is dead.”
“We will live all our lives with the shadow of her curse hanging over us. We will neither of us be free.”
“Don’t talk like that.”
“I am sorry,” he said again. “But that I do not talk like this always is only proof of what I have said.”
“Stop it.”
He closed his eyes and was silent for several minutes. When he spoke again his voice was nearly his own, except that it was bitter. “I want to remember. I want to forget. I want to—I only want not to be caught in the middle.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “If I could make it right I would.”
“I know.” He opened his eyes, finally, and turned to look at her. “I need to open a door.”
“Let’s get the keys, then.”
She wished she could want him to remember, or to forget. But she did not want to be forgotten. And she was so afraid of his memories, and the person they might rebuild.
~
They walked into a ballroom, decorated for a huge event, empty except for him, a year or two younger than he had been in the schoolroom. He was dressed in a fine suit, dancing slowly but gracefully, muttering the steps under his breath. She loved him for the expression of intense concentration, so familiar, and then another person ran into the room.
It was a girl, just slightly younger than him, and he turned and caught her, then launched easily into a proper dance, despite the lack of music, and the girl was laughing in his arms, and she had never seen her Beast smile like that, and she was jealous, suddenly and outrageously.
He tugged on her hand, and she turned to meet his eyes, wide and concerned. She smiled.
“Are you finished?”
He nodded slowly, and she glanced back only once at the younger him.
“Who was she?” she asked when the door was safely closed.
He looked down. He did not want to answer her. That could mean nothing good.
“Beast?” she prompted.
“I think we were betrothed.”
“Did you love her?”
“She was my cousin,” he said, and his voice was flat and not quite his own. “She died.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. He stared at her steadily without answering, and she asked him, “How did she die?”
“I do not know,” he said, and his voice was still not his, and she thought it was a lie.
“Darling,” she said.
“I don’t know,” he repeated, and now his voice was high pitched and frightened. She put her arm through his and pulled him away from the door. She did not let go of him until they were safe in their own room.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and he looked up at her from the bed.
“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”
“Of course.” She sat beside him and dragged her fingers through his hair. They did not speak again until morning, when he was himself and cheerful, and seemed not to remember. She did not dare to push him far enough to be certain.
Their next door opened on him, as old as she had seen him yet, stiff and pale and speaking with the woman who had been his tutor.
He dragged her out of the room, holding her hand much too tightly, and yanked the door shut immediately. His breath came short and fast, and his eyes were fixed on something she could not see.
She kissed him to bring him back to her, and his eyes met hers, and he whispered, “I am so afraid.”
“She is gone. I love you.” They went back to their room. It was many days before they dared to open a door again, and then it was difficult.
“I am fine,” he said. But memories had been leaking through cracks and keyholes again, and he had nightmares and was sometimes a stranger, and he was too often confused and distracted and afraid. She took out the keys and pulled him gently into the hall.
“You choose one. I am afraid.”
“They’re your memories, dear. It’s nothing to do with me.”
“I do not know what comes next.”
He was trembling, as he sometimes did, and his hands were cold. She squeezed them, then took the keys and began down the hall. “All right.”
She stopped before the door that had led, on that first day of the broken curse, to his mother, and she told him, “This one.”
“Why?”
“I cannot feel, as you can, what the keys mean and which ones are safe. They are not my keys, and the doors they open are not mine. But I have passed through this one before, and I do not believe that the harm it might cause you is so great.”
He smiled at her, agreeable as always, and held out his hand for the key ring. She dropped it into his palm, and stood on her toes to kiss his cheek before he began to test the keys.
It was not until the door creaked slowly open that she remembered the field had once held a woman who enchanted him, as well as two who loved him, and she grabbed his arm too late to stop him going through. He turned to her, puzzled, as the door swung shut. “Are you all right?”
She stared intently at the door, then looked away and back again, but it remained firmly in place. “Of course, dear.” This had been the most foolish idea she’d ever had—who knew what miseries might lie in such a field, that he had already passed through this door once, and had the memory taken from him? “Shall we go on, then?”
He nodded, and walked placidly forward. It was a gorgeous day, the sun shining brightly around them, and the grass soft against their feet, until she remembered that they had not entered this room barefoot. She looked over at him, and saw that his clothes hung much too large, while he glanced wonderingly about, and thought nothing of it.
This was not so bad, then. They had walked into the memory of the day his curse had broken—the only memory taken from him after the curse, and not as a result of it, true, but surely it could not be so bad as entering the field on the day the spell was cast.
