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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I was the most beautiful girl in the room. Woman, I suppose. Although, I think I can be forgiven for still considering myself a girl. I had come of age only two weeks prior. Everything had happened so fast, and my family had not scheduled my party until the next month. I would not be in attendance, however, because I would be dead. The heavy metal lock clicked shut behind me and the guard that had walked me here disappeared behind the thick wooden door. Now the only light in the room was coming from a barred window in the far corner of the chamber. As soon as my eyes adjusted to the dim, I made another appraisal of the women sitting around me. I would be the one they chose; I was certain of it now. There were five women scattered around the room and when I had entered, they all turned to look at me. They were probably all hoping that I would be their salvation. They were all splendid. None of us would be here if we weren’t.  
 
    There was a lady in a deep blue dress perched on a stool near the tiny window, sobbing into her handkerchief. The lacy cloth concealed most of her face, but the mystery didn’t give me a lot of hope. Her chin was much too pronounced, jutting out from the rest of her face like an iceberg. The maiden sitting closest to me, a tall girl with large, almond-shaped eyes and flawless tanned skin, spoke. “I think you were the last one, the one we were waiting for. She stood up and smiled, and I appraised her again, noticing the imperfections this time. Her eyebrows were a little too close together, and she had a longer nose than I first thought. Yes, she was lovely, but I was lovelier.   
 
    I tried to smile back, to say something to her, but my body seemed frozen. “I’m Davia.” She smiled wider, trying to encourage me. I wished for a giant mole on the tip of my nose. I closed my eyes and imagined for a moment what my life would be like if I had bushy eyebrows or a double chin. Then, I would be at home, on the terrace overlooking the sea, lounging underneath a parasol with my book and drinking lemonade. Davia would probably be back home soon, back to wherever she was from, thinking herself lucky to have escaped. Maybe she would think about me years from now and be even more grateful for her long nose. 
 
    “Belara.” I stammered my name after a long, uncomfortable silence. She nodded to an open seat next to her, and I collapsed into it. The absurdity of the moment shocked me and I let out a high, unnatural laugh. This all felt like some bizarre tea party. Here I was, being invited to sit down and being introduced like it was a normal scenario. Years of education had prepared me to behave in just this setting, but I couldn’t help but consider what a waste it had all been. Father would never have spent such a sum on my studies if he had known where I would end up. 
 
    “What do you think will happen?” The voice was so quiet I almost missed it before I traced the noise to a wispy, tiny girl in the corner. Tendrils of hair exploded from her little blond head to form a halo around her pretty face. It was too curly, unmanageable. Not at all attractive. What a shame. 
 
    The sobbing from next to the window stopped just long enough for a voice to emerge from beyond the handkerchief. “They will take us north and feed us to a great dragon that only devours maidens. The more beautiful his meal, the more filling.”  
 
    “I’ve heard that they will boil us in a sorceress’ cauldron so that the Queen can steal our beauty and stay young forever.” Another girl wearing a homespun dress and apron on the settee said this a bit too loud. Her ears were enormous, and you could see them sticking out underneath her shiny, raven hair.  
 
    “A cousin of mine said that we are all to be sacrificed as wives to goblin princes to stop them from invading.” The last maiden had skin the color of chocolate and her hair arranged in a complicated pattern of braids. She seemed sure of herself as she said this. Getting a good look at her, I was almost hopeful again. At least until I saw that her forehead was on the large size.   
 
    “You’re all being silly,” Davia said, but I could hear her voice tremble.  There was a mirror opposite us, and I felt drawn to my reflection, which seemed to mock me. When I was very little, my mother would brush my copper blond hair one hundred strokes every night in front of the mirror on my dressing table. While she did this, she would tell me that someday I would be just as beautiful as she was. She didn’t know that any of this would happen, as she had died years before any of this madness began. My mother had been right, though. I had grown to be a great beauty, the most beautiful in the land, probably.  
 
    The face staring back at me in the mirror was a refined oval with symmetrical, noble lines. Large eyes were the same blue of a midsummer’s sky, framed by dark, long lashes that more than one gentleman had called bewitching. A bronze curtain of hair fell down past my shoulders, making my moonbeam complexion stand in stark and stunning contrast. I searched for flaws, just as I had with the other girls, but there were none. I was perfect, and I would die because of it.  
 
    The door clanged open, making all of us jump. This ended what had felt like a staring contest with myself in the mirror. Instead of the guard, an older woman in a velvet dress wider than the doorway stood there. She had a smile plastered on her lined mouth that was less reassuring than a grimace. “Ladies, we are ready for you. Please follow me.” The lady took a step backward and seemed to expect us to follow. We all stayed in our seats, somehow convinced that the first to leave the sanctuary of our little room would be the first to meet our fate. Whether this was to be devoured or boiled or become a victim to whatever else we couldn’t imagine was still unclear.  “Come now, the Queen does not have all day.” I wondered what could be more important than this, but said nothing, continuing to stare at my silk slippers.  
 
    Davia stepped forward first, with a confidence I was sure came from the knowledge of her close-together eyes. The girls all followed her, one by one until I alone was still sitting. I closed my eyes, willing myself to be invisible. It didn’t work. I remembered that in one of my storybooks when I was little, a jealous witch had cursed a beautiful princess to become an ogre. I wondered where I might find a witch, but decided it was unlikely I would run into one at the royal palace.   
 
    The guard came in to stand menacingly above me, and I rose on shaking legs. I remembered everything that I had been taught, straightened my shoulders and rose to my feet. If I were to die, it would be with dignity. My body floated into line all by itself, flanked by the guard who seemed to think I would run. I would not run, there was nowhere to run. My thoughts about it had been obsessive during the two-day carriage ride to the palace. However, I had been surrounded by five guards at every moment. The guards had followed me home after the ceremony and watched me pack a trunk while my sisters stood above me and wept. My father tried to bribe them to let me escape. This was met with silence by the guards. I expected no more sympathy here.  
 
    We had entered the palace from the servant’s door, and everything we passed had been plain stone floors and stucco white walls. Now, they led us down a short hall, and through a pair of heavy velvet curtains into a corridor with windows that were two stories tall. The floors were a rich, dark parquet and priceless silk rugs led us towards the ornate gilded doors I had read about in a book that detailed the construction and history of this palace. On the walls were clusters of portraits of various princes, princesses, and courtiers, some of which I recognized and some of which were unknown to me. On the other wall were tapestries depicting epic battles and the tournaments that had gone out of fashion hundreds of years earlier. Had I been there under different circumstances, I would have walked these halls, savoring the history, and asking someone what everything meant. Although, the chances of my visiting this place under any other circumstances seemed slim.  
 
    When we reached the glittering doors, two guards dressed in the imperial gold and white bowed to the woman leading us. The lady and the guard ushered us into a room cut from snow-white marble. A lush red carpet covered the floor and carved marble columns climbed upwards towards the painted ceiling. The room was larger than my home, the ceilings at least three stories high. At the far side of the room, which seemed miles away, there were three golden thrones resting on a raised platform. They were empty, save one. So, this must be the Queen, I thought, trying to figure out my opinion of her. She glowed in the room’s whiteness against her golden seat. Her hair was long and black as midnight, reaching to at least her knees. Her face was beautiful, perfect, but in a way that was a bit unnerving. She looked more like a statue than a person, just like the figures carved into the marble.  
 
    The Queen stood as we approached, and the girl on my right remembered to curtsey. I arched my back and held my head high, lowering myself just enough so that my knee brushed the ground. I counted in my head, remembering to add a few seconds to make up for how my mind was racing. Twenty seconds kneeling was the proper etiquette for someone from the royal family. I was the last to rise, and I was self-satisfied knowing that I was the only one who remembered the proper rules. Then, I realized what an absurd thing it was to be satisfied about.  
 
    The Queen held out a hand, and one of her ladies rushed forward to retrieve a mirror studded with jewels from an inlaid table at the bottom of the platform. With a curtsey, ten seconds to show that the was herself a countess, she placed the mirror in the Queen’s hand. I thought she must be very vain, to stop in the middle of whatever was happening to stare at herself, but then she spoke and it paralyzed me.  
 
    “Show me the most beautiful maiden in the land.” The Queen closed her eyes just as the mirror flashed to light, bathing her in its glow. The light softened, and she stared out over all of us. She turned the mirror around, and I could see my own horrified face in the glass.  
 
    After a moment of confusion about what it meant, I realized it meant that I really was the most beautiful one. My knees buckled as a buzzing sound filled my head. Tears stung at the back of my eyes and I squeezed them shut. I had been so very foolish, not escaping when I had had the chance. Now I would pay for it with my life. A part of me realized that this was what would happen as soon as I had seen the notice calling all eligible maidens to present themselves in the square for inspection. A larger, stupider part of me had just been hoping for something, anything to come along that would save me. Voices sounded around me, but I only caught the odd word or two. People were moving and there was a brush of skirts as the others broke our formation, but I was trapped behind my closed eyes. I felt an icy hand on my shoulder, and I yelped, stumbling backward and colliding with whoever had been standing behind me. One lady-in-waiting was looking at me with expressionless eyes, saying something, but I couldn’t hear her. She took me by the wrist, leading me forward, but my legs wouldn’t move. I turned and saw the Queen speaking to the others and, over the dim, I could finally make out her words. “Thank you for answering the call of your kingdom.” I wanted to scream, wanted to run. The Queen made this all sound like such a silly little game, as if we had not all been escorted here by armed guards against our will.  
 
    The lady-in-waiting tightened her grip on my arm and was pulling me, helped by another who was pushing my back. Yet another lady pulled back a tapestry on the side of the platform to reveal a door. They pushed me inside a small white chamber and deposited me in a plush purple chair. I sat there as I heard the door close behind them and let my tears escape. My breathing shuddered, and I put my head in my hands.   
 
    I looked around the room, but there was nowhere to go. There were no windows, just the door I had used to enter from. Long, violent sobs escaped me as my new reality sunk in. “Tea?” The voice was soft and close when my sobs had subsided slightly.   
 
    I opened my eyes, expecting to see one of the ladies-in-waiting, but the Queen was sitting next to me. I jumped up, attempting a curtsey but losing my balance and falling back onto the chair.  
 
    She repeated her question, with no expression. I shook my head, before remembering to whom I was speaking. “No, thank you, Your Majesty.” The Queen had a teacup in her hand, which she then placed back on the table. Being closer to her, I saw that she wasn’t as pretty as I had thought. Rather, every bit of her face had a stony sadness about it I hadn’t seen before. It made me uncomfortable, and I turned towards what I now noticed was a hearty fire. Had I fallen asleep while crying? The room had been dark and there had been no fire when I entered it. I would have heard a servant come in and start one. 
 
    Above the fireplace was a portrait I hadn’t noticed without the firelight. It was a young man, who looked not much younger than I. His resemblance to the Queen was remarkable. They had the same black hair, but his hair was cropped into curls that even the painter could not tame. There was no sadness in his handsome face, only youth and possibility.   
 
    The Queen seemed to follow my gaze. “My son, Prince Fenrar.” Her voice became warmer when she said his name. The prince was abroad on a matter of great importance. He had been since before I could remember. No one seemed to know when he would return, or even where he was.  The portrait had distracted me, but only for a minute. There was so much I needed to ask, but everything seemed impertinent. There was nothing more she could do to me; she had already sentenced me to my doom.  
 
    “What happens now?” My voice sounded hoarse and strange when it escaped my lips.  
 
    “You will travel north, to the mountains near the border. The quest awaits you there.” We sat in silence for a moment as I considered her words. The mountains in the north were wild and untamed, and I had heard stories that the woods and hills are full of dark magic. I could imagine nothing more different from my seaside home.   
 
    “My quest? What am I to do? What happened to all the others you have sent there?”  
 
    “I am sorry that I cannot answer all of your questions, nor can I tell you what has happened to the others. I can, however, give you one piece of advice. Not everything is as it seems. Please remember that, even if you remember nothing else.” I stared into her eyes, trying to find some hidden meaning in them, but finding only that cold sadness reflected there. A chill ran down my spine as I imagined what she meant. If she needed to warn me, there was probably something to fear.  
 
    We remained silent, and tears ran down my cheeks. I was certain that I was not beautiful at all just then and hoped that she would reconsider her choice. “Please, I don’t want to. Can’t I return to my family? You could take one of the other girls.” 
 
    “I am sorry, but this is very important, and only you are suited to it. It is not certain that you will never see your family again…” She closed her eyes and seemed to consider her words. “If everything goes well… if you succeed, you will see them again.”  
 
    “And if I do not, I shall die.”  
 
    “No, no. Please do not worry yourself. Everything will become much clearer when you arrive. I want to thank you, though, for coming. You are providing the kingdom with a great service. Your family will be compensated, for your absence. A Heroes Pension will be to them, one of my ladies is arranging it now.”  
 
    The Heroes Pension was a tidy monthly sum paid to soldiers who died valiantly at war. Hearing this just confirmed everything I was terrified of. The Queen gave me a weak, tight smile, and I thought she had meant it to comfort me. We sat like that for a long time, as my breathing calmed and my head became clear again. “When do I leave?”  
 
    “Right away. It is a long journey.” I nodded, trying not to cry again. It would take me a week to reach the mountains. Perhaps on the way I would find some way of escaping. I even considered running away with one of the soldiers and marrying him so I would no longer be a maiden eligible to marry. “There is a carriage waiting, and we have packed your things.” She stood, and I did as well, without thinking.  “I wish you luck with your task. My greatest hope is to see you here again when you succeed.” I listened, searching for any hint of hope in her voice, but there was none. She seemed just as convinced as I was that this quest would end in failure. She led me through the door, where several guards were waiting. “Please, just remember what I said and you have nothing to fear.” I earned a quick nod from Her Majesty before she disappeared again behind the door.  
 
    They took me out of the throne room the same way I had entered it. This time, I walked as slowly as possible, dawdling behind the lady who seemed annoyed with my pace. I stared, enraptured, at everything we passed. If this was to be one of the last things I saw, it seemed right to drink it all in. We stopped in the same chamber as before so I could change into something fit for traveling. The ever dour-looking lady-in-waiting helped me off with my day dress and into a soft blue habit. She tied up my long hair in a simple knot and topped it with a white cap. “How many maidens have you sent away like this?” My voice barely raised above a whisper as I asked.  
 
    For the first time, I detected a hint of pity. “I’ve lost count, to tell you the truth. Maybe twenty?” I nodded, staring at my reflection again. The blue habit brought out the color in my eyes marvelously, and my drawn, tired face looked ethereal in the white cap. I turned away, cursing myself for being so beautiful. If I were only missing a few teeth or had a clubfoot, then I wouldn’t be there.  
 
    We walked out of the palace and into the fading sunlight. A fine carriage and four horses were waiting for me. The lady handed me a small, glass vial. “This will help you sleep. The journey is long and unpleasant, and it is best not to be awake for all of it.” I nodded as a footman took my hand and I stepped into the plush velvet interior.   
 
    No sooner had the door closed, but we were on our way. I marveled to myself at the efficiency of the whole process. From entering the doors to being sentenced to an unknown and awful fate had taken less than two hours. If I had murdered someone, the same damning sentence by a judge would be passed in weeks or months. My head filled with a thousand threads and thoughts, all of them screaming for attention. I opened the vial in my hand and downed its entire, sweet contents, hoping that when I awoke it would all be just a silly dream and I could go on with my real life. With my forehead pressed against the glass, I stared at the palace. As it disappeared from view, my eyelids became heavy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Terrible beasts, roaring dragons, and cackling witches took over my dreams. The nightmares woke me several times in the night. Whenever I opened my eyes, darkness surrounded me, broken only by the carriage lantern floating in front of us, which terrified me even more as it cast haunting shadows into the cabin. The potion proved to be strong. I wanted to stay awake and try to find a way out of the carriage. Every time I sat up it seemed like everything was spinning and I should lay back down again or I would certain I would be sick. 
 
    When I finally awakened and was entirely conscious again, there was bright daylight outside. Sitting up, I pressed myself against the glass of the carriage window, which was freezing. The journey from Port Paradiz to the palace was flat and full of fields, but now we were somewhere else. Powdery snow covered a thick canopy of forest, making the woods seem both illuminated and sinister at the same time. I shifted my view to the ground and realized that we were being pulled along on sledges atop sleet that looked a foot deep at least. There was never snow where I was from. I had seen drawings and read about snow but the clean whiteness fascinated me as it glittered in the filtered sunlight that made its way through the branches.  
 
    I wondered how long I had been asleep because we must have come much further than I had thought possible in a night. We were in the Northlands; I knew that much from the trees I could make out. There weren’t any pine and birch in the southern parts of the country. They only grew in the mountains close to the border. The first happy prospect in what seemed like days came after knowing that a book I read the year before about common foliage in the kingdom was proving useful.  
 
    I closed my eyes and wished myself back to my father’s library. If I concentrated hard enough, I almost smelled the leather and parchment. When I opened them again and remembered where I was, I wondered again why I had been so stupid. As soon as they posted the notice in the town square, I should have taken every measure necessary to avoid my fate.  
 
    By Royal Decree, all eligible maidens much present themselves in the Market Center on Wednesday at noon. Her Majesty Queen Yanifa seeks the fairest in the kingdom to perform duties for the Crown. In the five years that they hammered the message to the yellowing noticeboard in the town square, the words had never changed, but my reaction to it had been so different the last time. We had celebrated my birthday the week before, and I was now legally old enough to wed, making me an eligible maiden for the first time. Thinking I had more time was the problem. The same notice had been posted not a month earlier. Usually, these decrees were placed perhaps three or four times a year, and prior to that one, it had been six months at least. I thought I had a few months to decide what to do. Even before I came of age, I knew that I would probably be selected and taken to the Queen for inspection when the dreaded announcement came. 
 
    Within a few hours of the notice, my father faced a stampede of suitors for my hand in marriage, all offering to make me a bride before that ominous deadline. Some were young like me, the sons of successful tradesmen and lesser nobles, and others were older than my father, making their proposals while leaning on walking sticks. It was a mystery where they all came from. It was still too early for me to be presented to society. My family and I planned the party for the next month when the weather was cooler so we could all be on the terrace. I had appeared out socially with my sisters and brother maybe a dozen times since my 13th birthday but, apparently, the reputation of my beauty had reached the masses. 
 
     We sat in my father’s study the whole day, listening to these men talk about security, a comfortable home and generous pocket money. I thanked them all for their attention and gently declined. In between each audience, my father begged me to accept one of them, any of them, to save me from my fate. I refused them all, and I regretted it so bitterly now. Instead, I presented myself in the square for all to judge me, along with my sister Halina, and been named the most beautiful maiden in Port Paradiz. The mayor insisted that I would absolutely be chosen as the most beautiful in the land. 
 
    It had been years since a maiden from Port Paradiz had been chosen, but people still talked about her. The lady’s name was Audara, and she was acquainted with my eldest sister, Berga. I had never seen her, but after she left, no one could stop talking about how lovely she was. Three months later they posted another notice announcing yet another display in the square, and I had seen her mother and sisters. The mother sank to the ground and sobbed bitterly. Berga said that Audara’s sisters were sent away to marry at once. Audara had become something of a legend since then, and people sometimes said that they had seen her walking through the mist at night as if she were a ghost. Another even claimed to have seen her on a journey abroad, but he had spoken to her and it wasn’t the same person. Now, every time they put the notice there, someone would think of me. All the people in town would speak about Belara, the tradesman’s daughter with the copper hair. At least until they chose another after me. I had usurped poor Audara’s fame by now. 
 
    The carriage came to a sudden stop, and I lurched forward slightly, coming out of my melancholic reflection. After a moment, the footman came around and opened the door. A blast of cold wind hit me, causing goosebumps to spring up over my entire body. The footman placed a heavy fur cape on the seat beside me. “You must walk from here, miss.”  I pulled the cloak around me, more for fear of cold than wanting this plan to progress. 
 
    “Walk to where?” 
 
    “Past the gates, miss.” My curiosity got the better of me, and I allowed him to hand me out of the carriage, sinking half-way up to my knees in the freezing snow. The driver offloaded the trunks from the back of the carriage and pushed them towards the gate that the footman had spoken of. 
 
    They stood at least twice my height, made of twisting black iron with a faded crest emblazoned in the middle. The twisting metal reminded me very much of the surrounding trees, knotting in what didn’t seem to be a real pattern, vaguely sinister. There were small gaps in the design of the gates, but all I could see beyond was more whiteness, more snow. I moved towards the cracks, trying to get a better look, but nothing clear came into focus. “I’ve stared at that gate a lot, miss. The only way to find out what’s beyond is to go through it.” The driver muttered these words as he slid the second trunk, which I did not recognize, in front of me. “You’ll have to push these through the gate yourself, we can’t go through it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” My entire body shivered, not just my soaking feet. 
 
    “We can’t go through, only you.” Despite never having spoken to the driver and footman before, the thought of them leaving me was unbearable. I didn’t want to face whatever was behind the gate alone. Still, my curiosity seemed to weigh more heavily than my fear, and my shaking hand advanced towards the gilded handle. With a small push, it opened just enough for the trunks and I to pass. Even though the gate was ajar, I couldn’t see anything more beyond the gates than I had seen before. I kneeled down and pushed my trunk through the snow, finding it much lighter than I expected. As soon as it crossed the threshold, it disappeared. I took a step backward, my hand flying to my mouth as I tried not to cry out. What if I would disappear too? I turned to the footman and driver. Their hats rested in their hands as if we were all attending a funeral. 
 
    “Please. My father has money, enough for you to start a new life at least. Can’t you take me back to Port Paradiz? Or across the border?” I looked at them, but they focused on the ground and did not speak as I pleaded. One of them shook his head. I wondered if they would chase me if I ran. The snow was half-way to my knees and my only clothes had disappeared through the gate. As far as I could see, the road ended at right in front of me. This seemed to be the only place for miles and I could not remember passing anything else since I had woken up. I would freeze to death even if they didn’t manage to catch me. There was nowhere to go but inside. 
 
    The second suspiciously light trunk was easily pushed through the gate before disappearing. With a deep breath, I stepped over the invisible line and found myself surrounded by white powder. The gate behind me slammed shut, blowing a fine dusting of snow onto my capped head. I turned and saw an ancient, enormous castle further down the snowy path. The building stuck out from the sinister, twisted trees surrounding it.  The building was flat and square, with a large tower sticking up into the horizon. I realized that I had been holding my breath and exhaled, my breath transforming into a mist. 
 
    The quiet was overwhelming. The wind blew against my cheeks, but nothing around me seemed to stir. I spun around and tried the icy handle of the gate, but it wouldn’t budge. I tried again, pushing all of my weight into the metal, but the thick iron showed no sign of yielding. Tears rolled down my cheeks and seemed to freeze to my skin in the cold. Wherever I was, I was trapped. I took another deep breath to calm myself. It would not help to fly into a panic. I needed to have my wits about me. 
 
    I turned again to face the castle, and a red rose appeared in the snow. Stepping forward, I saw a note tied on the stem made of fine, smooth parchment. When I opened the paper, it revealed a neat, educated hand, with every dot and flourish where it should be. 
 
      
 
    Welcome, 
 
      
 
    I hope that you have had a pleasant journey. Please leave the trunks, I will see that they are taken care of. A place to rest has been prepared for you inside the castle. During your time here, all of your needs shall be attended to. Attached to the rose is a ring. If you place it on your finger and say what you desire, it will be provided for you if at all possible.  
 
      
 
    If it is acceptable to you, I should like to meet you this evening at supper and discuss with you your time here. The meal is served at seven. Again, you are warmly welcomed. I hope that your stay here will be as pleasant as is possible.  
 
      
 
    Your humble servant, 
 
      
 
    The note was unsigned. I flipped it over, but the other side was blank. From the stem of the rose, I retrieved a golden ring. The band looked like a vine of leaves, with a collection of tiny rubies making up the design of a very lifelike rose. I turned the ring around and around in my hand, not trusting the letter or whoever wrote it. It could be a trap. When I put on the band, I could be frozen into a statue, or the hand could fall off. I still had the awful stories my nursemaid had told me when I was a child running through in my head. Young, pretty maidens were fooled all the time into becoming goblin wives or servants of sorcerers by an innocent mistake. The ring and the note fit nicely in the pocket of my cape, where I decided they would stay. 
 
    I shivered as I stood in the snow, my feet wet and my frozen tears just below my eyes. There was not a choice anymore. If I was dying here, there was no sense in freezing to death. If a dragon waited for me inside at least I would be warm. I trudged through the slurry up to the castle. Everything exposed was soaked and almost numb by the time I reached the end of the path. The doors had an ornate pattern carved into them, with a scene of knights charging into battle only slightly faded by time. As I reached out to touch the handle, I stopped myself, imagining what I might find on the other side. My stomach twisted into a knot as the lock clicked open on its own, and they swung open with a mighty creak.  
 
    The entry hall was dark, despite several large chandeliers and candelabras placed throughout the space. The chamber was massive and cavernous, and even with all the light, I found it difficult to make out even a few feet in front of me. There were no windows, and when the door closed behind me, the room seemed to shrink. There was a small noise coming from somewhere in the blackness and I jumped backward, grabbing the candle nearest to me and holding it towards the darkness as my heart raced. Something shiny made pattering steps on the stone as it came closer to me, walking slowly. I pressed myself against the wall, prepared to fight the evil creature when it stepped into the light of the chandelier above us. It was a statue of a small animal, a baby deer, and the body was crafted entirely in gold. The creature approached and seemed to sense that I was terrified. The animal kneeled into an unmistakable bow before me. It looked up at me with its smooth, golden eyes, and I extended my hand, which it nudged. The deer was like a statue come to life, metallic and cool to the touch. I crouched down on the ground beside it, and its cold tongue licked my cheek. “Hello there, little one.” This could also be a trap or a trick and I knew it, but I didn’t know what else to do.  
 
    I heard more small feet coming towards me and I looked to see a tiny golden rabbit, a squirrel, and even a monkey coming tentatively out of the shadows. There was a loud clank and looked up to see a golden parrot that had roosted on the candelabra on the wall behind me. When they saw me looking, they all did their own bows, and I nodded back. There was magic here, that much was obvious. I had never seen any real magic before, only read about it with a hearty dose of distrust. Magic is a dark thing. The books all told me so. These little creatures seemed sweet and harmless enough. I was desperate to find something good and nice to cling to. If I allowed myself to trust them, it was only because there was nothing else I could do. I stood up and patted the deer on the head again. The animals all at once began moving towards the stairs and looked back at me when they realized that I was not following, so I started behind them. They led me up the stairs and down a dark corridor made entirely of stone with no carpets or decorations of any kind besides the candles on the walls that provided small pools of light. 
 
    A door in front of us opened, and I sensed the warmth emanating from it as soon as I could see inside. In stark contrast to the dark parts of the castle that I had seen, this room was beautiful. The first things I noticed were the flowers. On stands placed every few feet along the walls, and on all available surfaces were bunches of gorgeous blooms. The scent hit me immediately, but it was far from overpowering. Lilies, roses, jasmine, and tulips all popped out of the splendid arrangements, along with flowers I did not recognize. One large window sat on the far side of the room, but every other inch of wall was draped with cream velvet tapestries. Entering the room, I pivoted and traced a beautiful scene of a princess and an ogre stretched out over the fabric in stitches so small that I could barely feel where one stopped and another began with my finger. The floor was blanketed in plush carpets in bright pinks, purples, and greens that all overlapped one another so that the rough stone floor underneath was camouflaged. There was a large, canopied bed on one wall. From below the canopy, I saw what looked like actual diamonds were sewn into the fabric to make it resemble a starry sky.  
 
    Whoever prepared this room for me made a real effort, at least. I hoped that this meant that they planned to keep me alive for a little while. For a few minutes I wandered around the room, touching every soft object I observed and admiring it. In front of the large window stood a dressing table, and I went over to examine the shelves of perfumes, ivory hairbrushes, and pearl-studded hairpins.  
 
    The rabbit came towards me and gently nudged my feet, leading me towards the sofa in one corner of the room. I sat down, and all the little animals gathered around me. The squirrel unlaced my boots, and the monkey placed a warmer underneath my stockings. The deer gestured to a pot of tea on the table next to me and I poured a cup gratefully. My hand rested on the deer’s head, and it nuzzled me affectionately. For the first time in two weeks, a bit of peace came over me as I lounged with my new golden friends. In the beauty of this room, warm, I almost forgot where I was and why. I don’t know how long I sat there, but it felt like a trance.  
 
    The clock on the mantle chimed five times, and the sinking sensation of dread that had occupied my stomach for the past few days returned with a vengeance. This meeting with whatever stranger was hosting me here was sooner than I would have liked. I peered out the window and saw that the sun had set during my rest, although this room was so brightly lit by chandeliers, the hearty fire and candlesticks everywhere I hardly noticed. The rabbit came again and nudged my feet, and I stood up, being gently pushed closer to the window. A small chair facing the dark view waited for me, and I sat down as instructed by the rabbit. I looked around for a moment, wondering why I was there when a large crackling boom made me scream. This made the animals that had settled at my feet stir. Outside the window, there was a brilliant flash of light, followed by another and another in short succession. “Fireworks!” I exclaimed it to the parrot that perched itself on my shoulder. I had only ever seen them once before when Prince Fenrar had come of age and we celebrated with a week of festivities throughout the country. On the last night, there had been a fair and at midnight they led us onto the beach where the fireworks had seemed to go on for hours as I stared up at them. I was enraptured again this time until finally everything stopped and all was silent again.  
 
    The rabbit retrieved me and led me to the bath which had filled itself with steaming water. The statues made quick work of removing my clothing and I soon sunk into the warmth, which smelled of rose oil. The squirrel ran balsam through my hair while the parrot scrubbed my tired skin with a delicious smelling soap. When I finished, they wrapped me in a soft towel and then a silk robe before leading me back to the dressing table.  
 
    Staring at myself in the mirror, I was shocked to see that my hair was already dry and shining in the firelight. The statues set to work, rubbing cream into my skin to make it softer, running a brush through my mane, and pinning it up into a complicated chignon with diamond combs. By the time they were finished, I was stunning. One of them put something under my eyes to hide the dark, exhausted circles, and rouge added blush to my cheeks. At least I earned a little satisfaction in knowing that I looked more lovely than ever before. If I was going to die tonight, I did so looking the part of the most beautiful one in the land. Staring around me at all this finery and enjoying the warmth of the fire, I wondered again whose castle this was. Everything had been prepared so nicely for me, it was almost as if they had been expecting a princess and I had been sent in her place. This room was the nicest I had ever seen, and I had just come from the palace. 
 
    I was not allowed to reflect for long. The parrot pulled on my shoulders, and I followed it through a door behind a tapestry of a knight presenting a favor to his lady, and into a room filled with color. It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at, to realize that the dozens of lovely shades before me all belonged to gowns hanging in neat rows in a room larger than my bedroom at home. The parrot disappeared among the silks and satins, returning with a pale blue dinner gown that matched my eyes, the squirrel close by with a pearl choker. The dress was simple and elegant, with only a bit of lace at the bust for adornment and modesty. The dress was perfect until I thought about what I was going to do while wearing it. “I want something finer.” If this was going to be my last time dressing for anything, I wanted to make an impression on whatever was waiting for me. 
 
    The statues darted away, and the parrot returned a moment later with a deep purple ball gown in satin, with twinkling gems throughout the skirts. I nodded, taking another deep breath to control my emotions as best I could. The squirrel came back with a necklace dripping with diamonds the size of quail’s eggs, seeming to struggle a little under its weight. The monkey helped me into a corset which I insisted should be pulled tighter, and a pinching crinoline skirt and pointed silver shoes. 
 
    When they finished, my breath caught in my throat as I saw myself in the mirror. I looked every bit the fairytale princess who should be the heroine of whatever awful story I found myself in. Now, I just needed to know my fate. Was there a dragon waiting downstairs to devour me? I shuddered at the thought of it, but decided that knowing was better than hiding up here for however little time remained of my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Leaving the warm, inviting room and the little animals that had attended to me caused me to shiver, and not just because it was colder in the hallway. This one part of the castle seemed a bubble against the cold, harsh and dark rest of it. I followed the rabbit towards the stairs and down to the entry hall. I strained my ears to hear anything, a creature stalking me from behind, the cackle of a sorcerer stirring a pot for me to boil myself in, but the only sounds were my slippers on the stone and the metallic tapping that the rabbit made when it hopped. When we reached the bottom of the stairs and the main hall, two sets of doors I could barely make out on the far side of the hall opened. The rabbit stopped and seemed to nod me towards them before hopping away up the stairs. I wanted to follow it, to go and hide myself in the enormous, luxurious bed. But I continued on after a deep breath that pinched just a bit because of the corset.  
 
    The room was large, much larger than my bedchamber, and I imagined that at some time grand feasts had been held there. There were roaring fires in several fireplaces arranged on either side of the hall, but the room was still full of shadow, and the light danced eerily around the table before me. It was hard to tell in the darkness, but this seemed to be a grand hall. The table was gargantuan and topped with green marble, and I guessed that it could easily seat 50. As I approached the table, the chair at the head pulled itself out and seemed to invite me to sit down. My skirts bustled around me, much more voluminous than I was used to, which made settling into the chair more difficult. As soon as I sat down, the chair pushed itself closer to the table, and a feast appeared before me. 
 
    Loaves of bread, steaming tureens of vegetables and pies all competed for my focus. The lovely smells reached my nose, and my stomach growled, but I hesitated. When I had been in my own bedroom the animals, the tea and the disappearing bathwater had seemed a harmless kind of magic. In the darkness, everything felt more sinister, and I didn’t trust it. Whoever had provided this food might have ulterior motives. I imagined poison or curses. When I looked around the hall, I saw nothing but the eerie shadows cast by the fire and candles. 
 
    I retrieved a potato from an inlaid silver dish and placed it on my plate. Poking it with my fork, I watched a pocket of steam escape. It certainly didn’t look poisoned. I had read a book once about the most common poisons. Most of them were subtle enough to kill you without you even knowing you had been poisoned. I lowered myself to smell the thing, looking for a hint of almonds to signal arsenic or castor oil for ricin. It just smelled like a potato. In any case, if it were cursed, I would not be able to smell anything anyway. 
 
     In my fine gown, I sat and awaited my doom. The potato on my plate stopped steaming, and I continued to wait. Every time an ember on the fire crackled, I flinched a little. After a while, it all became unbearable. If I were to be murdered, I would prefer it to be done immediately. I was not going to play some game with whoever lived in this castle. Better to put a quick end to it now than to wait all night for a vampire to pop out of the shadows and drain me of my blood.  
 
    Before I could change my mind, I spoke out to the empty room.  “Show yourself, sorcerer.” My voice only shook a little, and this false show of confidence filled me with a stubborn sort of bravery. At the same time, I wondered what I had willingly brought forth. 
 
    Everything was quiet for a moment before a deep, terrible voice emerged from the shadows. “As you command. I had hoped to let you eat in peace before introducing myself.” I grasped the fabric of my dress to keep my hands from shaking as I looked about the room, trying to appear in control of my emotions.  
 
    “As this is to be my last meal?” I kept my head high and my voice as steady as I could, even though my only desire was to hide under the table and beg for mercy. 
 
    “I hope not, mistress. Please do not concern yourself with your safety. You are in no danger from me, or from anything in my power on these grounds, that I can promise you.” 
 
    “If I have nothing to fear, then you will show yourself.” Listening to this loud, terrible rasp, I could not imagine what creature it could be. It was too deep and menacing to be human, but I could not imagine anything else that could speak like one. 
 
    “As you wish.” A loud boom came from behind me, and then another before I realized that they were footsteps. The dishes on the table shook with the vibration as whatever it was came closer. I squeezed my eyes shut as I heard it nearing me, my heart beating so quickly and loudly that I thought it would burst from my chest. It walked past me, stopping somewhere in front of me, but I still couldn’t open my eyes. Whatever it was, it was going to eat me, just like they said. I took a deep breath, and finally decided to face it, and my blood ran cold as I saw what was before me. 
 
    My mind couldn’t process it all at once, only catching the small, frightening details in waves. A dark, matted mane was topped with two twisting horns. Yellow, cat-like eyes shone out from the dark fur on its face, above a boar’s snout. It was twice as wide as a man, and taller than anything I had ever seen before. Two white fangs protruded from its mouth. It stood up on two legs, but it was so unnatural, as this thing bore no resemblance to a human. It was as if someone had taken the most horrifying aspects of a dozen beasts and stuck them all together on this creature. A scream lodged itself in my throat, too afraid to come out and meet this thing.  
 
    I wanted to look away but found it impossible. It was so awful that I had to keep staring, had to keep my composure. I read once that if a dog knows you are frightened, it will attack. They can smell fear. If I didn’t show fear, perhaps it would not attack. At the same time, I knew that it would kill me, and probably eat me, and I didn’t want to give it the satisfaction of knowing how frightened I really was.  
 
    Instead, I looked it straight into its terrifying eyes. For such a large creature, it moved gracefully as it dipped into a courtly bow. I blinked, probably for the first time since opening my eyes again, and the years of education drilled into me made me do the rest. The chair I had been sitting in retreated as I stood up. I matched its bow with my own elegant curtsey. My knee hovered just a breath above the floor as I bent my neck, my back straight as a pin. 
 
    As I stared at the floor, I realized that I hadn’t been counting, too absorbed by the mad pounding of my heart. How long should one bow to a beast? All the rules I knew ran through my head: thirty for a king or queen, twenty-five for a prince, twenty for a duke, sliding downwards until a baronet who only required a moment of contact between the knee and the floor. I took so long to contemplate this, that I was certain it must look strange, and I rose as quickly as I could. 
 
    “There is no need to show me such deference. You are mistress of this castle, and I am your servant.” It bowed again, but I did not reciprocate. We stood there for an eternity, and I focused my gaze on his embroidered jacket, which was dark green with a pattern of golden thread. I reflected for just an instant on the absurdity of this terrifying creature wearing a proper dinner jacket, convinced that I had gone mad from fright. “Might I beg you to sit and enjoy your meal?” 
 
    I sank into the chair again, grateful to still somehow be alive. It walked away from me, settling itself in the shadows a fair distance down the table from me. I stared at the tureens of food around me, but my appetite had disappeared, replaced instead by a feeling of burning unease. 
 
    “Who are you?” I had wanted to ask what it was but feared sending it into a rage. 
 
    “I am the one who lives in this castle.” 
 
    “Are you going to eat me?” I blurted this question out before I had time to think about it, but it was at the forefront of my mind.  
 
    “No. You need not concern yourself about your safety. You are in no danger here.” No one could be safe in the company of such a beast. I was certain it could take me in one hand and snap me in two. 
 
    “If you live here, you must know why I am here. The Queen said that I was to perform some sort of task. Give it to me so that I may go.” 
 
    “I wish it were quite as simple as that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I cannot tell you why you are here, I apologize.” I nodded, not really taking in the words, bracing myself for the inevitable attack. “My presence seems unwelcome to you, so I propose that we only see each other during your evening meal. Is that acceptable to you?” After seeing the creature, it had never occurred to me that I might live to see another meal. “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “Of course you have a choice, you are mistress of this house.” I nodded quickly, not believing for a second that I had any control over this situation, or over my life going forward, however long or short it might be. “Thank you. May I ask your name?” 
 
    I took a deep, calming breath before answering. “Belara. Daughter of Mael, a merchant in the city of Port Paradiz, of the family Tafardis. What is your name?” It seemed the polite thing to ask, although I didn’t know if beasts had names. 
 
    “You may call me whatever you like.” 
 
    “Do you not have a name?” 
 
    “I had a name, once, but I find that it doesn’t suit me anymore.” A moment of long silence passed between us. Even though I was terrified, the silence was unbearable. Thankfully, it spoke first. “Before I retire, Mistress Belara, I would like to ask you another question, by your leave. Before you answer, remember that you are in no danger. You are free to answer in whichever way you choose without fear of repercussions. The choice is yours, and the choice is free.” 
 
    A string of possible questions ran through my mind: How should I boil you? Do you have any last wishes? How fast can you run? I could feel myself begin to perspire under the layers of cloth and crinoline that trapped me like a coffin. 
 
    “Will you marry me?” The question sent a chill through my body, and my knees started to shake. Even given a thousand years to consider possible questions, I would never have thought of that. We sat in silence. It waited for an answer, and I waited to be eaten for not answering it. “Might I remind you that you are free to answer however you wish?” 
 
    “No…” After I said it, I squeezed my eyes shut, and braced myself for the attack. But nothing came. 
 
    “Thank you for your answer. I wish you a good evening.” 
 
    My eyes were still shut as I heard it walk past me. the doors of the dining hall swung open and then shut behind it. I released a silent sob into my napkin. The scent of the food in front of me made my stomach turn, and I was almost sick all over my perfect dress. I sprang to my feet, the chair leaping out of the way behind me, and I ran to the doors of the hall, pressing my ear against the heavy wood. I heard nothing in the hall, but I stood there and counted to one hundred, wanting to be sure it had really left.  
 
    Then, I ran, tripping over the stairs as I climbed back up them, into the large bedchamber that had felt so welcoming just an hour earlier. I threw myself onto the bed and let my fear course through me. The little golden statues came to me and stroked my hair, and patted my hand, but I was inconsolable. I knew I would never be safe here, not with that… thing also in the castle. I needed to find a way to get out of here. When I walked over to the window, I realized that I would have to wait until morning. It was pitch black, and I couldn’t risk the beast seeing a candle in the gardens. I returned to the bed, and the little statues played with the laces on my dress until it was loose enough to pull over my head, replaced with a soft, silk nightgown. I just sat there as they unpinned the finery from my hair and plaited it into a simple braid. I wasn’t crying anymore because was too tired and numb to cry. All I wanted was to lay my head down and rest, but I couldn’t. 
 
    If it was going to kill me, it would surely be tonight, when I was asleep. It would be the easiest way. I sat myself up against the pillows, staring at the candle beside the bed. There was another candlestick I had hidden beneath my pillow, to be used as a weapon in the night. It wasn’t much, but it was heavy. The little statues settled themselves around me. The rabbit and squirrel lay at the foot of the bed, the fawn set itself up underneath the couch, and the monkey curled into a ball on one of the chairs. The parrot perched on the bedframe above me, almost as if it were standing guard. The surrounding lights slowly dimmed until the one I was holding and the fire were the only flames in the room.  
 