“Do you know this place?” she asked him.
He looked about again, slowly, and shook his head. She was glad they had not bothered to cut his hair, although this could still not match the great shaggy shakings of his Beast head.
“Are you sure, dear?”
“Should I? Have I been here?”
“Twice, at least.”
“Usually I remember, or begin to, when we get here.”
It had been the wrong door. She had been wrong, and he had not been ready, and she ought never to have chosen for him at all. She turned to go, and found the door gone, at last, as it had been before, and he followed her gaze.
He sat abruptly, exactly as he had before. “The palace is gone, Belle. Why is the palace gone?”
“I don’t know, dear.” Before, she had sat down beside him, and wrapped up in each other, they had talked of memories and waited for visitors. Now she stood, still, and ran her fingers through his hair. They did not enter memories like this, they did not engage with the past. They merely watched it. This was not usual, and if his fairy and his mother came again, she did not know what they would do. Was this what he had meant, when her Beast had been less a Beast and more a man, and had promised to summon them when he wanted to return? Was entering this memory again a summons, and would they be swept away, now, to a place he was far from ready for?
“They are coming,” he said.
“Who?”
She felt the tilt of his head beneath her hand, and could picture, without looking down, the quizzical expression he wore.
“I don’t know. Who are they, Belle? Who is coming, and how should I know that they—and why can I not—”
“Hush, darling.” She dug her fingers deeper into his skull, as she might have caressed his fur when he was a Beast. “Everything is all right.” She could not afford to look down at him, when their guests might appear over the horizon at any time. He would not shield her from them this time—she was strong, and she was brave, and he was not, and she would protect him from this nightmare she had led him into.
“It’s not, you know it’s not, why won’t you tell me, please, please, Belle.”
“All right, darling.” She looked down, finally, into his eyes, and moved her hand down his cheek to cup his chin. When she looked up again, the two woman stood there, just exactly as they had before, even down to their gowns.
“I am sorry,” she said, and looked back to her Beast, who stared at them with wide, unseeing eyes. “Darling, I am sorry. He is not ready.”
“Who are they?” he asked her, and his mother, who had been moving forward, stepped back.
“I am sorry,” she said again. “I was not thinking, and I chose a door that I knew, and forgot that he did not know it, and that there was a reason he did not.”
“Belle. Belle, please.”
“Darling.” She ran her hand through his hair again. “You must send us home. He cannot take this—we must go home.” The fairy nodded, and with a great rush of light and color and dizziness they were huddled together outside the door, as if they had never gone through. Neither woman had even spoken. But the Beast still stared ahead, eyes still wide and unseeing, and when she cupped his face in her hands and kissed him, he did not react.
“Beast, darling, please.”
She stood, and tugged on his hand, and he plodded obediently behind her as she walked to their room. When she released his hand he sunk to the bed, still staring at whatever happened to be in front of him—in this case the door, and she knelt down beside him.
“Darling, say something.”
Slowly, he blinked, and slowly, he turned his head towards her. “I don’t understand.”
“Tell me what you remember.”
He recited, slowly, as if it were a speech he had learned as a child, “I have a mother. I was cursed by a fairy who loved me, and now she is dead, and I am free, but too many parts of me were killed in captivity, and I shall never be whole again.”
“Do you know who you are?”
“I am what is left of a man and a prince, but mostly I am your Beast.”
“And are you sorry to be only mostly my Beast?”
“Would you rather have me a Beast?”
“I would have you, whatever you are.”
“Then I am not sorry. But Belle, I am so afraid.”
“What are you afraid of?”
“I can’t remember.”
She reached up to stroke his hair, and noticed that he was still in the too-large Beast clothes. “It’s all right, dear. Go to sleep now.”
In the morning she woke him with a kiss, as always, and as always he responded bewildered, and she did not ask, because she did not care to hear the answer, if he was all right or how much of the day before he remembered.
“Did you sleep well, dear?”
He nodded slowly.
“Do you know that I love you?” It was a sudden, desperate question, and she felt foolish when he nodded again, but every time she kissed him he seemed so surprised. They had established last night, if he remembered last night, that she wanted him, but love, perhaps, was something else entirely. It had been a while since she had remembered her duty to tell him often, so that he could not forget.
“Good. Remember that. I love you.”
“I love you,” he repeated, in the lesson-reciting voice he so often used when talking about the past.
It took her by surprise, that voice, and she asked, thoughtfully, speaking more than half to herself, “Do you?”