    As sat there awake, propped up on a pile of down pillows and waiting to be devoured, I shook. I thought of all the others who had slept in this bed before me, all the beautiful maidens who had disappeared forever after meeting with the Queen. I would just be another one, with another notice posted in the town square a month or so from now. Why did it need beautiful maidens, anyway? What possible purpose could we serve that no one else could? Recalling everything it had said at dinner did not seem to make things clearer. I remembered the marriage proposal again, which made me shake my head as I stared at the dark window. If it were a bride it was after, there were certainly easier ways to get one.  
 
    Entombed in the darkness, I racked my brain for anything that would help me in this situation. My governess had been a lover of fairy tales, and I recalled a few stories about cursed castles and horrible beasts, but none of them seemed anything like this one. I had quite a knack for ancient mythology, and I tried to recall if I had ever read about something like the creature that lived in the castle. The only thing that seemed close was a chimaera, but then it would have had a goat’s head sticking out of its back. I thought that I would have seen that when it bowed to me.  
 
    I sat alone and afraid in the darkness for hours, battling sleep that so desperately wanted to come to me, even though I was terrified. The only thing that I knew was that I needed to escape as soon as I could, or I would be just like all the others.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I jolted awake, bent over myself at an odd angle, curled around the candlestick I had hidden. My heart raced as I sat up, and I did a quick check to make sure that my body was still intact. When it was obvious that my arm hadn’t been nibbled off during the night, I stretched myself out on the silk sheets with an unladylike yawn.  
 
    Memories of the previous night hit me like a flash, terrifying shadows and imagined footsteps coming from the blackness. The last thing I remembered was that dawn was breaking over the horizon, and now it almost hurt to look at the windows, as the sun was pouring into the room. As soon as my feet touched the floor, there was a loud clatter, and I whirled in place to see a silver breakfast try glinting from the table by the fireplace.  Only then did I notice the wild growls from my stomach, and I tried to remember the last time I had actually eaten. The little statues were just waking up as I made my way to the table, their golden bodies glinting in the bright sunlight.  
 
    The smell coming from the tray grew more intoxicating as I drew closer. I could make out the smell of fresh bread, eggs and even coffee, a delicacy that my father had never let me sample because of the cost. As I sat down on the velvet chair, the lids on the dishes disappeared. I saw a sprig of white ivy flowers in a glass vase nested among the dishes. I selected a piece of brown bread studded with nuts and raisins, slathering it with butter and jam. The idea that the breakfast was poisoned did cross my mind. I even tried to feed a bit of it to the deer to test it, but the statue turned its head away. I remember thinking as I took the first bite, that it was the best bread that I had ever tasted in my life as the butter, sweetness, and cinnamon came together on my tongue.  The monkey sat in the corner and started to play the harp, and the squirrel brushed my hair as I ate. 
 
    After two more slices of bread, I had a perfectly seasoned egg before trying the coffee. I winced at the bitter taste, and put the cup down, wondering how people were fool enough to pay the ridiculous prices that my father charged for importing it. I turned to deer, who was sitting on the edge of the chair, seemingly without an activity. “Coffee is not good at all, I think. I wish I had some juice or tea.” The pot of coffee and cup disappeared before my eyes, replaced by a teapot and three different kinds of juice in crystal glasses. 
 
    Then, I noticed that the ring from the day before, the rose, was on my right hand. A dreadful knot filled my stomach. How had it gotten there? I looked at the rabbit statue, who was sitting at my feet. It would have been easy for them to slip it onto my finger while they were undressing me the night before. The rabbit seemed to sense my unease and hopped onto my lap and nuzzled my hand as if trying to tell me that everything was all right.  
 
    I stared at the band, which was really quite enchanting, and wondered about its purpose like I had about the castle all night long. There was magic all around me, and I didn’t know how to react to it. There had always been an alchemist or two in the market, promising tonics to smooth wrinkles and make me thinner, but we had always used their potions and cures with caution. There were always talks of neighbors hiring a wizard to jinx one another’s gardens, and my father had employed one from time to time to try to enchant his ships into traveling faster, but the consensus was that it was mostly a waste of time and money. Now, confronted by actual magic, I felt lost and powerless. My heart beat faster as I thought to the beast creature again, so large and horrible. Was he the one behind this magic, or another prisoner of it? I wasn’t going to be a prisoner for long, not of the beast and not of anything else.  
 
    I kept the ring on, trying to please the powers that be, but the appearance of it had put me off my breakfast entirely. The statues, seeing that I had finished eating, led me to the dressing table. One of them washed my face and hands with warm, lavender-scented water. Another went to work on my hair, removing the braid before tying it into a loose crown of braids. The statue then placed a lace cap on my head, covering my hair completely, as was appropriate for a morning gown. The effect was quite flattering, and I smiled a bit while staring at my reflection. When my hands were washed, they began working on my undergarments, tightening my corset and helping me into a pair of stockings. The parrot emerged from the closet with a flowing white muslin gown, the hanger in its beak. 
 
    “I wanted to go outside this morning, have you a habit or a walking dress? Something very warm, I wanted to take a long walk.” The lace cap disappeared from my head in a whirl, replaced by a fur hat. My white silk stockings were changed with thick woolen ones, and they helped me into a heavy blue and gray walking dress. As soon as everything was buttoned, they placed a fur cape on my shoulders. I then requested a purse, in which I wrapped the remaining bread, and a few oranges, together with a few candles. I asked the statues for flint, and it appeared before me. I rifled through the jewelry box in the closet, retrieving a stunning pair of earrings that I assumed would buy me passage back to Port Paradiz, but I doubted they were noteworthy enough to be missed. Compared to some jewels I saw in the velvet and marble box, these were insignificant.  
 
    With a last look at the bedroom and the statues that already felt like friends, I rushed down the dark hall, down the stairs and pushed open the heavy wooden doors. It took my eyes a few moments to adjust to the white brightness of the snow and cloudy sky. At first, I thought that I must have come out of the wrong door. The day before, the castle doors and the gates had been directly connected by a path, and now there was no path to be seen, at least not a straight one. This path wound around a garden filled with what looked like shrubs and bushes covered in snow. In the distance, there were greenhouses, and further away was a wood, but there was no gate and no fence in sight.  
 
    I returned to the hall, taking a candle off of the candelabra next to the door, and walked to the first door I found. The dining hall looked even more eerily empty in the daytime, as the light from the large window on the far wall finally illuminated its size. I backed away and went to the next door, which led to a dark hall. I slammed it behind me, turning around again and finding another door, but I opened it to see a room with all the furniture covered in sheets. I walked around and around the hall, opening the same doors again, as panic filled me. The door was gone, the one I had used to enter the castle. I was sweating underneath my layers of fur, my heart racing, and I couldn’t breathe. I ran outside again only to see the same thing, a winding path through the gardens with no gate in sight. The cold breeze felt calming against my face, and I threw off my cloak, my mind convincing me that it was the cape, and not my situation that made me feel trapped. 
 
    I ran, one hand on the worn ancient stone of the castle, the other clutching my bundle of emergency provisions. My feet had minds of their own, carrying me until the wall of the castle curved and I turned a corner, finding an orchard. The black, tall trees had branches sticking up as far as I could see, stretching back for what looked like miles. There was no gate, still no gate. I kept my hand on the wall and kept running, ignoring the fact that I was out of breath and both sweaty and freezing cold. I came around the next curve at full speed, sliding a little in the snow. 
 
    On this side of the castle, the woods almost met the castle walls, and I convinced myself that this must be the way out because we had come through the forest in order to reach the gates. Without actually deciding on a direction, I headed into the trees, my dress catching on the low branches and my boots sinking into the snow. I continued for what seemed like forever, running forward, until I turned and realized that I was completely surrounded by forest. There was no gate in sight, but I had lost my view of the castle as well. I continued on, trying to orient myself according to the sun, but it was covered by clouds, and the canopy of tree branches above me was so thick I doubt it would really make a difference. 
 
    I must have been wandering for hours before I sat down on a moss-covered rock, my breathing heavy. As soon as I stopped moving, the cold started to come over me, and I shivered all over. What was I going to do now? The previous night, as I waited for the beast creature to attack me, I had thought about escaping. It would be so easy, I had decided. Even though the gate had been locked the day before, I was somehow going to break it open and run. I didn’t even know where the closest village was. I would probably have frozen to death in the snow.  
 
    I sat there, my fingers and toes getting colder by the minute, wondering what to do next. The light had started to fade, and I couldn’t see as clearly as I had just a few minutes earlier. Soon, it would be dark, and I would be alone in the forest. I stood and turned myself around, making my way back towards the direction I had come. I tried my hardest to follow my footprints back, but the light was fading fast, and I seemed to have changed direction several times during my ramble.  
 
    Finally, I realized that I was never going to find my way out of the forest. Whether inside the castle or out, it felt like the only way out of this disaster was to die, which would be my destiny in any case. I was about to give up and to resign myself to the forest when I remembered the ring. I had never taken it off, and it still glinted there in the ever-dimmer light.  
 
    “I wish to return to the castle.” Whatever power controlled the ring, I was testing it. If the goal was to kill me, surely it would not let me die there in the freezing cold. Unless, of course, the goal was torture, but I tried not to think about that alternative too much. 
 
    Seconds passed, and nothing happened. It seemed like this is what had happened to all the others. They had frozen to death in the forest trying to escape, just like me. Then, I saw a light approaching. It bobbed up and down and from side to side slightly as if being blown around by the wind. As it came closer, I saw that it was a candle.   
 
    I stood, and the candle stopped moving for a moment before it started to move away from me. I followed it through the thicket of trees until I had walked so long that it was completely dark except for the candle floating in front of me. Then, there were no more trees, and in the candlelight, I could see the stone of the castle in front of me. It led me around the corner, and another corner, until the door emerged from the dim.  
 
    Returning to my room, defeated, I lay down on the bed and wept. A part of me was just relieved to be inside and warm again, but the rest of me knew that there was no escape. I didn’t know why I was in the castle or what was going to happen, but I knew that I was stuck there. The little statues removed my shoes as I wept and wrapped my freezing feet in warm towels. One of them wrapped up my hair, and the monkey dabbed at my eyes with a kerchief. The parrot sat on my shoulder in what I assume was meant to be a comforting way. I thought that at least I was still alive, and that was something. Whatever was controlling the castle seemed to want me to live, at least for a time, and if nothing else I could take hope from that. 
 
    My statues dressed me finely for dinner, in another sparkling ball gown, this one rich blue velvet, and a sapphire choker worth more than one of my father’s ships. I spun around in front of the mirror in my chamber as the statues nodded in approval at my appearance, which cheered me ever so slightly. 
 
    After what I had been through that day, the beast did not seem quite so frightening, but I was filled with dread about meeting him again. The fact that I was still alive was a testament to the fact that he didn’t want to eat me, or at least that he was a very poor hunter. The latter seemed unlikely.  
 
    The table was laid, and the candles lit themselves when I came into the dining hall. I stood in the entrance of the room, not really daring to go inside. Was he there, waiting for me? “Good evening.” My words echoed through the sparse hall. 
 
    “Good evening, mistress.” A chill ran through my spine at the sound of his deep, smooth voice. It echoed, just as mine did, and it made it seem like he was everywhere and nowhere in the dark hall all at once. The only thing more frightening than one beast was many of them, and I tried to press the thought out of my mind as the echo continued. 
 
    He emerged from the shadows. I saw him out of the corner of my eye, and I fixed my gaze on my shoes in what I would hope seemed more like a sign of deference than what it was, the fact that I simply did not want to look at him. To show my fear to this creature would be letting him win, and I would rather be eaten than to admit how terribly frightened I was. “Please sit down, mistress.” 
 
    I nodded and made my way forward, my heels clicking on the stone underneath my shoes. My head was straight, my shoulders held tightly back, but I kept my eyes demurely down, to avoid accidentally catching a glimpse of him. The scrape of the chair against the stone floor made me flinch as I approached it, but I didn’t jump. I was in complete control, I reminded myself. I heard his footsteps disappear into the shadows, and I let myself breathe, knowing that I wouldn’t have to see him out of the corner of my eye by accident. Just like the day before, the feast appeared before me as soon as I sat down. A blush crept up my cheeks as I remembered my incredibly idiotic escape attempt and wondered if he knew what had happened. 
 
    I focused on keeping my back straight as I recited the dozens of rules of table manners I had memorized. My governess would have been so proud if she could see how well-behaved I was, considering the circumstances. I busied myself by spooning several roasted carrots onto my plate, followed by a ladleful of some sort of vegetable stew. Ladle upright so as not to drip. Tip downwards. Replace to the bowl. Handle pointing to the person to your left. Of course, the creature wasn’t really sitting to my left. I wasn’t sure where he had sat himself. Perhaps he had a den or cave in the dark shadows full of maiden bones. 
 
    I sampled my stew, which was delicious, and drank my cider without saying anything. Was I supposed to say something? Was he expecting conversation? Was I supposed to entertain him, like a pet? Perhaps that I was my quest. He sat in the darkness, but without actually looking at him I could see his outline faintly in the candlelight if I squinted. He wasn’t eating, as far as I could tell. I had finished everything on my plate to utter silence, only the cracking of the fire and the scraping of my utensils. That was something that I concentrated on trying to minimize during the entire meal. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “Why am I here?” There was a long silence, and I thought that perhaps he had not heard me. I was about to repeat my question when he spoke.  
 
    “You are here to serve a purpose, but I cannot tell you what that purpose is.” There was a long pause before he added. “My apologies.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do it if I don’t know what it is?” 
 
    “Alas, that is a question I cannot answer, mistress.” 
 
    “What has happened to all the others? Did they all come here?” 
 
    “You mean the other maidens?” I nodded. “Yes. They were all here at some point.” 
 
    “Did any of them complete the task?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The others, where are they now? Are they still alive?” 
 
    “To the best of my knowledge, they are all safe and well. At least they were when they left here.” 
 
    “You don’t know where they are?” 
 
    “I know where they are, but I do not know how they fare.” 
 
    “Why do you think that I will be able to do this when all the others have failed?” 
 
    Another long pause and I heard an audible sigh that came out of the beast like a gust of wind. “I do not think that you will be able to.” 
 
    “Then why am I even here? Whatever it is, it seems impossible.” 
 
    “An excellent question, one that I have asked myself many times before, and will ask myself many times again. I apologize for not being able to give you the information that you desire. I understand that it must be frustrating for you. Believe me, if I were able to furnish you with the answers to your questions I would. I only hope that at some point I can convince you that you are safe here and that I intend you no harm.” His voice never raised as he said his words, but there was a clipped, short tone to them as if my impertinence in merely asking annoyed him to no end.  
 
    I wanted to believe him, more for my own peace of mind than anything else. How could I trust a beast like him? Something was being hidden from me, and I could not trust him without knowing what it was. Still, I was alive, as I had to keep reminding myself. At least there was that.  
 
    We sat in silence as I continued to eat, finding myself hungrier than I realized, but unable to eat until I was full in front of the beast. That was another thing that my governess had forced upon me. Ladies eat small bites and dainty meals. At some point, a tray of desserts appeared next to me and it took all my willpower to leave them there, untouched. 
 
    When I placed my napkin on the table, the beast stood. I could hear his chair scrape against the stone. “Will you marry me?” I had been finishing the last of the cider in my glass, and the back of my throat burned as I needed desperately to cough, but I suppressed the urge and swallowed. “And if I may remind you, you may answer freely, without fear of any reaction from me.” 
 
    “No.” The word came out as a small yelp, and I stared down, not wanted to look at him. 
 
    “I wish you a good evening, mistress.” He left the room, and I was alone again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I slept well that night, waking refreshed and not filled with the same amount of dread as I had been in previous days, which I decided was an improvement. The breakfast tray included no coffee, instead there was a fragrant pot of tea and a small pitcher of juice.  
 
    “What shall I do today, then?” I asked the statues, who did not answer but pointed their blank faces at me. They had finished dressing me, and I patted the head of the rabbit that sat on the dressing table. I decided against going outside, still a bit traumatized from the day before. “I think I will explore the castle. He will not tell me what I am to do here, but maybe the answer is in here somewhere. Would you like to come with me?” They nodded. Instead of finding a way out of the grounds, I had decided that it would be better to try to discover the task I was to complete by myself.  
 
    I took a candle with me, remembering the dark halls from yesterday, and prepared to leave the room when the parrot tapped me on the shoulder. It flapped excitedly around my head and led me to a curtain next to the fireplace. I pulled back the heavy patterned velvet with a scene of a woman trapped in a tower to reveal an archway. The room beyond reminded me very much of the room we had just left, filled with light from an ornate stained-glass window that filled an entire wall. On the far side, there were ten bookcases filled with leather-backed volumes in all colors. There was an easel close to me, with pens, pencils, and paintbrushes all laid out neatly on a table next to it. Several fine instruments stood ready in the corner, with music sitting on the stand. Another table was piled high with games, cards, dominos, and chess. There was also a loom and tools for needlepoint, but of all the objects, these seemed the least appealing. 
 
    I made my way over to the books, running my hands against the hard spines and reading their golden titles. Everything from books of history to an anthology of fashion and the classics were displayed on the shelf. Had I not been so determined to explore the castle; I would have ensconced myself in the cushiony chair right next to the window and sat there for hours. I shook my head and turned away from the bookshelf. “We can come back here later, assuming that I haven’t completed whatever I’m supposed to do by chance.” 
 
    The fawn led the way back into the bedroom, and into the hall. The hall was dark, and the light from the candle I had brought with me cast a yellow glow around me and several feet in front of me. “Well, which way shall I go?” It did feel a bit strange talking to the statues, considering the fact that they could not speak. But it was comforting to know that I wasn’t really talking to myself, and that I wasn’t completely alone. 
 
    We headed left down the hall, and it wasn’t long before we came to a door that looked very much like the door of my room. When I pushed on the door, it was strangely heavy, and it took all of my weight to open it just enough for me to stick my head and the candle inside. The room was filled with what looked like large furniture, all covered in sheets, much like the room I had seen downstairs the day before. Something large and rectangular was resting against the door, which is what made it so difficult to open. With I sigh I closed it and made my way to the next room, which was very much the same as the last. This time I went inside and looked underneath the furniture, receiving no reward but a cloud of dust that gave me a sneezing attack. 
 
    The only experience I had of magical castles came from the stories I had been told in childhood, but I checked the most common tricks that I remembered. I pressed down on the panels of several fireplaces and moved the pokers around, but no hidden doors appeared. I checked behind all the draperies for an arch, like the ones that I had found in my room. Behind one of the bedrooms, I found what I thought was a secret passage, but it turned out to be a closet full of men’s clothes that smelled quite damp. At some point, I sat down on one of the covered sofas, exhausted. The statues all rested at my feet. “I would like something to eat,” I said it clearly, speaking into the ring. A plate of cucumber sandwiches appeared, floating in front of me. I reached for one of the sandwiches, noticing that my hands were gray with dust and soot. “And a wet towel to wash my hands, please.” After a blink, a towel smelling of lemongrass was resting on a tray in front of me. 
 
    As I sat and ate, I wondered if this was a complete waste of time, or if in just the next room there would be a sphinx waiting for me to answer three riddles and set us all free. I turned to the statues. “The other girls that were here, did any of them try to explore the rooms too?” All the animals turned to look at the deer who nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Did they ever find a way to escape?” The deer shook its head. My stomach sank, and I put down my half-eaten sandwich. “Well, shall we return to my chamber?” They followed me out the door. Instead of turning back, I decided to try one last door.  The room was papered in deep emerald, with a large window that allowed me to see the fine details in the dark woodwork. The bedcovers were also deep green, but there was no bed frame, the mattress simply rested on the floor. On the far side of the room was an archway, with a winding flight of stairs behind it. As soon as I placed my foot on the first stair, I had a feeling of unease that would not go away.  
 
    With each step, the feeling grew, until I finally heard something moving. I turned around, and the statues were not behind me anymore, and a chill ran up my spine. I stopped to listen, and the noise was there, very distinct, someone walking and objects being moved around. The urge to call out, to tell whoever it was that I was there overwhelmed me, and the words had formed on my lips before I remembered the only other being I had ever seen in the castle was the beast creature. What if this was where he made his den?  
 
    I turned on my heel, nearly tumbling down the stairs as I tried to flee. In order to steady myself, I threw my arms out, and the candlestick that I was holding clattered to the ground. Without thinking I was flying, my skirts in my hand as I went down the stairs, through the room, and into the hall. I didn’t stop until I was back in my chamber, where I paused to catch my breath before running into the antechamber. I threw myself down in the soft chair by the bookshelves and hastily picked up a book and held it to my face, trying to control my breathing.  
 
    Perhaps minutes passed, perhaps hours, but at some point, I realized that the book I was holding, an anthology of Dwarvish poetry, was upside down. My heart was still pounding in my chest as I looked over the top of the book to see that the beast had not followed me there.  The animals were all sitting in front of me and did not seem panicked at all. I placed the book on the side table and listened to the silence that seemed to fill the castle with more of a presence than a hundred people could. There was only quiet, and my breathing. Whoever had been in that tower, they had not chased me. 
 
    I asked for a pot of tea to calm my nerves, and it appeared with a selection of little blueberry tarts. I flipped through the anthology of poetry, finding it just a dull as it seemed by the title. The dwarves like to wax poetic about rocks and dirt and underground streams. The clock in the corner approached two, and I led the statues to the dressing table to change me into an afternoon dress. Just because there was no one to see me didn’t mean that I had to dress drably.  
 