“I do,” he told her, suddenly frantic, “of course I do. You are the sun and the moon and all the stars, and I love you as I love the air I breathe—no, more, for I could hold my breath some few moments, and the times I cannot see you, between the blinks of my eyes, are the greatest agony I know.”
“Beast.” She grabbed his hands and stared into his eyes, which seemed to see something far beyond her. “Beast, darling, darling, it’s all right. It’s only me.”
He wasn’t talking to her. Odds were he didn’t realize she was there at all. Her Beast was not afraid of her, had never been afraid of her, and his love for her may be somewhat desperate, but his need to prove it was not.
“Please. I’m right here. It’s me. You needn’t be afraid.”
Her Beast was not so eloquent in his best moments, and in panic could seldom manage full sentences. It was a glimpse of the man who lived behind locked doors, and few things frightened her more than the memory this speech might belong to.
“Belle?” he said, finally.
“I’m here, love, I’m here.” He nodded. “Where were you?” He shook his head. “All right.” She released his hands and slipped behind him on the bed, to put her arms around his shoulders. He was still shaking. “It’s all right. You don’t need to tell me anything.”
He spoke without turning to look at her, and his voice was soft and contemplative. “I think that she loved me, the one who cursed me, and I think that she wanted me to love her too. I think that she was much stronger than me, and that I was a bad liar, and that she was angry.”
“I’m sorry, dear.”
“I think she asked me that question.”
“I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“I know. Am I—I don’t feel like quite myself yet. I’m sorry. I’ll stop talking until I’ve forgotten about it.”
“You can’t try not to be yourself again just for my sake. I will be here, always, no matter how—no matter what sort of person you are when all your doors lie open.”
For several minutes he was silent, and she rubbed his shoulders until the trembling finally stopped. Then he asked, hesitantly, “Belle?”
“Yes, dear?” She could not tell, from that one word, which version of him she was dealing with. Hopefully one she could manage, one whose questions she could answer and whose fears she could soothe.
“What did we do yesterday afternoon?”
He had forgotten. “Nothing, dear.”
“All right,” he agreed.
She asked, because she had to know, “What do you remember of this morning?”
“We woke up.” He paused, and blushed slightly. “You kissed me.”
She laughed, and kissed him again. “Shall we get dressed then, and venture away from the bedroom? I believe it’s gotten quite late.”
He stood and went to the dresser, and didn’t seem to notice that the clothes he still wore were too large. “I feel odd.”
“How so?”
“Let’s not unlock any doors today.”
“Yes, I think that’s a very good idea.” She would wonder later whether he had learned to dissemble, or merely made his best attempt at an answer. For now, all was well.
It was not until early in the afternoon that, walking down a hall with his arm around her waist, he stopped abruptly before a mirror, staring at their reflections for several moments before he sunk to the ground, muttering words she couldn’t understand. She knelt beside him, and he clung to her.
“It wasn’t me, though. It wasn’t me. I only woke up and began here, and they try to take it away from me.”
“What is it, darling? Who are they? What are they taking?” He didn’t answer. “What wasn’t you?”
“Before the curse. It wasn’t me. I began where he ended and now he will come back and I must leave.”
“You shan’t go anywhere. If you leave I’ll follow you.”
He shook his head, and would not speak again, and long hours passed before he could be coaxed into returning to the safety of their chambers.
She left him sleeping there, and returned to the hallway, to see if there was anything in the mirror that might have upset him so. On the way she passed a door, closed, which she was sure they had left open, and when she went to turn the knob she found it locked. Further investigation showed a long line of locked doors they had passed through already.
She was angry. These were his memories, which he had suffered for, which he had more than earned, and now they were locked all away again.
Unless that was what he wanted. The night before he had identified himself as the remnant of a man, never to be restored. But when last he spoke the man had been a stranger, trying to crowd him out of the new life he had made.
It was no use trying to get anything sensible out of him. He was much too puzzled over it himself to tell her what he wanted.
There was nothing for it. She would have to speak with someone else.
He was a sound sleeper, and did not stir when she crept back into the room, and opened the drawer where she kept the keys. They were his doors, and she had never before ventured to open one herself. This would be an adventure, then, at the very least.
She took a doorstop with her, and propped open the door before stepping out into the field—perhaps that would keep it in place.
The wind roared around her, cold and angry, though the bright blue of the sky never changed, and she did not turn back to look at the door, but stood waiting, resolute, until the fairy appeared before her alone.