    The parrot chose a high-necked gray gown in crushed velvet which was perfect for lounging about in the library. The monkey removed my morning cap, and the squirrel helped to weave ribbons into my braids. We returned to the library, and I walked along the shelves, picking up all the titles that sounded interesting. Whoever had assembled the library had excellent taste. The books ranged from simple to read to classics, even books written in several other languages. There was also a good mix of literature and reference. I selected a book of history, from next to a collection of letters written by kings to their allies. The library put me to mind of my library at home, which was larger, and where I had had a great deal of choice in the books my father purchased. He liked having a large library to boast about, even if he was rarely seen enjoying them. 
 
    When I had collected two stacks of books, I placed them on the table next to me. I began with a book about the geography of the region. Most of what I read was superficial information that I had learned years ago, but I didn’t feel I was in the right mind to be able to concentrate on something heavier. I enjoyed flipping through the colorful pages and tracing the routes of the traders with my finger. I even found a map of the island my mother was from, and where my brother Peder had been sent to do business by my father years ago. I read that section with interest, finding a few pieces of information that I remembered from his letters. Before I knew it, it was past six, and the rabbit was nudging me to return to the other room and prepare for the meal.  
 
    They dressed me very finely for supper, with chains of diamonds placed in my hair, which was pinned in a complicated design that flattered the shape of my face. Staring at myself in the mirror, I wondered if I were breaking the rules about commoners wearing tiaras and crowns. I decided that the beast seemed unlikely to report me to the Royal Guard and let them stay. My dinner gown was white, made of the finest, softest silk that I had ever seen. I was afraid to touch my skirts for fear of leaving a stain. Even more diamonds were placed around my neck in long, golden loops. I looked beautiful, as always. I wondered if the beast creature noticed how lovely I was, or if he thought that I was just as hideous as I thought him. Perhaps he favored a maiden with horns. 
 
    He was standing, waiting for me as I entered the dining hall, but this time I was prepared. I curtseyed when I saw him bow, and sat down at my seat, all without actually looking at him. I paused before deciding to be brave. “I spent my morning exploring the castle. I hope that it is allowed.” My muscles tightened, as I waited for him to fly into a rage, to chastise me for coming so close to him during the day, but his response was measured. 
 
    “You are free to do whatever you like. As I said, you are mistress of the castle, but I’m afraid you won’t find anything all that interesting here.” 
 
    “I find that curious, considering the magic about.” While we were speaking, I was helping myself to the feast that had appeared before me just moments ago. There was a pumpkin soup that looked wonderful. 
 
    “There is magic here, but it doesn’t come from the castle itself. The castle is just a castle.”  
 
    “What do you do all day, then, in the castle?” 
 
    “I study, I read. When the weather is not so poor, I enjoy walking through the gardens and forest.” He seemed to think this conversation just as odd as I did. His voice was all undertones of curiosity. We sat in silence as I mashed yams with the back of my fork until the voice of my governess telling me not to play with my food appeared in my head. 
 
    “Food is not a toy, and you won’t get a toy if you continue playing,” I muttered to myself before tasting the sweet vegetable. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m sorry, I was speaking to myself.” I blushed before we returned to silence. At least in the dining hall, there was the noise of the fireplace to fill the utter silence. I didn’t stop at the yams. I then sampled an onion pie, followed by steamed beans. When I was full, I placed my napkin on the table and turned to where I assumed the beast was hiding in the shadows. “Have you always been here?” I didn’t know where the question came from, but it seemed silly that we should live in the same castle and I didn’t know anything about him. Even if he was a beast, he certainly had feelings. Didn’t he? I supposed I was about to find out. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Have you always lived in this castle?” 
 
    “No, not always.” 
 
    “Where do you come from?” 
 
    “Somewhere else.”  
 
    “But where?” I thought that if he would simply answer my questions, I wouldn’t need to keep asking him. I had only been silent for a moment before the question I knew was an eventuality came.  
 
    “Will you marry me?” 
 
    I wanted to ask my question again, but I didn’t dare. “No.” 
 
    “Good evening, mistress.” 
 
    “Good evening, Beast,” I said it without meaning to, and afterward I clapped my hand to my mouth, instantly regretting it. Had I really just called him a beast out loud? He said nothing but walked past me and out the door. He was certainly unpleasant to me; I didn’t feel the need to be polite back. As long as it didn’t cause him to murder me I didn’t particularly care if he liked me or not.  
 
      
 
    The next day I had a fresh determination to explore the mysteries of the castle, but this time I had a plan. I asked for and was presented with a large drafting table with pencils and mathematical tools. On the first sheet, I sketched a rough rendering of the castle, its shape from what I remembered and what I had seen. Then, I had the statues dress me in another heavy outfit for going outside. Along with a small notebook, I exited the castle and walked far enough away to get a good view of it. I saw the tower where I suspected the Beast lived and observed all the differences in the height of the roofs. I counted all the windows I could see and wrote all my observations down. I did the same for all four sides of the castle, making note of what was around me when I went on every side. 
 
    After a light tea and something to warm my feet, I requested ribbon and scissors. I held the ribbon up to exactly my height and had the parrot cut it. Then, I went exploring. I went in the opposite direction of the way I had gone the day before, entering each room and making notes on what I found there. I used the ribbon and, knowing my height, I would measure the walls of every room. I knew the number of windows on each side, which would hopefully tell me if there was a hidden room somewhere. It was already getting dark by the time I had finished two sides of the top floor, so I left another piece of ribbon tied to the next door before returning to my room. There, I sat at the drawing table and began my map over the castle.  
 
    I was filled with confidence that my plan would be successful. So much so that dinner with the Beast did not bother me at all. Besides wishing him a good evening as I entered the dining room, and saying no to his marriage proposal, we did not speak at all. My mind was filled with my sketches during the meal, and I rushed back upstairs to continue. 
 
    Mapping the upstairs took me another full day. The only room I didn’t explore completely was the one I knew led to Beast’s tower. I did open that door, though, ever so quietly, in order to count the windows. There was one, just as I had thought. Looking back at my drawings and figures, I was missing four, somehow. I knew that I had counted right and even went room to room again trying to make sure. It was the same result. Some rooms were being hidden from me, and I became certain that they were the ones that contained the secrets I was looking for. 
 
    The downstairs took me even longer. There were passageways that seemed to lead nowhere, doors that were locked, and even one that was barred shut with a giant padlock. When I counted all the windows I found there, there were three too many. The sketches of the downstairs didn’t even seem to match the outside of the castle in its shape. This whole project had taken me almost a week, and I had learned absolutely nothing about the castle and why I was there, except that most of the rooms weren't being cleaned very well. It was late at night when I realized this, and I was already exhausted. I threw my drawing pencil on the ground, and it was immediately retrieved by the squirrel.  
 
    I hoisted myself onto the sofa and let out a scream of frustration into the pillow. I supposed that this is simply what happens when you try to counter magic with logic. How was I supposed to get out of this castle now? I thought again to all the rooms, trying to think of something that I had missed but really the only thing that I had left unexplored was the Beast’s tower. Then, I had another idea. Surely he knew more about the castle than I did, even with all my notes and measurements. Perhaps he even knew where the keys to the locked doors were. The only problem was that he didn’t seem eager to share what he knew with me. All the questions that I had asked him had been met with clipped evasions. I had to befriend him. That was the only way out of the castle, I was sure of it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I did not explore the next day. I had entirely given up on the idea. Instead, I settled into the library right after my breakfast and selected a book about the religion of an ancient civilization. After a while, I tried my hand at watercolors with limited success. I managed to paint a rather uninspired seascape before giving up and returning to my pile of books. My mother had always said than an accomplished lady read, painted and sewed. I had mastered reading with gusto, reached an adequate level of painting skill, but could not sew a straight line to save my life.  
 
    The day passed happily as I lazily read, eating teacakes off a tray on the table and discussing important points in my book with the silent statues. After my frantic exploration of the castle during the previous days, it was a lovely respite. Without much happening at all, it was soon time to dress for dinner. I went into the closet with the parrot to choose a gown that I hoped would make me appear friendlier. The parrot led me to a rack of dinner gowns, and there must have been at least a hundred of them. 
 
    I reached for a yellow gown and the parrot shook its head, gesturing to a pale blue satin gown with ivory lace accents. I knew why it was against the dress I selected. The deep, brownish yellow, would make me look sallow, and would clash awfully with my hair. I thought that it would be difficult for Beast to have a conversation with me when I was at my most ravishing. The yellow would hopefully be a distraction. As the statues helped me to dress, I thought that the whole crew looked particularly dejected at my choice. The gown had a wide skirt, made of shiny satin with pickups all over the skirt. There was nothing about it I liked at all, and it looked to be about fifty years out of style.  
 
    The squirrel had pulled my hair into a lovely chignon, but I told it that I wanted to wear my hair down. It was harder to see how my hair clashed with my dress when it was tied up. The poor squirrel complied, but it had the same depressed body language that the parrot had displayed. They both seemed to know that they were making me uglier instead of prettier. The effect was appropriate. I was still lovely, of course, but the color served to tone it down quite a bit.  
 
    As I walked down to the dining room, I thought of all the banal topics that I could discuss with the Beast. I had prepared them throughout the day, and they were now a repeating list in my head. He greeted me at the door with a “Good evening, mistress.” I stepped forward, directly behind the chair before it could pull itself out so that it could not move. I stared at him while standing for a long pause before he understood and pulled the chair out for me. I hoped he didn’t see my entire body shiver as his arm came within a few inches of mine.  
 
    “Why don’t you sit a bit closer? I can’t see you when you hide in the shadows.” I had practiced the line in my head all day and hoped that it didn’t sound as rehearsed as it felt. I was fairly certain that I heard my voice squeak at the end. He hesitated halfway between me and the shadows before settling himself there. I could see him sitting, but it was still too dark to make out much of him.  
 
    I expected him to say something after I had tried so hard to be friendly, but he did not. “Potatoes. I do enjoy potatoes.” I tried not to let eating break my smile. “Do you like potatoes?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” He sounded like the words caused him actual pain to say, as if someone were driving a knife into his foot, or hoof, with every syllable.  
 
    “Have you had a pleasant day?” I tried again. 
 
    “Pleasant enough. Have you had a nice day?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I read quite a bit and painted a watercolor scene.” More silence. It started to feel like silence was a third person in our conversation, someone who dominated it. “Do you paint?” Enough time had passed between that question and my last statement I expected him to ask me what I was talking about. 
 
    “No.” I thought that he would not say anything more and that I would be forced to ask him about the weather. “I have never been much of a painter, but I do sketch from time to time.” Silence overtook the conversation again, but I felt that at least we were moving forward. I had assumed that the most difficult part of befriending him would be his appearance, but when I did not look at him, the only difference between him and a boring dinner guest was how deep and loud his voice was. 
 
    I made one more attempt just as I was almost finished eating, which meant that our time together would come to an end. “I've been exploring the castle lately. It's quite large.” 
 
    “Yes. It is.” That was all he said. I took another piece of broccoli to avoid trying to think of something else to say. I pushed it around my plate for a moment before giving up and putting my napkin down. That made him speak. “Will you marry me, mistress?” I shook my head, still staring at my broccoli. “Good evening, mistress,” I repeated the same to him but couldn’t get over the idea that this was useless. He obviously did not want to be my friend.  
 
      
 
    The next day, I tried even harder to be friendly. “Did you see it snowing this afternoon? I come from the south, you know. By the ocean. I had never seen snow before in my life before I came here. I was really quite interested to see it. I think once in your life; you should see snow.” 
 
    The whole monologue seemed insipid. He was silent for a long time, before finally responding. “I have never seen the ocean, although I should like to.” With another long pause, he seemed to be making an effort. “Is it nice?” 
 
    “The ocean? Yes, of course. It’s very beautiful. My father used to go on long sea voyages all the time before he got married. My brother Peder has been away for five years now, trading spices in the islands. My father says that the ocean looks different wherever you go, that no two coasts or beaches are the same.” 
 
    “You did say that your father was a tradesman.” I could almost hear the pain in his voice, neither of us was enjoying this conversation in the slightest. It was an agony to us both. 
 
    “Yes. He imports spices, coffee, and dyes. We’re actually very well established in Port Paradiz. He’s one of the few people who imports the variation of coffee that the Queen prefers. He says that he’s the smartest tradesman he knows because a shipment of coffee and spices makes double to profit of rum or gold because of how much fits on the ship.” 
 
    “And which coffee does the Queen prefer?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. I was never allowed near that kind of discussion. It doesn’t interest me in any case. But I did enjoy hearing all about my father and my brother’s adventures. I longed to go on a sea voyage. I was much younger when Peder was sent away, but I still treasure those letters. Father said that he would be coming home soon, and he always promised to bring me a treasure from the ocean. When I was younger, I imagined an aquamarine the size of my head, or something else exotic. I can't wait...” I realized as I was speaking just how much I missed my family. I had thought about them, of course, but the realization that I would not see Peder, no matter when he came home, came as a shock to me just at that moment.  
 
    “You must miss your family.” It was the first kind thing I think the Beast had ever said to me.  I looked up at him only to immediately look away again because I forgot how horrifying he looked. 
 
    “I do. But I have missed Peder for a long time. Every year my father says that maybe he will be coming home. I barely remember what he looks like.” 
 
    “I could help you with that if you wish.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I have a mirror that can show you people, if you ask it to. If you would like, you can borrow it.” 
 
    “Yes, I...” I shook my head with comprehension. “I remember, the Queen had one. She used it to see my face. Is it like that?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly like that. I shall leave it in your room with you so that you have some privacy. I can only tell you to be careful, it’s more painful than you think it will be.” 
 
    Did he have a family? Never had I heard of a creature like him. For a moment I began to feel a bit sorry for him, imagining that he was the only beast in the world. But I wasn’t sorry enough to answer yes when he asked me to marry him. 
 
    When I returned to my room, I was undressed, and I cuddled into bed with the mirror which had been waiting for me on my dressing table. “Show me my father,” I whispered to the mirror, keeping my eyes shut for the blinding flash. When I opened them again, I saw my father sitting over his desk and writing in his logbook. I traced my fingers over the image. He looked tired like he always did. 
 
    “Show me my brother Peder.” Seeing his face after all these years brought a tear to my eye. Peder had always been my favorite brother, even if you weren't supposed to have a favorite. He had endless patience for me as a child and never thought it was strange that I loved to read and learn as my father did.  He looked incredibly tanned as he stood on the deck of a ship, turquoise water surrounding him. So many times, throughout the past few years, I had worried about Peder. If he was injured or killed, we would not have heard about it for months afterward. Each letter he sent home was cause for celebration. Just knowing that he was safe made me feel safe. I remembered that he couldn’t know what had happened yet. I envied him that peace. 
 
    “Show me my brother Ast.” My middle brother, who was stationed permanently in a port town a few weeks away, was sitting in the sunshine, watching ships with white sails come into the harbor. My brother Senten, who had an office right next to my father, was still hard at work with his own book of figures. Senten was just one year older than me, and we used to share the same tutors. He still wrote in the same awful, illegible scrawl. I traced my finger over the outline of his face, smiling and remembering how much our governess complained about it. 
 
    My sister Halina was at home, and my sister Berga was with her. They were both sitting in the parlor I knew so well, where Berga and I would sit and eat almond cookies until we felt so full that we were almost sick. Berga had a handkerchief clutched in her fist, and I could see that she had been crying. Seeing them there, with Berga crying, it hit me like a punch. I wanted to reach out to them, to tell them that I was all right, at least for now, and that I was doing everything I could to come home to them. I put the mirror down, not able to take it anymore. I cried myself to sleep, wondering for the thousandth time what was going to happen to me, and why I was there. I thought back to what the Beast had said, that it was more painful than I thought it would be. 
 
    The next day, I felt like I was in a haze. I couldn’t properly concentrate on anything. I started and gave up on at least five books, smashed paint onto a canvas, and took my frustration out on the harpsichord. The statues gathered around me and seemed to try to cheer me, but it was useless. I had been so stressed and worried, that I had not had time to miss my family. Now that I did, it was all I could think about.  
 
    I had already given up on trying to be friendly to Beast that day. I let them dress me without comment and slumped downstairs. “Good evening, mistress.” 
 
    “Good evening.” I slid into my chair, and he sat down afterwards in the same chair as the day before. Instead of beginning to eat, I stared at the food in front of me, finding nothing that I wanted. 
 
    “Is there a problem, mistress?” 
 
    “I find myself without an appetite today.” This wasn’t completely true. I had eaten at least a dozen lemon cookies at tea time as I stared at the scenes of my family, which had just made me more upset. 
 
    “I am sorry to hear it.” Silence, our dear friend, returned. I knew that it was my turn to talk, that I should ask him about his day or the weather, but I didn’t have the energy.  
 
    “I am sorry, but I am suddenly very tired. I think I should go to bed.” This wasn’t true either. When I returned to my room, I was not going to sleep, I was going to stay awake and wallow in my misery. I was alone, and I missed my family. 
 
    “Might I make a suggestion? Only look at your family once a week. Any more often and it becomes something constant that eats away at you a bit more every day. Once a week and the memories become something happier.” 
 
    I squeezed my nails into my palms, forcing myself not to cry. With a few deep breaths, staring at the dishes of food that I didn’t want, I calmed myself down. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I thought that he wasn’t answering my question on purpose, and I was about to get up when he spoke again. “It’s not as if the normal things that make time pass occur here. There are seasons, yes, but I’ve quite lost track. I’ve been here for a number of years, I think.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Am I going to be here for a number of years?” Saying the words sent a chill through me. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” My head kept nodding until I realized that I must look quite stupid. I stopped and looked in his direction. I had not looked directly at his face since the first time I had seen him, and I took in flashes of those hideous orange eyes, the horns, the snout, the mane, and the moment of me trusting him seemed lost.  
 
    “Goodnight.” I stood, as did he. 
 
    “Mistress, will you marry me?” 
 
    “No.”   
 
    “Goodnight.” He said as he went past me and out the door. 
 
    The next day was better. I hadn’t look at my family the evening before or that morning. Instead, I tried to think about other things. I began by taking my breakfast in the library, pouring over a reference book about the indigenous flora and fauna of the valley region, which had several interesting drawings of rabbits and deer. I showed these to my animals and told them that they were all much more attractive. The thoughts still popped up though, quite uninvited. That night, when I went to dinner, I thought to return to my plan to befriend Beast. After all, if I could get out of the castle more quickly, I would soon be back to them. 
 
    “Have you had a pleasant day?” Beast asked me as soon as we had both settled into our chairs.  
 
    “Better than yesterday, I think. How was your day?” 
 
    “Good, very productive.” 
 
    “I think that the weather is starting to get warmer. At least it looked sunny from my window.” Is this really what I was talking about with a frightening monster?  
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Again, little was said between us during the meal, but I there began to be some ease between us. The Beast said very little, but he was at least courteous in his answers to my banal questions. After refusing his proposal and returning to my room, I wondered if we would ever be friends. Probably not, I decided. Even for a beast, he was an awful conversationalist. I reminded myself of my mission once again. We did not need to be friends, I just needed to extract information from him. Although, it had been so very kind of him to give me that mirror.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Our conversations, or rather our loose comments aimed at one another over the dining table, continued over the next week or so. Nothing real was ever discussed, and he never provided any encouragement in response to my meager attempts at conversation. He continued to ask me to marry him every evening, but other than that he showed no interest in getting to know me. 
 
    During the day, I spent most of my time reading, with a bit of time each day devoted to painting poorly. The statues were my models, and I had several of the canvases displayed about the room. There were a handful of the monkey standing next to an apple and the deer by the window. A few minutes each morning was spent at the harpsichord. My sisters had always mocked me for my poor musical skills, and I was determined that I should improve myself now that I really had the time to practice. 
 
    Taking my breakfast in the library had become part of my morning routine, as had eating two slices of the delicious raisin bread that came in a basket on the breakfast tray every morning. I always added a glob of butter and a spread of jam. That morning, I sat down with a book I had chosen about a dead language. My juice, tea, fruit, jam, and bread were all sitting neatly on the breakfast tray, but there was no butter in sight. 
 
    I lifted up the different plates and dishes and moved around the little vase of flowers that always accompanied the tray. Today they were red carnations. No matter how many things I displaced, the butter was noticeably absent. I turned to the ring around my finger, which I had used increasingly more often now that I wasn’t afraid of it. “Butter.” 
 
    I waited, staring at the tray and waiting for the little silver dish of butter to appear. A minute passed, and I was still waiting, my bread growing cold in my hand. “I want butter,” I said more loudly, more clearly, staring directly at the ring. Still, nothing happened. “Please.” 
 
    Placing my bread back on the tray, I removed the ring and held it upright in front of my mouth. “Butter!” The statues were startled by my screams. I said it again, this time in all four of the languages I knew. Still nothing, so this time I screamed the word louder, after cleaning the ring on my pinafore. A deep rumbling filled my ears. All of a sudden, the Beast appeared in the room next to me, and I realized that it was he that was making the noise, the awful noise that seemed to shake the castle. I screamed, but could barely hear it over the sound surrounding us. In a panic, I propelled myself off of the chair, taking the breakfast tray with me. I was on my back on the floor, covered in jam and pieces of bread. 
 
    It was the first time I had seen the Beast in full daylight, and it was more terrifying than I could remember. His yellow eyes bored into me, his fangs glinted in the sunlight and his snout was pointed directly at me. In the firelight, I had never really seen his color, but I now saw that he was a deep chestnut brown, and the mane surrounding his head was jet black. A scream lodged itself in my throat, and I swallowed it, knowing that releasing it would ruin everything. He turned from me until he faced the bookshelf. I collected myself and stood up, wiping the bits of breakfast from my gown with the help of the statues, who had rushed over to help. 
 
    “I apologize; I did not mean to frighten you. I only wanted to tell you that there is no butter.” 
 
    “What?” I was still standing there, trying too hard to understand what was going on to pay attention to what he was saying. 
 
    “If there was butter to be had, you would have it, but there isn’t any more of it. A block was sent with you, along with some cheese and meat, but it’s all been eaten now.”  
 
    “How did you know that I wanted butter?” 
 
    “How do you think things come to you when you ask for them?” His voice was curt, cold. I almost wanted to see his expression, to read it, but I doubted that I would be able to see anything of what he was feeling through the fur. 
 
    “The castle answers my requests.” 
 
    “The castle can do many things, but not that.” He moved his arms around in front of him so that I couldn’t see what he was doing until his arm emerged with a ring on a long chain. “I hear everything you request, and I do my best to answer your needs. I’ve only come down to tell you because I didn’t think you would ever stop asking.” I thought then of all the stupid things I had asked for since coming the week before. I had demanded glasses of water in the middle of the night, and more lemon cakes than were good for me. I had even asked for a book from the other side of the room when I was too lazy to get up and fetch it. A blush crept up my cheeks as I thought of how selfish I had been to inconvenience the Beast so much. 
 
    “Wait… are you a sorcerer?” 
 
    “I suppose you could call me that. I can do magic if that is what you mean. Again, I am sorry for disturbing you. It will not happen again.” Without another word, he disappeared with a flourish of his cloak. I sat back down on the chair and saw that the breakfast tray had been cleaned up and was replaced with a basket of bread and a pot of tea without the silver tray. The flowers were gone. I felt very guilty then, for all the trouble I had caused Beast. As I sat there, I realized that he had been laughing, that had been the horrible noise I had heard. It was the first time that he had shown any emotion when talking to me, and he had apologized for it. Wasn’t this what I had been waiting for, to see that he was capable of some friendly feeling? Surely laughing was a friendly feeling, I told myself. I would have to tell him that evening that I was sorry for reacting the way I did, that I was merely startled, and I was sorry for being so demanding.  
 
    I practiced what to say on and off throughout the day with the squirrel as my silent partner. When I went downstairs to dinner, I found the dining hall empty. I sat and ate in silence, and when I was finished, I heard a forced cough come from the far side of the room. The Beast was completely shrouded in shadows. “Good evening, mistress. Will you marry me? 
 
    “No. But I wanted to speak to you about…” 
 
    “Thank you. Good evening, mistress.” Without letting me finish and apologize, he left the room, the door closing softly behind him. I sat there in front of my empty plate for a time before going to bed. I was more determined than ever to apologize to him the next day, but the same thing happened again. He entered the dining hall at the end of the meal, proposed, and left.  
 
    By the third day, I had become indignant. If he wasn’t going to give me a chance to apologize, why should I? The entire meal, I sat there, steaming as if I were one of the vegetables in a tureen. He really should not be upset at me for being frightened by his sudden appearance. Had anyone popped into the room like that I would have been frightened. He looked like a living nightmare, what did he expect? When he did appear, I was ready for him. “Good evening, mistress. Will you marry me?” 
 
    “Do you love me?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I seemed to have caught him off guard, which had been my intention. 
 
    “Are you in love with me?” 
 
    A long pause filled the space between us before he answered. “No.” 
 
    “Then why do you want to marry me?” 
 
    He came closer and sat down in the chair next to me, as if daring me to be frightened. “I suppose that I am simply in need of a beautiful wife.” His voice was low, and as far as I could tell he wasn’t looking at me. Although, I was also avoiding looking at him, so it was difficult to tell. “Doesn’t everyone want a beautiful wife?” 
 
    “Is that all I am, then? Something beautiful?” 
 
    “I don’t think that I am anything other than hideous. I saw the look of terror on your face when I frightened you.” 
 
    “First of all, you cannot blame me for how I reacted. You appeared out of nowhere in my study and scared me half to death. I don’t know what was so funny about there not being any butter left.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the fact that there wasn’t any butter, it was more the determination with which you wished for it.”  
 
    “I don’t know how you expect me to marry you when I don’t even know you. Whenever I try to speak with you, you pointedly refuse to engage with me! It’s not so easy living completely alone in this castle, you know.” 
 
    “I do know.” In my fury, I had forgotten that he had been here longer than I had. 
 
    “The only reason that I’m here is that I didn’t want to marry someone I didn’t love.” My own honesty surprised me; it was a truth that I hadn’t even admitted to my father. “There were plenty of suitors that wanted to make sure I didn’t end up here, but I refused them all.” 
 
    “That’s very brave of you.” 
 
    “Not really. My mother was very beautiful. People say that I look just like her. She came from one of my father’s spice islands. He liked to say that she was the finest of all the treasures he’d ever come across. He laughed when he said it, but she hated it. It made her sound like she was worth nothing more than a bag of tea leaves. I was only a child when she died, but even as a child, I could see that they were not in love and that my mother was very unhappy. My mother used to tell me how beautiful I was, and how I would have my pick of suitors when I grew up, but that’s not what I wanted. I just wanted someone that loved me, that didn’t see me as something to show off, a jewel in their collection. Being unhappy an entire lifetime for comfort or position, that’s not something that would ever agree to, not for anything. That’s why it is so infuriating to me when you ask me to marry you. We do not even know each other; we are not even friends. I tried to be your friend, to be kind to you, but I was met with no encouragement at all.” 
 
    We sat there for a long time, and I listened to the crackling of the fire, wondering why I had said all that. Perhaps it was because I knew that the Beast could not tell anyone, but perhaps I just needed to hear myself say it. “Maybe I should begin by telling you that I do not like the situation we find ourselves in any more than you do. The thought of a loveless marriage is not appealing to me, either. I apologize for not being more open with you. I am not so much at ease in conversation as I should be. Admittedly, it has been a long time since I’ve had one.” 
 
    “Thank you. And I would also like to apologize. I have been so silly with my requests for the ring. I didn’t understand that it was you that was answering my needs. I don’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    “Please, think nothing of it. It really is not any trouble for me to give you what you would like. I would hope that you would not stop asking for the things you need for fear of inconveniencing me.” 
 
    “I will try, but I wouldn’t want to be a bother.” 
 
    “Thank you. I did mean to ask you if you were comfortable and if you were settling in all right.” 
 
    “Fine, thank you. Everything is very comfortable. The study keeps me quite occupied.” 
 
    “If there is anything you need or something you would like changed, please let me know.” 
 
    “Thank you, but it really is perfect.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I sat there for a moment, smiling just a little because I felt like that perhaps my task wasn’t impossible after all. I could befriend the Beast if he would let me. “Do you think that you could try to be my friend?” 
 
    “I would like that very much. Would you want to be friends with me? I imagine that I am very frightening to look at.” This was true, of course. In fact, I suspected that any friendship that we had would be dependent on me not looking at him and never being too close to him. Even now, if I was not careful, I would see a blink of him out of the corner of my eye, and a chill would pass through me. 
 
     “Yes,” It was not entirely a lie. I wanted to know everything that the Beast knew about the castle, to help me escape, but I realized that it would also be a lonely life there without a soul to talk to. I could speak with the statues, of course, but the fact that they could not answer did not make them ideal companions. 
 
    “We should say goodnight, mistress.” 
 
    “Please, call me Belara. There is no need for such formality. What shall I call you, then?” 
 
    “I think what you called me the other night was appropriate. Beast. It is what I am, after all. You can accuse me of many things, Belara, but a lack of self-awareness is not one of them.” He stood. “I have to ask you; you will not blame me I hope… will you marry me?” I shook my head, wondering why he was still asking me when he had heard my thoughts on marriage. 
 
    “You know now what my answer will be and why.”  
 
    “And I cannot blame you for it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Thank you for answering. I wish you a good evening, Belara.” 
 
    “Good evening, Beast.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I felt a flutter in my stomach the next night as I went down to dinner. It was as if I were meeting someone new for the first time. My parrot selected an absolutely stunning blue velvet dinner gown that perfectly matched my eyes. Delicate ivory ribbons studded with pearls lined my chest, sleeves, and hem. A pearl snood was woven into the back of my hair, while the rest hung down my back in curls that the squirrel had created by papering my hair for several hours. Large pearl earrings dangled close to a high choker around my neck. My appearance was quite pleasing, especially with the little rouge the monkey had added to my cheeks at my request. The snood, along with the gown, was out of fashion by at least a hundred years, which I found remarkable. Going through the closet with the parrot, I realized that the clothing there was a mixture of fairly recent fashions and things that I had only seen in portraits in the town hall. I doubted that the Beast would notice the fashion I wore in any case. 
 
    He was standing at the head of the table, waiting for me. As I approached, he bowed. His form was perfect, his back completely straight as he bent, which I imagined was difficult because some malformation in his creature body caused a bit of a hunchback around his shoulders. 
 
    Instead of sitting far away, he took a seat close enough that I could see him. “Good evening, mistress.” 
 
    “Good evening.” 
 
    “Have you had a pleasant day?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I have been working on watercolors based upon an old book of military fortifications.” I did not tell him that this was all a part of my plan to discover the true secrets of the castle. One of the books in my library was a reference manual, and I had been using it to try to find something out about the history of this place.  
 
    “Are you interested in military fortifications?” 
 
    I forced a laugh, even though I didn't think he had been attempting humor. Truth be told, I just wanted to lighten the mood somehow, and my sister had always told me that a man likes a woman who can laugh. Of course, my other sister had told me that laughing is unattractive and crass in company. “No, not particularly, but I enjoy learning a bit about everything.” Even if I was trying to be friendly, there couldn't be any harm in trying to find out more about where we were. “I’ve decided that this castle was built during the reign of Leptus the Lionheart. There is a well-defended inner courtyard, with a stairwell easily blocked in case of attack. All the sleeping rooms are upstairs, which was uncommon in castles built by his father and grandfather.” 
 
    The shadow nodded from the darkness. “You seem to have learned much from your studies today. Most young ladies have not even heard of Leptus the Lionheart.” 
 
    “I've read about his campaigns on the northern border before. They were remarkably unsuccessful, and no one really knows why he ended up being known as the Lionheart, but a prevailing theory is that he grandson, Greor the Hammer, wanted a stronger claim to the contested borderlands, and rewrote history a bit in order to justify an invasion.” 
 
    “I am indeed familiar with that piece of royal history. I must say, I am impressed. For one who takes such an interest in their appearance as you do, you are very well read.” An angry blush crept up my body, from my toes before finally settling in a rash of indignation on my cheeks. Was he calling me vain? I bit the inside of my lip to stop from responding in anger.  
 
    “What exactly do you mean?” I asked him in my sweetest voice, trying to pretend that I had somehow misunderstood him. 
 
    “Well, you seem to care a lot about how you dress and present yourself. It is quite normal for ladies from your class, I think. The number of jewels and finery and all of that.” He must have seen my face at that point. “Please don't mistake my meaning.” 
 
    “Mistake your meaning? I believe that you’ve just called me vain.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not what I meant. I just meant that...” 
 
    I stood up and turned to where I assumed his shadow would be. “I am greatly fatigued. I think I will retire early.” Before I reached the door, I called back to him. “Before you even ask, I will not marry you.” After the door closed behind me, I realized that my heart was pounding in my chest like a drum. Had I really just stood up to the Beast like that? I had, and I reasoned that he certainly deserved it. He had no right to call me vain, he didn’t even know me! 
 
    My sisters had called me vain a thousand times, but I had never been this upset. That the monster who could tear me apart with his claws thought that I was so flawed made my blood boil. He thought me vain, I would show him vain. The next day, against the flurried head shaking of the parrot and the deer, I carefully selected the gaudiest outfit in the entire wardrobe. I assumed by looking at it that someone had commissioned it for a costume ball. The bodice was rich, supple velvet softer than kitten fur, and the skirt fanned out behind me in a collection of peacock feathers. They were arranged in such a way that I looked like I was one of the birds. Staring at myself in the mirror with it on, I realized that I looked completely ridiculous. I supposed that I was the embodiment of what the Beast assumed that I was. A merchant’s daughter with too much money and too little style. 
 
    The outfit was completed by a turban of shining blue silk, topped with another feather and held in place by an enormous diamond sewn into the fabric. More diamonds found their way around my neck, covering the skin from just below my ears all the way to where the bodice met my bosom in glittering jewels. Diamond, sapphire and emerald bangles covered my wrists to such an extent that I could actually feel their weight when I moved my arms. 
 
    As I spun around in the mirror, I looked like a caricature, which was my intention. Of course, I did look very attractive. I felt a smug satisfaction at the way the blue in the bodice contrasted with the lighter blue in my eyes, making them stand out, and how the deep jewel tones showed off how pale my skin was. I was breathtaking and look where it had gotten me. I was trying to bait a Beast. 
 
    Walking into the dining hall, my glass shoes clicking against the stone, I could sense that he was there. Something about how the room seemed cold even though multiple fires were burning. The low rumbling that I now recognized immediately as a laugh rang through the room, echoing from the walls and filling all the dark empty space with the sound of it. I held my ground and did not change my expression in the slightest. 
 
    “Where did you find something like that?” 
 
    “Well, in consideration of how vain I am, I thought to show myself off to best advantage.” 
 
    “To best advantage? You look like you're about to take flight.” 
 
    “You are simply full of complimentary things to say. Both today and yesterday. How is a girl to react?” 
 
    “I did want to apologize for yesterday. I don’t think that you fully understood my meaning.” 
 
    “I didn’t think that there was so much to interpret.” 
 
    “I only meant that it is refreshing to meet someone so well-read. Most maidens in my experience are only just interested enough to be able to quote Yizma and Tani. And so, I shall lie you down in the field of lavender, and you shall dream forever. You are a merchant’s daughter, after all. I did not expect you to be so informed.” 
 
    “It's heather.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “And so, I shall lie you down in fields of heather, and you shall dream forever. You’re quoting the old translation. I was at a salon a month or so ago with my brother, and they discussed how the mistranslation occurred. As they run from their families, who will surely kill them for trying to marry, he promises to lay her in a field of heather.” 
 
    “No. It can't be heather. The lavender represents their dream of moving to the south of the country and living simply.” 
 
    “Yes, but in the last moments, before the tide takes them away, Tani tells her that he will lay her in heather, something from her home that she loves. He is admitting that their love affair is doomed, and he wishes that they could return home.” I sat there as he didn’t move, trying not to look too smug. “I may be a merchant’s daughter, but I am better educated than these simple noble ladies who never learn anything besides writing their own names and counting the jewels on their tiaras. And apparently, I know more about classical literature than you.” 
 
    “I apologize. Now we have something to talk about.” I thought I heard a hint of a smile in his voice, but I couldn't be certain.  
 
    “You know that you’ve insulted me at least twice in the last five minutes? You’ve called me both vain and, essentially, bourgeois. If this is your attempt at making friends, you’re not very good at it.” 
 
    He laughed, that loud, rumbling boom. This time I was more prepared, and I think that I kept my composure rather well. “May I apologize?” 
 
    “You may, but I don't know if I will accept it.” 
 
    “In that case, I offer you my most humble apologies once again. Perhaps I misjudged you.” 
 
    “You think me silly and vain because I am beautiful?” 
 
    “Did you not just call yourself beautiful?” 
 
    “I understand that I am to be more modest, but I don’t see the point of it. I know that I am beautiful. Before I was a maiden, even when I was a little girl, people have always told me that I was beautiful. Merchants selling their wares in the markets to the sons of lords who are too high to even acknowledge my existence have told me so. When I look in the mirror, I can see no flaws. I am a beautiful creature. I don’t think it, I know it. The fact that I am here, named the most beautiful maiden in the land by that mirror, was just another confirmation. I would have to be a fool to sit here and blush when someone called me beautiful like it was a surprise. Your problem is not that I am beautiful, I think it’s that you think that I cannot be anything else. All men see women the same way, as a decoration. You told me yesterday that I judged you by your appearance, but you have done the same.”  
 
    I took a long, undainty swig of wine, but resisted the urge to wipe my mouth with the sleeve of my gown. He seemed so well versed in etiquette; I think it might have made him faint. “You’re right. I did think that you were too beautiful to have much to say. I should have reserved my judgment until I knew you.” I smiled, confident that I had won. He didn’t seem particularly annoyed with me either. This is the first real discussion I felt that we had ever had. “When you have finished eating, I have something to show you, if I may.” 
 
    “As you wish,” I said with a small smile that I hoped conveyed that I had somewhat forgiven him for insulting me. I finished a slice of delicious cherry pie before telling him that I was finished. “What have you to show me?” His enormous form swept from the shadows. 
 
    “If you would follow me.” 
 
    I stood, now immensely curious where he could be taking me. At some point, it did cross my mind that he might be leading me to my doom. Perhaps following him through the dark and crisscrossing halls would lead us to the dungeon, or a giant hole in the floor that would drop into oblivion. But to be perfectly honest, I felt some sort of ease now with the Beast that I couldn’t quite explain, even to myself. He led me down one of the halls that I remembered from my surveys of the castle. I knew that this path, which had several curves that didn’t seem to make sense considering the shape of the house and the location of the rooms that I could actually open around it. We finally came to a set of ornately carved doors flanked by two stone lions. I recognized this door as one that had remained steadfastly locked no matter how many times I pushed and pulled on the giant door ring, which was also fashioned to look like a lion. “This is my favorite part of the castle.” His voice was soft, or at least about as soft as I thought he could make it. I tried not to look too eager. This is exactly what I wanted, to see parts of the castle that were inaccessible to me. I made a note to remember to estimate the size of the room and count the windows and add them to my journal and sketches.  
 
    He opened the door, and dozens of candles and a roaring fire sprang to life, illuminating a room that was two stories high, and every inch of the walls, besides an enormous stained-glass window, was filled with books. My hand went to my mouth, which had opened in surprise. “There are other books in your own study, of course, but I thought that perhaps, considering your tastes, the selection might be a bit lacking for you.” 
 
    I walked straight to the right, running my hands over the leather-bound volumes covered in gilded script. The ones I was touching were atlases. I picked one up, the name of a far-off land I had only ever read a few times before on the spine and opened it, finding pages and pages of colorful maps, detailed sketches of the trees and notable buildings, and text in a language I could not read. I placed it carefully back on the shelf and looked around me. There must be thousands of books here, tens of thousands. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It's glorious. This must be bigger than the Royal Collection.” 
 
    “Not quite, but it’s close. These books were collected for generations, and I added to it. There are even a few that you can’t find anywhere else in the world. I have the original letters from Tarnan to his commanders.” 
 
    “I’m overwhelmed. How can one even begin?” 
 
    “Here. You if you like the classics, I think I’ll have something else you’ll like. He swept over to the other side of the room, closer to the fire, and ran his hands over several shelves before taking down a slim, paperback volume. “This is Larnavine. He wrote during the same time period as many of the others, but most people have never heard of him. He wanted his writing destroyed after his death, but his widow found the manuscript twenty years later. She knew it was brilliant, but by then the romantic style had gone out of fashion. The work is almost entirely unknown, which is unfortunate because it is a masterpiece.” I followed him to where he stood and took the book from his hands. The cover was well worn, and the paper had started to go soft. “Be careful with it, though, it’s one of my favorites, and there are less than a dozen copies in the world.”  
 
    I nodded. It felt meaningful that he would trust me with this, one of his treasured things. I still didn’t know him, but I knew that he liked to read, and I felt that, if anything else, we could discuss that instead of taking barbs at each other. I did not like novels and had only read the classics because they were classics. This did not seem the time to tell him about that. I wanted to read it anyway, though, as a gesture of goodwill.  
 
    “How is this organized? I want to give one to you too.” 
 
    “What are you looking for? I’ve cataloged them all.” On the table next to a pair of overstuffed leather chairs were sitting at least ten thick volumes. I nodded and found the one detailing authors from F through K.  
 
    “Fallard. Shelf 19. Row 32.” The Beast led me there, and I tried to climb the brass ladder in front of it but found that my ridiculous shoes wouldn't grip the rungs.  
 
    “Allow me.” He climbed up, the brass creaking under his weight, and returned with the complete works of Garlaar Fallard. 
 
    I retrieved the last one in the pile. Journals of my Journeys in the Tropics. “When I was younger, my eldest brother began to travel for my father, his expeditions at sea taking him away for months and years at a time. Whenever his left, I was so anxious that he would not return. After I cried the entire night before he was to leave, he gave me this book. He said ‘When you think of me, don’t imagine the perils of the sea. Imagine me eating mangos on the sand.’ Here, I’ll show you what I mean.” 
 
    I settled myself in one of the chairs, and the Beast sat in the other. I read him my favorite passage, about coming into port at Daradeza. He has such a way with words. You could smell the salty air when he described it, see the perfectly blue cloudless sky, feel the warmth on your skin. The passage had always brought me such comfort, throughout my whole life, that reading it again filled me with a happiness and calm that I never thought I would feel again after all the turmoil of everything that had happened since I had been selected to go to the palace.  
 