“It has been so many weeks, and we have come so far. You have no right to take this from him.”
“Is this not what you wanted? That he should never remember, and remain always your Beast, in all but appearance? That he should be simple and wholly devoted to you, hardly able to form a thought of his own? That he should never remember his own name, and never learn yours, so that you might continue to call each other as you please?”
“I would have him free, and safe. I would have him himself and unafraid. I will not say I do not enjoy that he is wholly devoted to me, but first I would have him whole.”
“He will not be whole. He was cursed for far too long ever to be the man he was.”
“Then I would have him happy.”
“I have freed for you what parts of him I can, and as quickly as he could bear. What happened yesterday was a mistake, and it has set him back some.”
“I counted eight doors locked that we had opened, and I did not check them all.”
“If you wanted things to continue like that, you ought never to have brought him here. Tell me truly, did you not hope for something like this?”
She felt her face go red, for she had hoped, long and often, that he might remain as he had been. But she had not orchestrated this. “I did not,” she lied. “And it has not made him more like his old self. He has remembered more, and they are all bad memories, and sometimes he is half a prince again, but still he is helpless, and so afraid, and I am frightened by his fear, for he does not deserve to suffer so much.”
“He does not deserve to suffer at all. He never has. But here we are. I have relocked those doors to cover your blunder—to protect him from this new wave of memories that he cannot bear. They will be gone, as fully as I can manage, by the time he wakes again. You might be grateful to me, and go back to bed.”
She considered this briefly. “I am grateful. But I shall not yet go back to bed. I still have questions for you.”
The fairy sighed. “All right; ask away. Heaven knows how I’ll explain it to his mother when she learns I’ve been away.”
“His mother. That is my first question. Tell me about his mother.”
“She was quite upset, as well, by what happened yesterday.”
“But not like him.”
“No, not like him.”
“But she loves him.”
“She does. She was hard on him, as mothers often are, especially when they are also queens. And he was wild, and irresponsible, charming and reckless and flirtatious, as the young often are, and they did not always get along. When she went to war, she made a poor choice in the woman to look after him while she was away. But he was young and strong and resilient, and she was busy with her war, and when the letters came, increasingly frantic, she did not believe what he told her, and when the spell hit she was nearly done with her war. When finally she got back to him, he would not see her—she thought that he was angry, but now I believe that he had simply forgotten, and was afraid, for he had been enchanted many months—and she did not know what to do, or how to break his curse, so we went to track down the fairy who cast it. That took us many years, and when it was done you were here, and I convinced her it was best to wait until we saw what you could do. I had not guessed at the extent of the damage, and had not prepared her for any at all. But she would have him back now, to make up for past mistakes. She would help him to heal.”
“I am sorry.”
“As am I. Many mistakes have been made, these last few years, but none by him, and only one by you.”
“Yesterday.” The fairy nodded solemnly. “Will he remember everything? Will he be the man he was?”
“No. I cannot say how this will end—I have cast the spell on the doors, but I cannot tell you until they are opened which memories they might contain, and there is not room for all he should know behind them. I do not know which ones you will not find. And a whole host of memories will not heal all the hurts he has suffered. Some will only make them worse.”
“The doors that have been locked again—will they have the same things they did before?”
“I believe so. They may not only if what happened yesterday has irreparably damaged them in some way.”
“Would it be better, if we opened no more doors? I have never seen him eager to uncover another memory.”
“But was he not bombarded by things he could not comprehend, long before you unlocked the first door? Was that not why you unlocked it?”
“When next we come through this door, will you take us home to his mother?”
“I will.”
“And she will not separate us?”
“She will not.”
“And shall he be king?”
“And you his queen? There is no better heir to be had, but he is far from ready yet.”
“Shall he be, someday?”
“That is not for us to say. Have you more questions, or will you go back to him now?”
“Will you come back here and answer more questions, should I have them?”
“I will try, but I have my own work to do, and this is your business.”
She nodded. “It will be many months, then, before I see you again.” She turned to go, then remembered one final question. “Will he ever remember his name?”
“If he doesn’t, his mother will tell him.”
“Thank you.”
The door had not disappeared this time, and she walked through it, collecting the doorstop as she went, and locking the door behind her. The Beast slept still, and she slipped into bed beside him, and woke him in the morning with a kiss, which he responded to bewildered.
“How did you sleep?”
“Well.” He smiled up at her. “What shall we do today?”