    I stopped reading when the chapter came to an end and looked at the Beast. No one had ever really understood what this passage meant to me, how it was as much a part of me as my beauty or my love of reading. Unwittingly, I had given him a part of myself, and I didn't know how he would react. 
 
    “That was beautiful. I can see why your brother gave it to you. It's hard to imagine anything bad happening in a place like that.” I nodded, smiling. “I have many travel journals, but I had never thought to read them. I always wondered why you would want to read about another person’s reality. Stories are an escape. But that was beautiful. May I read the rest?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” I pushed the book to him over the table. “And I would like to borrow the other journals, if I may? I’ve only ever read this one.” 
 
    “Everything in the house is yours. You may take the books and burn them if you like, it is as you wish.” 
 
    “How many of these books have you read?” 
 
    He sighed, and the pages of one of the books in front of him fluttered. “Not as many as I should. I find something that I enjoy and read it until I can almost recite it. Besides, I have my studies and maintaining the house. As much as I love it, sitting and reading for too long makes me restless.” 
 
    “I can't imagine leaving this room now that I have seen it. Perhaps it's because I have seen so little of the world, but books have always been my comfort. The governess used to complain that I would refuse to do my music and drawing lessons, I would read instead. As a consequence, my playing is atrocious and I cannot draw a cat. But I think I've learned more than that is worth. My governess would always warn me that I would never find a husband.” After I said it, I looked away. I shouldn't say things like that to the Beast, who was surely going to ambush me with a marriage proposal soon. “I mean, most men don't prefer a wife who is smarter than they are.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the Beast nodding. “Would you like to sit awhile and read?” I nodded back and saw a tray of cookies and tea appear beside us. We sat there with my book in his hand, and I started his. I don't know how long we sat there, but I was so engrossed that I didn't notice the tea grow cold in the cup until I brought it back to my lips. I looked at the clock over the mantlepiece and saw that saw it was nearly midnight. When I looked over at the Beast, he was looking at me, and not his book. “Time to retire?” I nodded, and he stood, offering his arm, which I pretended not to notice as I stood up by myself. “Will you marry me?” I shook my head and he bowed low. “Good evening, mistress.” 
 
    I went back to my room, but I didn't sleep. I curled up in bed with the statues around me and stayed awake until the sun started to rise on the horizon and until I had finished the book that the Beast had given me. It was amazing. A story of doomed lovers who wrote to each other during an entire war, only for him to die of a common illness when he returned home safe. Reading this, I cried, and the monkey awoke from his slumber to bring me a silk handkerchief. When I finally settled down to sleep, I decided that the Beast couldn't be so bad. In my opinion, anyone so well-read couldn't be truly evil. Besides, he had good taste. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I woke up well after noon, and spent my day in my study, too content to try to find the library. I shall have the Beast show me the path that night, I decided. Throughout the day, I flipped through the book a few more times, rereading some of my favorite passages and smiling to myself. I was actually looking forward to meeting the Beast that evening, in order to discuss some of the smaller points I had come across while reading. I chose a simpler, lavender dinner dress and minimal jewelry, hoping not to provoke more of a reaction to my appearance, and instead spend our time on the books. 
 
    When I went down to dinner, he stood when I entered the room, and before he could even begin his polite, banal good evenings, I began. “I don’t understand why Kiva ran away from home in the first place.” 
 
    His loud, barking, growling, booming launch echoed in the shadows. “Good evening to you too, mistress. I’ve wondered a lot about Kiva, too. I think that she was just frustrated with how she thought her life would turn out. If she stayed in the village, she would have married Ronan and had the life she was expected to have, but not the life she wanted.” 
 
    “I thought that too when I first read it, but now I don’t know. Do you think she was really in love with Ronan after all, and that is what scared her?” We continued to discuss this for what seemed like hours, the food on my plate barely being touched as I went with him almost chapter by chapter, telling him what I thought. I found his discussion to be thoughtful, and more intelligent than I was expecting. He might not look it, but the Beast was a scholar of some kind.  
 
    “I am glad you enjoyed it so much. I was hoping you would.” 
 
    “And I am sorry I did not read it sooner. I don’t really like novels. I would rather learn something, but this was wonderful.” 
 
    “If not novels, what do you like?”  
 
    “Lately I’ve been reading a lot about history, and famous people and battles and buildings. When I left, I was only halfway through my Father’s reference book about Ransarian kings.” 
 
    “The Encyclopedia of Ransarian Kings? I had to memorize them all when I was younger. Do you know the trick for reciting them?” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “If you take them in order, the first letter of all their names spells Xilsihfskad, which means chamber pot in Ransarian.” 
 
    I let out a little giggle. “I think you forgot Grist.” 
 
    “Grist? No, he only ruled for three weeks before being overthrown. He wasn’t a legitimate king, at least. I don’t think he counts.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I suppose he ruins your trick, so we should discount him.” 
 
    “Absolutely. It’s unforgivable. Shall we retire to the library? I also have an encyclopedia of the kings if you wish to continue your research.” 
 
    I nodded, even though he wasn’t looking at me, and we finally came to the giant doors. He retrieved the encyclopedia, and I sat down in the plush chair, trying to remember where I left off. We sat mostly in silence. At some point, I read a sentence about one of the kings aloud, because I was so shocked that he had somehow managed to father 31 children, and the Beast made a sort of conformational noise. After a time, we went up to bed, and he asked me again if I would be his wife. I refused, and we both went up to bed. 
 
    I don’t know how long we continued like this before a felt the shift. In the beginning, we read in silence, our dinners filled with sparse but interesting conversations about what we were reading. Sometimes when we sat in the library, one of us would make a comment about what we were reading, but other than that we did not communicate so much. Then, at some point, I looked over at him sitting next to me, and I realized that I wasn’t afraid of him anymore. I didn't like looking at him, of course, but seeing his horns in the dim firelight didn’t make me feel physically ill anymore. I had grown so accustomed to his quiet, ungodly presence, that I had stopped thinking about it so much. 
 
    A week or so later, we started reading to each other after dinner. I was reading a book of poetry; written in a language that I didn’t fully understand. I was mouthing the words, trying to remember the few lessons I had had with the tutor before my governess had decided that another language was unnecessary. I had tried to keep up my knowledge through reading, and I had been quite good for a while, but I had been lazy in the last year. I could not read with the same fluidity that I had once. I must have been making sounds because the Beast chuckled, loud little booms that I had become accustomed to during dinner whenever I said something particularly clever.  
 
    “Do you need help?” 
 
    “No, it’s perfectly fine.” 
 
    I turned back to my book and continued to sound out the words in my head. Did that mean flower or angel? Neither of them made much sense. The paragraph I was staring at had a beautiful, colored illustration of an apple next to the text, and I could not figure out why.  
 
    “I know it will hurt your pride to ask, but that book is a good one. I would hate to think you wouldn't understand it.” 
 
    I shook my head and was about to say that I understood everything perfectly well, but thought that perhaps he would ask me about it and unmask me. “Why is there an apple there? They are talking about… flowers?” 
 
    He reached his clawed hand over to me, and I placed the book there. In his deep voice, he read out the text clearly and fluently, and even I recognized that his accent was impeccable. “It means: Please take my hand, we shall walk among the flowers if only you would allow it. But you will not. You cannot. You are the farmer’s daughter, as far away and high as an angel. I am only here to serve you. I think that’s why there is an apple. But the apple is probably about the one under it. The title is ‘Fresh Summer Fruit’”. 
 
    “Oh. Yes. I think I got the word for farmer confused with something else.” I didn't want to admit that I had thought the poem to be about praying for a better harvest.  
 
    “Would you like me to read you a few?” 
 
    “I don’t want to interrupt your reading.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem. I’ve been trying to enjoy it for three chapters now, it’s about time I gave up.” I nodded and let him read to me. He had such a clear, even voice when he read. My governess would have called it perfect diction. Of course, my governess would have fainted in fright at the sight of him. 
 
    He read to me awhile, and I asked him if he wanted me to return the favor, mostly because the poems were terrible. Together we selected something a bit more fun, a novel about a scandal at the royal court. I usually didn’t like these kinds of books, but the Beast insisted that it was better than the others in the genre.  
 
    We switched after every chapter, and I settled myself on the floor, on the bearskin rug. I had to work hard to not let it remind me of the creature reading. While he read, I ate cookies and listened, and laughed quite a bit. It was well past three in the morning before I realized that my eyes were starting to droop as I read.  
 
    “Shouldn't we go to bed?” 
 
    “Probably. It’s a shame that there is so little left.” 
 
    “We shall have to finish tomorrow.” He nodded and stood. Before he could ask me the question I dreaded, I spoke.  
 
    “I enjoy reading with you.” 
 
    He stared at me with his cat eyes, I could feel them boring into my face as I tried not to look at him, knowing what would come next. “Thank you.” He waited at least ten seconds before asking me the same question he did every night. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    I shook my head and swallowed a yawn. “But I will finish the book with you tomorrow.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good Night.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Beast.” 
 
      
 
    The next day, we finished that book and moved onto another. Some days we only read to one another, and other days we sat in silence and read by ourselves. At the dinner table, we talked of nothing but the books we were reading. Then, he surprised me with a question. “Are you happy here?” 
 
    “Happy?” I parroted. I hadn't thought about it so much. I was miserable when I came, but now I didn’t know what I was. I wasn’t unhappy. In fact, sitting and reading all day long had been a dream since childhood that never seemed realistic. “I am content, but not happy.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I suppose it means that I am not unhappy. Are you happy?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think I have been happy in a long time. Not since…” His shadow shifted in the semi-darkness. “Not for a while. But I have enjoyed sitting with you after dinner.” 
 
    “I’ve enjoyed sitting with you too.” I felt strange to admit it, but it was true. “This house is so big. I think it must feel lonely. But sitting with you is like companionship.” Was that a rude thing to say? I didn’t think that we really enjoyed each other’s company that much. He certainly made some interesting points about what we discussed, and reading with him was quite pleasant. He was a presence in the empty house. Even if he was what he was, it seemed better than nothing. 
 
    “It is the most companionship I have had in a long time.” 
 
    I felt sorry for him then. “But what about the other maidens?” 
 
    “I confess that most of them could not be in the same room with me without fainting or being sick on themselves, or running away shrieking. I would not consider it companionship, really.” 
 
    I nodded, unsure of what to say to that. “All the girls that disappeared, were they here?” 
 
    “The ones that were selected, yes.”  
 
    “What happened to all of them?” 
 
    “You understand that, even if I want to tell you some things, I am prevented from doing so. All I can tell you is that I left them safe.” 
 
    I recalled him saying the same thing before, and realized that I had no idea how long ago it had been. Honestly, it could have been two weeks or two months. Living here in the castle with just my books, the statues, and the Beast, I seemed to have lost all sense of time. “What were they like?” 
 
    “The others? There were so many, it’s hard to say.” 
 
    “Don’t you remember them all?” 
 
    “I’ve kept a record, but find that reflecting on it doesn't bring me any satisfaction.” 
 
    “What kind of record? Can I see it?” 
 
    “Why would you want to see it?” 
 
    “Curiosity,” I answered honestly. “Perhaps I want to see if I am the prettiest of them all.” 
 
    His laugh filled the room. I had taught myself well not to react to it. 
 
    “At a certain point, beauty is beauty. You can't quantify it or examine it any closer.” 
 
    “Are you trying to say that I am not the prettiest? A gentleman should know better.” 
 
    “It is good then that I am a beast and not a gentleman.” 
 
    “I'm not so certain of that.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “That you’re not a gentleman. Your manners are impeccable.” 
 
    “I suppose they are. Perhaps I am just a cultured beast?” 
 
    “Cultured as you may be, you have been taught well. When we go into the library and you hand me books, you do it with the covers up and your wrist pointed down. That is not a piece of courtly etiquette you can learn in a book. It’s a tradition that has been present at court for generations, but no one really talks about. I only recognized it because my governess had been well-born before her family’s poverty occasioned her to look for work. She was very good at teaching me these little things. It’s not just that, though. Your bows are for just the right amount of time, as are your pauses for me to pass through a doorway before sitting down. They are all perfect.” 
 
    “I did not know you were observing me so closely.” 
 
    “And that is precisely the point. You know me to be the daughter of a merchant, yet you still perform all of these cursory turns of etiquette that most people know are silly and unnecessary. Someone taught you them from a very young age, I think, and you don’t know how to behave without them.” 
 
    He said nothing, and I thought I might have offended him. I knew nothing about the Beast’s past, he had never told me. I thought about someone teaching this young, hairy creature to bow and supplicate correctly, but my mind found the image too strange to process. I wondered if he had always been like this and if his parents had also been like him. But wasn’t it even more frightening that perhaps he had been something else once and became like this? I shivered a moment, thinking that that might be my task in the end, to take a beastly form and free him from his torment. 
 
    “Perhaps it is better to be civilized when one can. It is a form of humanity, I think.” 
 
    “Can I see it?” 
 
    “What would you like to see?” 
 
    “The record.” 
 
    “As you wish. Have you finished eating?” 
 
    I nodded, and the food in front of me disappeared and was replaced by a large, leather-bound volume. I opened it and found a face staring back at me. She was beautiful, incredibly so. Looking at her, it was impossible to see anything other than perfection. It was like looking in a mirror. We did not look at all alike, but the beauty was the same. She had dark blond hair and dark skin, with large brown eyes that seemed to stare directly into mine. Below the portrait was a name, written in careful calligraphy. Lady Vestana, daughter of the Count of Adjad. I traced the face with my finger, imagining Vestana coming here and facing the same uncertainty that I had. “What happened to her?”  
 
    “She isn’t here anymore.”  
 
    “Obviously. But where is she now? When did she leave? What happened?”  
 
    The Beast said nothing, and I turned the page. Another beautiful, perfect face was staring back at me. This one looked a bit older than the last and had a halo of dark, shining curls. Uvina, baker’s daughter was written below her picture. I turned page after page and saw so many beautiful faces, none of them really the same, but all of them completely stunning, until I reached my own. I could just see the sleeves of the purple ball gown and jewels that I had worn the first night. Like all the others, I was not smiling, but instead wearing the neutral expression preferred in portraits of the aristocracy. I looked stunning, as always, and certainly on par with the others in the book. There was nothing written underneath my face. At least not yet, I thought. 
 
    “There are so many.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did any of them manage what they came here to do?” 
 
    “There is so much that I wish I could tell you, but I am prevented from doing so. But I suppose that I can tell you that much at least. No. They did not.” 
 
    “Are they all still alive?” 
 
    “To the best of my knowledge.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “I usually don’t feel inclined to check up on them. When I saw them last, they were fine.” 
 
    “Which was your favorite?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Surely there must have been one whose company you enjoyed more than the rest.” 
 
    “May I come closer?” I nodded, and he came from the shadows and sat down in the chair next to me. He took the book from me and flipped backwards a few pages until settling on a girl with bright green eyes and nearly black hair. Tatallia, farmer’s daughter. “She stayed the longest.” 
 
    I nodded, wondering about Tatallia, wondering about all of them. “What was she like?” 
 
    “She was a farmer. Or, she grew up on a farm, as the caption would suggest. She was unaccustomed to a life like this. It was strange for her to have food three times a day and to have her every wish granted. I think she was fairly happy here.” 
 
    “Did you read with her in the library?” 
 
    “No. She could not read very well. But she liked to draw. I have only shown you to the library. Most would not appreciate it.” 
 
    “Why did you think that I would appreciate it?” 
 
    “Someone who attends literary salons must appreciate it. The bookshelves in your study are enough to keep most occupied for years. There is a bit of something for everyone’s taste, and I change out the books regularly, depending on which ones are being read.” 
 
    I nodded. “How did they escape?” 
 
    “They did not escape. Do you wish that you could leave?” 
 
    “Yes!” I answered immediately, before actually thinking about it. To be perfectly honest, I had not been having a bad time at the castle. I missed my family, but the quiet peace of the castle was appealing. I had never been left to my own devices for so long before. “Can you leave, if you want to?” The Beast shook his shaggy head. “Are you a prisoner too?” 
 
    “Aren’t we all prisoners of something?” 
 
    “Am I different from the others? Or are we fairly the same?” 
 
    “You are all beautiful. But you are the only one who seems to be able to stand to be in the room with me for an extended period of time. At least this early in your stay. Aren’t you frightened by me?” 
 
    “You haven't bitten me yet. I’m beginning to think that you won't.” His booming chuckle seemed to vibrate through his entire body.  
 
    “An excellent observation, mistress.” 
 
    “I have a name, you know. It’s not yet written, perhaps you’ve forgotten. Belara.” 
 
    “I did mean to ask you about your name. I don’t think I’ve ever heard it before.” 
 
    “My mother was from Tannis Island. It means ‘beautiful and noble’ in her native tongue. She said that she knew right away that I was going to be a beauty because I was born with the same copper hair that she had. Besides my eldest brother, I’m the only one with red hair. Everyone else has a quite unassuming shade of brunette.” 
 
    “Was she very beautiful?” 
 
    “The most beautiful. Even prettier than me. She was so elegant in everything that she did. It was like watching a painting. I still remember her, but not so well. My sisters talk about her a lot, though. Did you have…” Was it impolite to ask if he had parents? 
 
    “My father died before I was out of the cradle. My mother raised me.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “No, somewhere else.” I nodded, understanding better than before that if he could and wanted to tell me more, he would. We didn’t talk much more that evening, but after that, there was another shift in how we communicated at dinner. Our conversations, while still somewhat stilted, were freer, and we started to talk about things besides literature and our respective days. All in all, I was finding the Beast to be a surprisingly agreeable companion. My plan wasn’t working as quickly or as efficiently as I had wished, but at least I had extracted the information from him about the other maidens that had resided there.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The rest of the winter passed quite agreeably. So agreeably, in fact, that I was quite shocked one day to look out the window and find that the snow was melting. I had become so accustomed to the quiet solitude that was the castle, and my comfortable routine, that I barely looked outside anymore. The white carpet of snow that had covered everything before was patching in places, and the tiniest buds of green were appearing on the blackish tree branches. When I saw this, I put the parrot to work going through the closet for a walking gown. It emerged with something lovely in lavender velvet, with white fur on the cuffs and collar.  
 
    Stepping outside and feeling the cool, but not cold, air on my face made me realize that I had not been outside in an eternity. I had never liked being outside very much in my youth. The salty air and sun where I grew up had forced me to stay inside for fear of ruining my complexion. Even now I was wearing a wide-brimmed hat atop a fur cap. My previous forays into the grounds had scarred me, but now that the weather was warm and the snow wasn’t falling, it did not seem nearly as sinister. 
 
    I thought of walking around the castle again, more out of curiosity than an attempt to escape, although I decided I would see if I could find the gate in any case. I thought that perhaps it had been obscured in all the snow, and now that it was melting, I might see some detail I had missed. I walked along the path next to the stone walls, tracing the edge of what I thought must be a lovely garden in the warmer months. Spiky little bushes were arranged in an artistic, swirling pattern, and if I looked further back there were fountains and benches and all kinds of trees. A bit further on the path, the glass greenhouses glinted in the sunlight. 
 
    I walked away from the castle walls, curious about what the greenhouses held. They were shielded somewhat from my view by a collection of shaped topiaries. I came to the first and pressed my nose against the glass, seeing rows and rows of dirt with green sprouts everywhere. The rows were neat and even, with shining silver gardening supplies hanging neatly on posts. I walked to the next greenhouse and found it filled with trees, their branches thick with apples, oranges, and fruit with leaves reaching out to the top of the glass ceiling. 
 
    I kept going and smiled as soon as the last greenhouse came into view. You could see the climbing red roses from afar. As I came closer, the rainbow of colors and greenery expanded before my eyes behind the glass. I put my hand on the pane, tracing the climbing roses and walking the length of the greenhouse, seeing lilies, roses, daisies, lavender. Then, I saw the Beast. 
 
    When unexpected, he was still quite off-putting. He wasn’t in his normal tailored, embroidered coat, but instead in a large white shirt. He was kneeling in a bed of blue flowers that I didn’t know the name of, a spade in hand. He wasn’t moving, just crouching there. Had he not been wearing a white shirt; I might have missed him there among the dirt. When I stopped, he looked up and made eye contact with me through the glass. He sprang to his feet and dropped into a three-second bow. A hole appeared in the greenhouse wall in front of me, and I stepped through it. Inside, it was incredibly hot, just like the summers back home. I closed my eyes and remembered for a minute how wonderful it was to be uncomfortably warm, especially now in my fur-capped cape. The smell of the greenhouse overwhelmed me, all the different, wonderful smells merging together and making it impossible to identify any single one. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good morning. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I work in the greenhouses most mornings.” 
 
    “Oh.” I nodded, looking around at the wonderful flowers. “So, this is where my fresh-cut flowers come from?” 
 
    “Yes. The first two are useful, this one is pleasurable.” 
 
    “Do you enjoy digging around in the dirt?” 
 
    He laughed. “That’s not what I would call it, but yes. It’s very relaxing. When I am not working here or in the garden, I am studying or focusing on the household. Here, I can let my mind wander.” 
 
    I walked over to a climbing rose that found its home on a pillar. I came closer and drew in its scent. “My mother always smelled of rosewater” 
 
    “Scent is a funny thing. It can awaken a memory, and suddenly you’re there again.” 
 
    “Do you have anything like that?” 
 
    “Wood polish. When I think of my childhood, I think of wood polish.” 
 
    I laughed. “That doesn’t sound like a very pleasant childhood.” 
 
    “It wasn’t really a childhood. I think that’s why I enjoy gardening and the grounds so much. I wasn’t allowed to play outside at all. I suppose I am making up for the lost time.” 
 
    “I wasn’t allowed outside very much either. But I compensate by continuing to hate the outdoors. I haven’t been outside since I first came.” 
 
    He shook his shaggy head. “I feel like a real prisoner if I don’t go outside at all. I take a walk through the gardens every morning. If the weather is bad, I can content myself with just the greenhouses, though. Would you like me to show you around the grounds? They aren’t much to look at this early in the spring, but I can show you all the best spots.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. I had wanted to come out a bit in the spring air, but a long, meandering garden walk didn’t seem that appealing. “Perhaps tomorrow? I had some reading I wanted to get done. I should get back to the house. Do you mind if I take some flowers with me?” 
 
    “Please do. Feel free to come here whenever you like. It is quite peaceful here.” I nodded as I picked a sprig of lilac. I bid him a good day, thinking that he would forget and I had escaped another trip outside. He mentioned it again at dinner. 
 
    “I am looking forward to showing you the gardens.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m the kind of girl who enjoys the outdoors.” 
 
    “How can you not enjoy the outdoors?” 
 
    “I cannot read out of doors. My father wouldn’t let me take the books from his library outside. I got used to sitting in my chamber, the window open and the sea air blowing in. I think it’s better.” 
 
    “Will you allow me in any case? You can take any of the books here outside, of course. There are a lot of nice spots to sit and rest. I know that the castle can feel a bit claustrophobic at times. Whenever I spend too much time in my study, without realizing it, I become restless and unhappy.” 
 
    “I don’t think that sitting indoors would even make me restless, or unhappy, but I will accompany you if you insist.” 
 
    The next morning, the statues dressed me in yet another walking gown in velvet. I had not worn the same outfit twice since I had arrived. I wondered if they would keep me in new and luxurious outfits here until I was old and gray. We met in the entryway, by the doors, and I received the usual bow. We didn’t walk for very long. He seemed to understand that I was not as interested in the still-hibernating plants scattered around the gardens. He took me around and showed me the best places for sitting and reading, which he said he did every day when the weather was nicer. There was the gazebo that overlooked a decorative pond, and the stone bench right outside the hedge maze, and even what looked like the remains of an amphitheater close to the border of the woods. 
 
    It was very warm that day and, underneath my netted bonnet, I did enjoy the breeze on my skin. When we had returned to the doors, I admitted as much. “This wasn’t nearly as tiresome as I thought it would be, thank you.” 
 
    He laughed. “The highest praise is that which is hardest to earn.” 
 
    “Perhaps I will walk in the gardens sometimes.” 
 
    “I take my walk here every day after breakfast. You are most welcome to join me if you wish.” 
 
    I nodded and realized that I was actually considering spending more time with the Beast voluntarily. The realization that I didn’t mind his company was quite shocking. I still wouldn’t go so far as to admit that I enjoyed spending time with him, but it was preferable to being alone. The statues were my only other companions. I had taken to talking to them throughout the day, monologues about whatever I was thinking, and they responded as best they could. The Beast was something different. He was intelligent, and sometimes I even found his condescension funny. We seemed trapped here. I should at least make the best of it, and spending time with the Beast seemed to be the best of it. 
 
    We did not walk together every day. Sometimes I simply sat outside with my book after breakfast and he walked the gardens, stopping for a few moments to talk before moving on, either further along the path or over to the greenhouses. Other mornings we would meet by the doors and take a quick turn. He always kept the walks with me quite short, probably because he rightly suspected that I would grow bored of nature. And this was true, nature itself was not of interest, but he was becoming more fascinating. We still mostly discussed literature, but it was more because he had intriguing opinions about what I was reading, and would often come to a conclusion that I couldn’t fathom about a book we had both read.  
 
    As spring continued, the flowers and bushes and trees in the garden came to life, and I realized that perhaps the Beast had been right about how pleasant walking in the garden could be. On the mornings when it rained, which were very often as spring continued, I usually settled myself in the library. A part of me was hoping that the Beast would join me, but he never did. I would sit there, wishing that he would come by so that I could discuss something I had just read with him, or to use him as a translator or ask about some obscure historical fact that I was certain he would know. 
 
    One day, as the rain clinked on the stained-glass window in the library, I came across a passage I really could not decipher. It was in a book of old songs that were historically significant for some reason I didn’t understand. I had picked it because the cover was made of solid gold, and the Beast had laughed the previous evening when I had selected it. He had told me that it had taken him six months to read the whole thing, with dictionaries and history books as references.  
 
    “The entire experience was soul-crushing, and I have never felt more a fool.” I had laughed when he said that and insisted that I would be able to manage it. Now, the words were swimming in front of my eyes, and I realized that this was actually impossible. I needed to tell him all of this, desperately. Without thinking, I called out his name. 
 
    He appeared before me, in his gardening clothes. “At your service.” I don’t know when he had stopped bowing to me, didn’t know when we had reached that level of familiarity, but I noticed it now. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about inconveniencing you. I should have waited until later.” 
 
    “No, please. What do you need?” 
 
    “I don’t need anything. I just… I wanted to talk to you about this terrible book. I haven’t gotten through two pages in four hours.” He stared at me with his cat eyes and said nothing for a moment, and I was worried that he would just disappear again, wondering why I was wasting his time. His eyes were wide, and I thought he must be confused. “I’m sorry. I should have just waited until this evening.” 
 
    “No, not at all.” He bared his razor teeth in a smile. He crouched down next to me and explained the song on the page. “They weren’t worth the effort, I think.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “Here, I think that this will give you a better understanding of the time period in any case.” He went to his reference book and flipped through it, finally disappearing around the corner and returning with a little red book. I thanked him profusely and apologized again for disturbing him. “It really is no trouble. You may disturb me anytime you wish. Even if it is just to talk. I will see you at dinner, Bel.” He had disappeared before I could process what he said. He had called me Bel. He could not have known, there was no way, but everyone had called me Bel when I was younger. I had corrected them all starting at the age of ten because I had insisted that it was childish. I smiled thinking of it, remembering it. 
 
      
 
    I waited a few days before simply summoning him for my pleasure. We still walked some mornings and always had dinner together and retired to the library after I had finished eating. However, if I found myself reading something in a book or reflecting upon something more abstract, I would suddenly wish that he was there. The more time I spent with him, the more I began to appreciate his sense of humor and intelligence. His knowledge was encyclopedic about a lot of things and coupled with my own love of learning and facts we could discuss anything from the economy of the middle ages to what kind of flowers grew in the garden. I didn't think I had ever spent so much time with anyone before that respected my intelligence so much. My sisters had always been uninterested in anything more scholarly than fashion plates, and my father had simply waved away my academic pursuits with a smile, saying that no one wanted to marry a bluestocking. 
 
    Not only did the Beast seem to appreciate my literary mind, but he challenged it. Whenever I said something wrong or foolish, he would chuckle and correct me. It would annoy me at first, until I realized that I was doing the same thing, only with not quite as much poise. 
 
    I went through the motions of my daily routine and finished my breakfast in my study one morning a week or so after he told me to ask for him whenever I wished. I was restless. After starting to read a book five times, only to discard it again, I gave up and went to the window. I was then struck by the idea that my morning would be greatly improved by the Beast’s company, even though the thought was strange and unexpected. I went to my drawing table and buried all of my castle plans underneath something awful I had sketched featuring the parrot and the rabbit beside a vase. 
 
    Returning to the closet, I had the parrot dress me in something a bit more suited to company. I tried to think of something that I could ask the Beast to come and help me with. I retrieved the abandoned book and flipped through it, but it was almost astoundingly simple. After looking around the room, my gaze rested on the table with all the games that I had never touched. I sat down there, and the squirrel climbed onto the table next to me. I touched one of the pawns on the chess set, moving it into the position I thought it should go to. The squirrel did the same on the other side of the board and I giggled. “And he has provided me a squirrel that can play chess.” I myself had never learned and had never seen the point of it. I placed the pieces back in their original positions and picked up the deck of cards instead. “This you cannot have learned.” I dealt four cards to the squirrel and four to myself, placing another four in the center of the table. I placed one of my cards, and the squirrel did the same. The move was a stupid one, but it did seem to understand the rules. I picked all the cards up again. “Shoo. I can’t have you here right now. You're ruining my plan.” The squirrel nodded, and the monkey came to take its place. “Goodness gracious, can you all play?” The monkey shook its head and I realized it was a silly question. The squirrel and the monkey were the only ones that had fingers. “You need to leave as well. We can play later, but for now, I have a plan.” The monkey nodded, and leapt from the table, joining the squirrel in exile on the couch. 
 
    “Beast, I need you.” He appeared at once, dressed in a morning coat just a shade darker brown than he was. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Will you play at cards with me? I can't play alone.” There was a small moment when he looked over at the monkey and the squirrel, who were sitting far away, and I thought I saw an almost imperceptible smile. I tried not to blush, hoping that the Beast had not realized my plot. If he had, he said nothing. With a wave of his hand, the small, gilded chair on the other side of the table disappeared and was replaced by something sturdier and made of mahogany. He sat after a small bow towards me. 
 
    “What are we playing?” 
 
    “Two isn’t so many. Penneech.” 
 
    “Are you a gambler?” 
 
    “My father is. It’s quite fashionable for ladies to learn how to play cards, you know. At least for merchant’s  
 
    daughters. Do you disapprove?” 
 
    “Disapprove isn’t the right word. I am surprised. I learned how to play cards from books, actually. They were frowned upon.” 
 
    “Then I suppose you’ll be easy to beat.” This proved to be true. In fact, he was so bad that I think the squirrel might have been a better opposition. He seemed to understand the rules in the sense that he could recall them, but didn’t seem to understand the logic behind the moves I was making, or seem to be able to formulate a strategy. I beat him easily three times. 
 
    “Perhaps this is not my game.” 
 
    “What is your game?” I said this as I counted up all the points that I had won. If we had been playing for money, would have sent him home destitute. 
 
    He suggested another game, played in teams. He called the monkey and the squirrel over to us. “I’ve taught them how to play cards, you know?”  
 
    “I had not realized. Although, if you taught them, I suspect that you're all bad.” 
 
    “We all learned from the same book, but they have had more practice than I have.” 
 
    “Can… can they read?” I stared at the monkey, who was now placing a bet with chips. 
 
    “Yes, of course. It’s how they know everything that they do. They have read etiquette guides, instructions for ladies' maids, how to play cards and draw, and how to wash and mend clothing. They can even treat minor illnesses and injuries.” 
 
    “Goodness. They are prepared.” 
 
    “I made them to take care of you. I assumed, rightly, that you would want as little to do with me as possible. They are there to see to your needs as best they can. The only thing they can’t do is cook.” 
 
    “That is quite generous of you.” 
 
    “Not really. I think it is the least I can do. It’s very lonely here. I wanted them to be good company. Do you like them?” 
 
    “Yes, very much. They are nice companions.” Although, it seemed rude for me to say anything else directly in front of them. We continued the game, with the monkey and Beast on one side of the table, and myself and the squirrel on the other. The monkey was a much more adept player than the Beast, but we still won by a hearty margin. When we had finished playing, the Beast thanked me for the company and excused himself to prepare dinner. I was certain that he knew that I feigned ignorance about the monkey and the squirrel being able to play at cards because I was bored and desired company, but it remained unspoken between us. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    I disturbed the Beast whenever I wanted after that our card game, and only sometimes felt guilty about it. I would sometimes ask him to sit with me while I ate my breakfast in my study, or for a turn of air about the grounds when I was feeling restless. This happened more and more as I spent more time out of doors. Much of the time I was feeling quite lazy and liked having him with me when I lounged around. I often remembered to ask him if he was busy before I invited him to do something, but not always. Occasionally, he did tell me that he had other things he needed to do, but in that case, I was always welcomed to accompany him. 
 
    Some mornings we ended up in the greenhouse, and others I would watch while he commanded a flock of mops and feather dusters around the castle. Some part of the afternoon each day he spent in the kitchen, ordering the knives and pots and pans to dance, and I would get to see what was on offer for dinner that evening. As I was watching the mops and brooms one day, I asked him if having me there while he was doing these tasks disturbed him. 
 
    “Not at all. In fact, I find them to be less monotonous with you here. Believe it or not, household duties are frightfully dull.” 
 
    “I can’t even imagine how long this would take you if you didn’t have magic to help you.” 
 
    He laughed. “Then we would both live, sleep and eat in the dining hall because I would not have the patience or the time. Keeping a castle like this one running, if all the rooms were open, would take a staff of at least seventy-five, not counting the stable hands and farm workers.” 
 
    “Am I taking up too much of your time, do you wish you were doing something else instead of spending your time with me?” 
 
    “No, no. Although, I have sorely been neglecting my studies. I used to spend at least several hours each day in my study.” 
 
    “But you read for an hour or two after dinner with me.” 
 
    “Yes, but those aren’t the studies I’m talking about. I devote a large amount of my time to the study of magic. I have a whole collection of books, runes, and objects in my study. A few years ago, even these household tasks were challenging without a spell book in hand. Now, they are as simple as a kindling spell for me.” He demonstrated this by stopping all the mops and brooms at once with a sweep of his clawed hand, and they all disappeared with another wave. He ran a finger along the banister leading upstairs, and, rubbing the dust between his fingers, ten feather dusters descended upon it, climbing the railing and the bolts holding it in place. 
 
    “Can you show me?” 
 
    “Show you what?” 
 
    “Your study. I should very much like to learn magic.” 
 
    “You cannot simply learn magic like that. It’s mostly a case of how much magic you have inside you. Magical ability is usually inherited, and usually because there is some fairy blood in the family. Nobles pay thousands upon thousands of golden coins to send their children off to study with sorcerers and are disappointed when they come back barely able to levitate after a decade of training. If you don’t have any natural talent, all I can teach you is parlor tricks like potions that make things light enough for anyone to lift, but potions aren’t even real magic.” 
 
    “How can I tell if I have the gift?” 
 
    “If you really are interested, I have a Rune Stone upstairs.” 
 
    “What’s a Rune Stone?” 
 
    “Come, I’ll show you.” He disappeared the feather dusters as well, and I followed him upstairs, to the same room and staircase I had happened upon when I was first searching for an escape from the castle. When we reached the top of the stairs, I didn’t know where to look first. The entire room seemed to hum with magical energy that felt familiar, and yet completely unlike anything I had ever felt before. There were several heavy, old wooden tables pushed against bookshelves and the small, slotted windows that didn’t really seem to fit in the circular room. The room itself was dark but was illumined by glass balls filled with green and sinister-looking glowing things, a fire under a cauldron filled with something brown and bubbling. A sparkling model of the stars shone from the ceiling; more brilliant than any night sky I had ever seen.  
 
    The table closest to me had at least ten books open to different pages, all filled with detailed drawings and written in a hieroglyphic text that I couldn’t even begin to comprehend. “Can you read these?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s a bit useless, really. It’s only written like that so that common people won’t be able to read them. It’s called the Sorcerer’s Tongue and it is only spoken by sorcerers, as the name might suggest. It’s a terrible, outdated language that doesn’t have words for things invented or discovered less than five hundred years ago.” 
 
    “Did you study with a sorcerer? How did you learn it?” 
 
    “My education has been mostly self-study by necessity. I learned the tongue through another person, though. It is designed to be illegible to anyone other than those who are taught it. There is no way of translating it.” He opened a book and placed it in front of me. “You see here, they have a sentence with the same word written three times in a row. The only reason is to make it impossible to decipher. Most sorcerers are ancient fools who are so obsessed with outsiders not learning their secrets that they’ve made the whole language absolutely incomprehensible. It's rather stupid, because learning the language takes years of intensive study, starting in childhood. For most people who have magic, it doesn't begin to manifest until they are around thirteen. So, you could spend years studying only to not be able to do anything at all, or realize much too late that you have abilities and spend the rest of your life trying to learn the grammar instead.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I said absently as I traced a drawing of an enormous ox-like creature that was dragging a cart full of ore behind it. I moved on to the next table, which was entirely crammed with pieces of paper that all seemed to be stained with water, goop, or something that looked suspiciously like blood. “What are these?” 
 
    “Spells, mostly. Sorcerers invent them and sell them piece by piece to others.” 
 
    “How do you invent a spell?” 
 
    “I don’t even think I can begin to explain.” He went over to yet another table filled with books, but all of them were closed and stacked taller than what seemed structurally sound. He picked up a pile with one hand and retrieved an emerald green volume with what appeared to be a title made of real emeralds, which made it very difficult to read. “You can read this if you are interested.” The title sparkled in the dim light, Magick for The Common: The hidden worlde. I took the book from him, finding it covered in a thin layer of dust. 
 
    “I am interested, of course. I’ve read about magic, but never like this. It’s just in passing or a plot device or recipes for love potions.” 
 
    “Have you ever made a love potion, Belara?” 
 
    I giggled. “No, but my sister got a recipe from her ladies circular. She mixed all sorts of disgusting things at the market together, frogs’ feet and a boar spleen and tried drinking it. She was sick for a week. Pappa said that she would be cursed to die by her own foolishness.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible and incorrect.” He went over to the bookshelf, and this time the book he took was bright pink, with an illustration of lovers kissing on the cover. “This one is called Spells to ensnare the heart. It’s not real, though. At most, these kinds of things can only provide an intense kind of infatuation that wears off more quickly than people realize. Back when it was common to pay a sorcerer to cast them, it happened very often that a lady would get her sweetheart to propose, only to have him come to his senses before his wedding date. The nasty surprise is that once the spells or potion wears off, the person affected will have negative feelings towards the other person, but they don’t know why. They say that the heart has a way of recognizing when it’s been tricked. That makes it want revenge.” 
 
    I wondered why the Beast had not simply cast a love spell on me, considering the number of times he had proposed marriage, but it was an odd question. I trusted that the Beast had never tried to manipulate me in that way. “Are there boar’s spleens and frog’s feet in it?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. Those aren’t magical at all. Except for the boar’s spleen, maybe, but that’s a spell for hunting prowess, not love. No.” He flipped open the book. “Let’s see, this one is to make you appear irresistible to the opposite sex but requires a heavy price. Once the effects wear off, you will lose all the hair on your head. This one will make anyone infatuated with you, but you need to keep feeding it to them every two hours. To be honest, this branch of magic isn’t for sorcerers at all. Gypsy witches use them, I think. Sorcery is about the changing and bending of the world to your will, not people. Manipulating people is more fairy magic. And a fairy doesn’t need a spell book. They have their own, ancient brand of magic that is much more powerful than anything here. I suppose then that I was wrong when I said love spells don’t work. If a fairy wanted to curse you into loving someone, she could, for a price, or for revenge. It is fortunate that fairies don’t usually blend themselves into the affairs of men more often than they do. The world would be absolute chaos.” 
 
    I merely nodded at him, not wanting to admit that I hadn’t understood anything he was really saying. For the first time since I had begun to talk with him, I felt entirely lost. “Do you want to know the funny part? My sister’s love spell worked.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “No, but it wasn’t in the way she expected. She was in love with the son of a lord. It was a miracle that they had ever even met, considering they didn’t move in the same circles. This was when Father was having bad luck with his ships, three or four years ago. Every month we were days away from destitution when another ship would come and save us. At that time, we weren't even rich enough for his family to look at us. My sister was so far below him that the idea of the match was laughable. They would flirt and moon over one another at every party, tea dance and assembly they attended, and it caused quite a good deal of gossip. Berga concocted her love potion and got so very sick. We all thought that she was going to die. She was bedridden for a week and couldn’t keep food in her stomach. My sister Halina still went out and continued her social life as usual, and the first time she saw him he asked after my sister. When Halina said that she was sick, he left the ball immediately and rode his horse twelve miles in the dark to get the wildflowers he knew my sister was fond of. He showed up at our house with a bushel in hand and asked my father to give them to my sister. My father was wary of it causing a scandal, so he sent him away. The next day, he came with something he had bought at the market supposedly to help her recover more quickly. My father sent him away again but gave her the tonic. The next day he came with the most expensive doctor in town, insisting he sees her and that he would bear the cost. The day after he came with three musicians that he said would help her sleep by playing sweet music. By the end of the two weeks. It took her to recover enough to meet him, our house was full of flowers and people sent by him simply milling around, waiting to do their part to make my sister better. It was all wasted, really, because she was asleep the whole time, and could barely lift her head. When she actually recovered, he proposed.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. Even the simplest love spells need to be cast in person. If it were a potion, she would need to feed it to him in some way.” 
 
    “Goodness, you aren’t very romantic, are you? No, it worked because when he missed her, he realized that he didn’t want to live without her.” 
 
    “I see, yes. What I lovely love story.” 
 
    “Not really, to be perfectly honest.” 
 
    “Why? It sounds like every maiden’s dream, besides the part where she almost died.” 
 
    “His father had been abroad for all of this. When he returned and found out what had happened, he forbade the marriage and threatened to disown his son if the relationship continued. Of course, the son could not be expected to give up everything for my sister. He ended things between them and his father sent him to be a courtier to one of the Prince’s cousins. One week later, two of my father’s ships sank and we were essentially bankrupt. He hastily arranged a marriage between Berga and another merchant. He was so far below us, socially, that he agreed to lend my father a vast sum of money. My sister went through with the marriage, of course, but I don’t think that she likes her husband very much.” 
 