~
They walked aimlessly through the halls, occasionally turning doorknobs, which seldom worked. Her Beast followed her, and said nothing until they wandered into a small, bright sunroom with a high ceiling and tall leafy plants in front of the windows.
“No,” he said, looking around the room.
“What is it?”
“This isn’t right. This is different. The rooms have been moved, rearranged—that door back there—it wasn’t locked, Belle. It wasn’t locked before.”
The fairy had said the memories were locked away.
“You know something. Don’t you? Belle?”
She began slowly. She did not want to tell him this. She did not dare to lie. “We unlocked the wrong room, and you were badly frightened. You were too frightened, and it was more than you could bear. Your godmother relocked what memories she had to so that you would be all right again.”
“My godmother,” he said. “My godmother, whom I do not know, because that memory was taken from me, as everything was taken from me, and I have earned it back, and she has taken it again. Who is she, this woman I don’t remember, that she has the right to control my life? I had enough of control when a woman I did not love made me a monster. I do not need it from those who are meant to protect me.”
“I do not—”
“Not you. I’m sorry. Not you. But I am so tired of learning my own life secondhand. And I know that it was something important—you have said that it was something important—and now it is gone. How much more have I forgotten, Belle?”
“I don’t know. You were not supposed to remember what you have.”
“I see.” There was a pause, and she realized she had said something wrong. “Where are the keys?”
“We were not to open doors until we were ready for them. That is how this problem started. I don’t think you’re ready.”
“I need them.” She said nothing, and he repeated, “I need them.”
She looked at his face, so hopeful and confused, and reached out to touch his arm. “Oh, Beast, darling…”
“Your concern is appreciated,” he said, soft and cold, “but I am man enough to operate a key.”
She drew her hand quickly away. “You are—”
“Belle!” he snapped, and a look of surprise flicked across his face before he added, in his own dear voice, quietly desperate, “Please.”
She gave him the key ring.
~
They went through door after door, a whirlwind of memories overwhelming even for her, but he would not stop, and she would not confess to him, now when he needed her, that the rooms were effecting her again as they had in the beginning, so vague and dizzying.
Finally, hours later, there were only two doors left, the two after their bedroom. He opened the first one, the one that had opened last into dark and emptiness, and clung to her hand as they walked through.
It felt empty still, as if the floor she stood on was nothing, and though it was no longer dark, she could make out only shapes and pastel colors, nothing meaningful. And then the scene began.
“Please. Please, I am so afraid.”
It was his voice, and not his voice at all—terrified, utterly unlike that of the happy, confident memory boy, but so much younger than the frightened voice she often heard, and so much more frightened than she had ever heard it before.
“Beast?” she whispered. But it was not him, and he was not talking to her. The room came suddenly into sharp, bright clarity, and there was her own Beast, staring ahead more fascinated than afraid, utterly unaware of her. What he was staring at was himself, at about her age, crouched small and pale on the floor.
“Please,” he whispered again, and seemed this time to be staring straight at her. Her Beast followed his gaze to something behind her, and turned back stiff and pale and unreadable. She took his hand and did not look back. There was a sound like a great dull roar behind a piercing scream. She looked between the two versions of him, and thought that what they heard was different, but no less painful. The room blacked out again, and in the dark she heard an agonized dual scream, and lost hold of his hand, and could not see to find it again. And then she was screaming herself, trying to be heard over him, to be heard by him, to somehow make things all right again.
Finally, the screaming stopped, but the darkness did not, and it was him that found her hand, and pulled her to her feet and to the door. He opened it, and light flooded in, and she turned back in time for one final glimpse of her Beast, as he had been, as a Beast, staring terrified and uncomprehending at something only he could see behind her. And then he—her own version of him—was pulling the door shut, and she was in his arms, staring up at his face for some sign of what to do next.
“Darling?” she asked.
“Please,” he said.
“Please what?” He only stared at her. “What is it? Beast, darling, what do you need?”
He took a deep breath, and the tension in his arms around her eased. “Just that. Just to remember I am your Beast.”
She kissed him. “You are my own dear Beast, whom I love very much. And you are all right?”
“I am so afraid,” he said. “And I know so much, but I know that I will never understand everything again, and I can see all of who I was but I know that I am not him, and that I will not be, and he was so much better in every way, and I think that I am glad.”
She whispered, “I am glad, too,” and kissed him again, and she thought of the scream, and did not dare to ask how much this new knowledge had cost him.
“There is one more door,” he said.
“You have been through it twice. Do you remember, now, what it will mean to go through?”
“It will give my mother hope. We needn’t go back with her—I don’t know yet, what I want.”
They opened the door.
He stood in the field, one hand in hers, and shouted, “We are here. For eight years I have waited, Mother. I shall not wait longer.”
There was a great rushing wind at their faces, and they stood their ground, and then the queen and the fairy stood before them. He did not give them the chance to speak.
“You would replace me?” His mother opened her mouth to answer, but he went on, “Oh, I heard of it. I have been in the world since you left me. You abandoned me, you ignored me, you left me to my curse. And now you would punish me for what you have done? No. I will be king. Not that it matters. My wife will be queen, and I will be a charming figurehead. But you will not cast me aside like so much rubbish, when it is you who threw me to the dogs.”
“I never meant—”
“Oh, you never meant. Of course not. I begged you not to send me away in the first place, and I will not pretend that I did not enjoy it, at first, but I wrote you when things became strange, and when they became stranger, and I was afraid, and I begged you to come for me. I waited, telling a monster I loved her while you stood busy on a battlefield, until she stopped believing, and still you did not come. And how are you any better than her, you, who took a sword in your hands and presided over life and death for innocent men, following their king to slaughter as I followed her? I had no choice—none of us have had a choice—she showed me how to win a war, you know, and it was a very effective lesson, but of course by the time I had learned it I did not have the mind left to understand, and how can I go back with you—how can I possibly go back—when you left me to die so that you could go forth and shed blood in my name? When you had the audacity to tell the world I was studying abroad, knowing I was lost and afraid and more than half mad, alone in my godmother’s country estate? How could I go back to anything? Never mind about being a prince and a king—how am I supposed to live?”
“I came back for you,” the queen said. “You sent me away.”
“It took you seven years. There was nothing to come back to. I was gone so long ago.”
“But you are back now.”
“No. I’m not. Can’t you see? I can remember what happened, and how I’m supposed to act, but I am not the same at all. I have been damaged so much, and you cannot repair me. I am afraid of crowds and horses and shadows and spiders, and there are so many things I should understand that I cannot, and all the world is clear today, but I do not know that it will be tomorrow, or the next day, and I am so afraid, Mother, I have been so afraid, and for seven years I was all alone, and I had forgotten about talking, and that I had been a man, and there were all the fairies to see I was clothed and fed, but they never spoke, and I couldn’t even see them, and if their job was to keep me safe you’d better not pay them, because all the parts of me you cared about were destroyed long ago.”
The queen opened her mouth to speak, and he cut her off.
“”Don’t say my name. Not now. Not you. I have not remembered yet. I am not sure I want to.”
“I care about all the parts of you,” she said.
He made a sound that was a gasp and a sob and “Belle,” and turned to her, and she wrapped her arms around him.
“It’s all right, love.”
“Do you know my name?” he asked her.
“I don’t. I did once, before I knew you. But I have forgotten.”
“Good.” He turned back to his mother. “You know more parts of me than I do. I suppose you will have to teach me.”
The queen smiled at him, and for a moment he smiled back. Then he turned to the fairy, and all of his anger returned.
“And you. You, Godmother, what have you done to me? What games have you played with my mind? How many words have come out of my mouth at your command? Why would you make them invisible? How could you drag her into this? How could you know it would be her? Did I meet her father at all, or was that just another of your mind games? Is there anything in my head that still belongs to me? Is this what you call saving me? To strip me of my will and my identity and leave me all alone? To put with me an innocent girl I could so easily have hurt? Whatever small things she might have left me all those years ago, you have taken them all away, and all for the sake of saving me.”
“For saving you,” the fairy repeated. “We kept you safe. We kept you hidden from her.”
“You abandoned me. You pulled at me like a puppet, you put words in my mouth, you destroyed me, and you dare expect my gratitude?”
“Beast.” She tugged at his sleeve, and he turned slowly to look at her. “Beast, darling…”
“I can’t,” he said. “I’m sorry, I can’t.”
“Can’t do what?”
“I don’t know.” They stared at each other for a moment, and then he bent to kiss her, carefully, hesitantly, before he addressed his mother. “We will come with you. Only with you. Me and Belle. And you will be my mother for a very long time before you can be my queen.”
The queen smiled, her face wide and open and suddenly much more like her son’s. “That sounds very fair. Shall we leave, then?”
“Belle?”
She slipped her hand into his. “I’m ready whenever you are, Beast.”
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