    “That is very sad. I feel sorry for your sister.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It was her decision to make. Faced with the same one, I don’t know what I would do. But if it was a choice between ruin for my entire family and my own happiness? I suppose that is why I refused to marry all those suitors. It was only my own misery that I had to consider. I have seen so many unhappy marriages in my life, that I don’t want to be one of them. I have… I had the highest hope that I would find someone that I truly loved.” 
 
    “I don’t think you would marry someone you didn’t love. You told me so.” 
 
     “I was more fortunate than my sisters in that respect because I am the youngest. My eldest sister secured our fortune, my middle sister is going to secure our social standing when she finally marries Lord Fardy’s son. They have been engaged for a whole year now. I could marry anyone, so long as he is suitable. My father always said that I would have my choice of suitors when the time came, and he was not wrong. When I was in danger of being named the most beautiful and sent to the capital, I had at least a hundred marriage proposals.” 
 
    “But you turned them all down for your principles?” 
 
    “Yes. Perhaps it was a bit stupid. Although, when I thought that coming here would kill me it really was stupid. I wanted someone who sees me for who I am. It’s a silly romantic notion, really. When I am eighty years old and my beauty has faded, I want someone who will still love me. It is very difficult, you know, to be judged so instantly and completely by others for how you look.” 
 
    “I think I do know, Belara.” I put my hands to my mouth and looked away. That had certainly been an unfeeling thing to say. Of course, the Beast had suffered more than I because of his appearance. “That you are a beauty is already established, but shall we see if you have any magic inside you?” 
 
    I nodded and followed him over to a glass cabinet filled with curious little trinkets. There was a model of the solar system made of bronze, a collection of tiny animal figurines and a rock sitting there amongst all the other interesting objects. The Beast picked up the rock, which seemed to me to be the most ordinary thing in the room. It was gray with little flecks of white. When I looked closely, I saw that it was perfectly smooth. As soon as the Beast picked it up, it glowed such a bright gold that I had to snap my eyes shut. “What is that?” 
 
    “The Rune Stone. It shows if an object is magical or not.” 
 
    “I take it that you are magical, then?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Part of it is the castle. It’s a contained environment with many spells that I have cast and that were already here. Magic feeds itself and bounces off itself in such a way that the more magic there is in a place, the stronger it is.” I wondered absently if he was stronger because of whatever kind of creature he was. Certainly, it wasn’t natural. Maybe it was making him stronger. “If there is any light in the rock when you hold it, it means that you have some magic in you.” He placed the rock in my outstretched palm, and it felt hot to the touch, but in just an instant the heat vanished, and the rock was as cold as ice. I stared at the rock and saw that it had returned to its boring gray color the moment it had touched my skin. “Hmmm, trying thinking about something magical. Perhaps there is something there that hasn’t been awakened.” 
 
    “Think about something magical? Like what?” 
 
    “The statues, the mops, me?” I did think of him, thought again and about the shining objects around me that belonged to him. I wondered if he was cursed or birthed by a foolish sorcerer, or even one of the fairies he had talked about. I closed my eyes to concentrate, and when I opened them and the Beast was smiling. “See, you had some there.” 
 
    I had to squint and draw my face closer to the rock to see what he was talking about because it looked entirely gray to me. But there, in the very center of the rock, was a little gold circle that seemed very weak and faint, but definitely had not been there the last time I had looked at it. I nearly dropped the rock in my excitement. 
 
    “Does this mean that I can command the mops now?” 
 
    “No, no. This is very, very little. Maybe one of your ancestors bathed in a magical stream by accident or lived in a cursed village.” 
 
    “What can I do with it?” 
 
    “I can try to teach you the simplest spell there is, a kindling spell to start a fire.” 
 
    “Why would I want to start a fire? Can’t you teach me anything useful?” 
 
    “You never know when you’ll need to start a fire or light a candle. It’s the spell that all sorcerers learn. We learn first to harness the powers of fire, air, water, earth, and metal. The powers of nature. All the spells we learn are channeled through one of the powers.” 
 
    “Does that mean I’m a sorcerer?” 
 
    “With this amount of magic, it’s impossible. It’s in one of these books somewhere, the different classifications. I’ve forgotten them. When it is so little, it takes a lot to draw it out, and even more to learn to focus and control it. There are probably many people running around with this amount of magic in their blood and they have no idea because even if they were to open a spell book and say the words, nothing would happen.” He buried himself in his pile of books again and retrieved a thin, paper book with stars and the moon on the cover. “This is made for someone who’s magical ability has just started to come out. It has the five simplest spells in it. I would be surprised if you can master one, and completely shocked if you manage all five.” 
 
    He sat me down on a stool in front of a portion of a table that he had cleared for that purpose, piling what looked like a collection of clocks into the only free space in the room, which was a low, wide couch by the window. In front of me, a collection of little sticks appeared on top of a large, granite stone. “Now, what you are going to do is picture a fire in your mind. Think about how it looks, think about how it burns, smells and how the warmth feels. When you have the picture in your mind, imagine the fire filling your entire body, consuming you. Imagine what it feels like to be on fire. Now, imagine the fire shooting from your fingertips.” He instructed me to move my hand up so that it rested just a millimeter away from the pile of sticks. “Keep imagining, keep thinking it, until you feel like you’re about to explode from it. The pressure of the feeling will rush through your entire body, and you’ll need to release it somehow.  Then, you say the word.” He made a collection of sounds and I opened my eyes wide, staring at him. He smiled and repeated the word at least another six times, with me sounding along with him until he pronounced it ‘acceptable’. 
 
    I nodded and closed my eyes, trying to do as he had instructed. I thought of the hearth in my room back home, and grand, elaborate fireplace carved from red granite that clashed terribly with the décor. My father had promised to have the room re-papered for my birthday, but we had never gotten around to it. No! I was supposed to be concentrating. I shook my head and began again, this time not picturing the hearth, but the logs themselves. I watched them burn, the flames shooting from them, blue, white and orange as they cracked the logs with their heat. I tried to smell the char, the pine burning, and feel the warmth on my fingertips as I came inside after a long day of walking. It felt so warm and wonderful on my face, on my hands. Then, I imagined what it would be like to touch the flames, scalding hot. Imagining touching the flames seemed to work, and I could feel it, like he said I would, the fire rushing through my entire body. Then, just as I felt it, it was gone. 
 
    I opened my eyes, to see the Beast staring intently at me. “Well?” 
 
    “I felt like I was on fire for about three seconds.” 
 
    He clapped his hands together. “But that’s good! It means you have the concentration for it, at least some of it. Many people do not. Even the most powerful of sorcerers have trouble focusing from time to time. It’s a very specific feeling, and once you’ve found it, it makes it easier to find again. The feeling is different for each spell. Try feeling… what does fire make you think of? Which emotion?” 
 
    “Warmth. No, warmth isn’t an emotion? I don’t know. Anger?” 
 
    “All right. Try to channel that too. Start with the feeling you get in your body when you’re angry, burning hot.” I nodded and closed my eyes, trying again. This time I was easier to put myself in the flames, and this time, the feeling was so much stronger. Every inch of my body was afire, I burned, my skin and insides felt like they were boiling. It was overwhelming and wonderful and painful all at once, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. The feeling dipped when I struggled to remember the word, but when I said it, the feeling left me entirely as my eyes popped open. I looked and saw something flicker beneath my finger. I screamed. 
 
    The Beast clapped down on the table with his palm, causing the wood to creak under the weight. He had an enormous smile on his face. Then, he remembered himself and placed his hands formally behind his back. “You’ve done it!” 
 
    “But the twigs didn’t even catch fire!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. There was a spark there. We both saw it.  It means that all we need to do is practice, and you should be able to go the rest of your life without flint.” 
 
    “I am ecstatic.” I joked, but really, I was incredibly proud of my little spark. The Beast and I sat and talked for a little while. He said I should rest, and I drank some tea and ate a plate of oranges because he said that magic could be very draining. He told me how amazed he was at least twenty times over the course of twenty minutes, and by the time he permitted me to try again, I was actually beaming.  
 
    The afternoon faded into the evening as we sat there. Instead of twigs, we switched to balled up pieces of paper drenched in something that smelled foul that the Beast wouldn’t let me touch with my bare hands. Whenever I produced a spark, the entire thing would burst into a satisfying ball of flames, which I am sure made me more confident in my abilities than I really should have been. 
 
    The Beast made me rest almost an entire week before he let me try again, and I studied the book he had given me the entire time. It was not entirely useful, but it was interesting nonetheless. It seemed to be filled with ramblings by an author that greatly disliked magic and very few facts. When I told the Beast this, he laughed and said that people don’t like what they can’t understand. Still, there were a few interesting paragraphs scattered here and there that I reflected upon. I added notes about the magical things that the Beast had told me which seemed relevant to the castle, along with what I learned from the book into my secret collection. Rather than something concise and helpful, my notes and drawings were now just a mess of ramblings that didn’t make very much sense.  
 
    In my spare time, I stared at flames and candles and I even made the Beast start a bonfire in the garden one evening after dinner so I could study something larger. When the time came, and after many more tries, I managed to consistently produce what likened the lit wick of a rather pathetic candle, not more than half an inch high and very thin. The Beast pronounced me a masterful student, and I spent most of the week after that lighting handkerchiefs on fire, even though the Beast had told me to rest. 
 
    The next spell in the book was simple levitation, and he started me with little metal balls on the same table as before. I tried as hard as I could to make my body feel weightless and airy, the same feeling never came as it had with the flame. We tried for three whole days before the Beast pronounced it impossible and insisted that I should be happy with what I had actually learned. After all, he said, I had done an extraordinary job. Before I went away, he handed me another book from one of his many dusty stacks. “Here, I think you will find this one more relevant than the other book I gave you.” 
 
    “Curse magic, identification, and protection.” I read aloud. “If I can’t lift objects, do you really think that I will be able to curse someone?” 
 
    “No, but…” He paused and looked away. “I think that it will be useful for you to read. It’s the second of perhaps ten books I have that aren’t in the Sorcerer’s Tongue about magic. The others are similar to the one you read, and one is just a book about goblins, which everyone knows don’t really exist.” I nodded and tucked the book under my arm, planning to read it just as soon as I was done with a reference book about monastic orders in the plains that was nearly as thick as a watermelon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    On our morning walks, I would try to ask the Beast about the grounds and the castle. He seemed to have explored them room by room, foot by foot, just as I had. He had even explored the dark and twisting forest that I had been too scared to enter again. He knew much more than I did, but it never seemed to be useful information. There were historical facts about a painting or a statue, but he never came out and exposed a hidden passageway that led outside of the grounds like I hoped he would.  
 
     When the rain stopped falling daily, and the mud on the paths started to dry, we began to walk further, into the fields behind the castle. We wandered into the hedge maze and up the hill behind the greenhouse. One morning we were out walking, and the Beast announced that it felt like summer and we made plans the next day. He had talked about an old military tower on the far, far reaches of the property. I wanted to see it, and we were going to walk there and have a picnic lunch.  
 
    Even my attendants seemed to admit that it was summer outside and dressed me in loose, flowing cotton for the excursion. It didn’t seem nearly as spooky as I remembered, especially in broad daylight with the sun streaming in through the sparse leaves above us. “Do you walk here often?” 
 
    “Not lately, lately I’ve been doing much tamer walks with you through the garden. But before I would walk here a lot.” 
 
    “Don’t you get sick of the same trees and rocks and such?” 
 
    “Not really. I find it a comfort.” 
 
    “I think I know what you mean. Smelling the salt air always calmed me.” 
 
    “There is a lake up near the mountains. We should go and see it. But that’s an entire day’s walk, not just a few hours like to the garrison. It might not be an ocean, but it is as close as I can bring you. Would you like to go?” I smiled and looked back at him. Ever the gentleman, he was letting me lead the way on the narrow path. Looking at him didn’t frighten me at all anymore. I had grown so accustomed to his size and features. Now, I could see his brown mane shining in the sunlight, looking more golden than anything else, matching his cat eyes. 
 
    We walked for at least an hour through the forest, and the scenery around us never seemed to change, until I noticed that I was stumbling over more rocks than usual. A tower rose above the trees, with various parts crumbling, scattered in the clearing in front of us. “Well, this is it. The old garrison.” 
 
    “It’s not as impressive as I thought it would be. I can’t imagine anyone living here.” 
 
    “Well, it has been several hundred years since they had to have scouts at the border. There are hundreds of these scattered along the border, and there is only one that was still recently in use. There used to be a village a few miles that way and they used it to shoot at wolves,” 
 
    I went closer, running my hand across the worn stones. “It doesn’t seem really real, that two hundred years ago this was part of a war zone.” 
 
    “And five hundred years before that, there were fairies living here.” 
 
    “There haven’t been fairies in this land for generations.” It had been one of the facts that he had taught me about the grounds during our walks. 
 
    “They are still here. Just because they choose not to show themselves to people anymore doesn’t mean they went away. They can’t die, they can only be killed. There are dozens left in the world.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t seen so much magic myself lately, I would think that you were a child whose governess told him scary stories too close to bedtime.” 
 
    He shook his head, following me to the tower. “On this property, there is ancient magic below the ground, left from their time here. If you remember, there was a war over this land, but what most people don’t know is that it was over the old fairy land. Men are drawn to magic; they just don’t always understand why.” 
 
    I ignored his ramblings about fairies, circling around the whole tower before meeting him where I had begun. He set down a large, thick woolen blanket in a little area with what looked like the smallest amount of rocks. I settled myself down on the blanket, and the Beast sat down too. A charming wicker basket appeared before me, and I fished out a fine bone china plate, a few slices of bread, pears, and jam. “What should I get you?” 
 
    “I don’t want anything, thank you.” 
 
    “Aren’t you hungry?” He told me he was not. I finished the meal with strawberry tarts and elderflower lemonade. After I had finished eating, I lay down, exhausted from our walk and full. The brim of my hat dug into the back of my head as I lay there, and I removed it, feeling the sun on my face for the first time in as long as I could remember. I was just going to lay there a minute before sitting up and replacing my hat. Just a minute. But it was so wonderful laying there, so warm and calm, everything around me smelling of pine.  
 
    I sat up with a gasp, recovering from a frightening dream I couldn’t remember. I almost never remembered what I dreamed about, but my forehead was dripping with sweat and my mouth was dry. “Good morning.” I could hear the smile in the Beast’s voice as he said it.  
 
    I rocked my head, trying to compose myself. “Could I have some water, please?” A glass appeared in my hand, and I gulped it down. “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “An hour, perhaps?” 
 
    “Goodness. I must have been exhausted by our walk.” 
 
    “Apparently. Do you think that you’ll be able to make it back?” 
 
    “I think so. After all, I’ve rested so much now.” 
 
    We made the trek back to the castle without much trouble at all until I sat down at the dressing table with my attendants around me and stared in the mirror. What my governess had finally warmed me about had finally come to pass. I hadn’t tanned, but I was covered in freckles. They were sprinkled around my nose and forehead, ruining my moonbeam complexion. I let out a long, frustrated sigh. The squirrel patted my shoulder, conveying its sympathy about the ruination of my beauty. “Do you have any tonic that can fix this? Lemons and castor oil?” The deer shook its head vigorously and seemed just as let down by my complexion as I had been. 
 
    In keeping with the tragedy, the parrot dressed me all in black that evening, with an enormous onyx choker possibly meant to distract from my face. I sat down at dinner, and as I saw the collection of dishes and plates appear before me, I realized that perhaps my case wasn’t so hopeless after all. 
 
    “As you see, my nap in the sun has completely ruined my complexion.” 
 
    “Do you mean the freckles?” 
 
    “Obviously. My sisters would throw a fit if they could see me now.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they be more horrified by the fact that you are in an ancient castle with a terrible beast?” 
 
    “I honestly think that they would be more horrified by the freckles.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I find them charming. It shows you’ve done something other than sitting indoors and working on your embroidery or something equally useless.” 
 
    “Will this torture ever end? You know I can barely thread a needle. But I thought, there used to be alchemists in the market who sold tonics that promised to get rid of freckles and spots. Can’t you magic up a potion?” 
 
    “I am not an alchemist. I can make potions, but no better than you could, assuming that you followed the instructions. There is no real magic in potions, it’s all about having rare ingredients. In any case, you don’t need a potion. It is a simple spell to change color. I could do it in my sleep.” 
 
    “Will you take them away?” 
 
    “Why do you want them to go away? I find them charming.” 
 
    “Because they’re a flaw. I’ve always been flawless. They make me less beautiful.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I blushed but didn’t know why.  
 
    “Will you please just fix them?” 
 
    “I will if you insist.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He had long ago begun to sit close to me when I ate, but now he moved to the chair right next to me. 
 
    “Close your eyes and hold still.” 
 
    I did as I was told, and I felt his rough fingers on my cheek, brushing softly over the bridge of my nose. The feeling of hot needles spread across my skin along with his fingers, and I tried not to wince at the pain. I realized as he was moving his hand across my face that this was the first time that he had touched me directly. When he finished, I opened my eyes and demanded a mirror. I held it up to my face and immediately screamed. “What did you do?” He was laughing, holding his side as his booming chuckles echoed in the chamber. I stared at my ruined face, unable to see anything other than the freckles, which he had somehow turned bright purple. “You’ve ruined my face!” 
 
    He sat up and waved a hand in front of my face, and the same needle-like feeling came again. When I looked back into the mirror, I saw that my freckles had been restored to their original color. “I don’t like the idea of getting rid of them. I find them charming. You may come and borrow an alchemy book on how to remove them yourself, but I will play no part in it. Besides, why does it matter if you have freckles? It’s only me to see them.” 
 
    “A lady should always look her best. Even in close company.” 
 
    “Is that the Duchess’ Etiquette Guide?” 
 
    “Courtly Behavior. You’re horribly out of date. No one has used Duchess’ in years.” 
 
    “I suppose I am. Are they still dancing the Melasadra at court?” 
 
    I laughed. “I can barely dance that one, it has been out of fashion for so long. Last season it was the Grasshopper Waltz.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible.” 
 
    “No, it’s really quite fun! There is a lot of lifting and spinning. Although, I never got to experience much lifting. My sister and I took lessons together, and she always danced with the master, because she was older. I know the steps, though. I was always disappointed I never got to go dancing or to a ball. I hadn’t come out yet, so I didn’t get the chance.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you missed out on that.” 
 
    “As I am. I do love to dance.” I didn’t tell him the real reason I regretted it. In fact, in my wildest fantasies, I would meet the love of my life at a ball. We would dance, and he would whisper poetry into my ear. We would be inseparable from the moment we met. Instead, I was here, covered in freckles and talking to a beast. 
 
    “You know, there is a ballroom here. If you want to dance, I can air it out.” 
 
    “Air it out?” 
 
    “It would take me all day and night to maintain the entire castle to a good standard. I keep the rooms that you and I use clean, but all the others are full of dust and covered in sheets. Believe it or not, I have not had occasion to open it.” 
 
    “Would you really? I long to dance! Can you play?” 
 
    “Not at all. But if I have music, I can enchant the instruments.” 
 
    “Do you want to have a ball tomorrow night? We can have hors d'oeuvres and champagne and dancing!” 
 
    “As you wish. It shall be an experience for the both of us.”  
 
    The next evening, the statues and I spent what felt like forever in the closet, looking over ballgowns for my first ever ball. We settled on a cornflower blue gown in the softest satin, with little pearls sewn in throughout the skirt and bodice. They arranged my hair with more care than usual, with a string of pearls braided through my chignon. I powdered my face to within an inch of my life and managed to cover up the freckles almost to my satisfaction. Standing in front of the full-length mirror in the closet, my heart raced as I spun to see how the skirt flowed. This was not at all what I expected when I imagined my first ball, but I was excited nonetheless. I thought that I looked like the heroine in one of the novels that the Beast had made me read. 
 
    The Beast met me in the entryway, and even he had dressed for the occasion. His white dinner jacket was embroidered with a detailed golden pattern. I could see birds, vines, and roses all climbing up the jacket to his sleeves. His bow was deep and formal when I descended the stairs. He had filled the front hall with more candles than usual, and a several carpets had appeared from out of nowhere. He led me away from the dining room, and down a hallway, towards a pair of doors. I remembered them from my study of the castle. This room had been unlocked, and the room behind them had been dark and large, with chandeliers covered in dusting cloths. As soon as we passed the threshold, all the candelabras and dozens of hanging chandeliers came to light. The room was even larger than I remembered it to be, and it seemed so much more lovely now that it was properly illuminated. The floor was gray stone, but it was now polished to a sheen, with columns made of the same color flanking the doors and windows. The walls were painted a shining, metallic silver, and the entire room glittered in the light. Stationed around the room were antique vases, filled to the brim with all sorts of colorful flowers from the greenhouse. On a table near the door, there was champagne chilling and lots of little finger sandwiches on display. While I stood there, admiring the scenery, the Beast waved his hand, and the instruments on a stage on the far side of the room sprang to life, a piano, cello, flute, and violin all playing a beautiful melody. 
 
    I closed my eyes and listened to the music. I imagined dozens of ladies in fine ballgowns, being twirled around the floor by their gentlemen. It was all so beautiful, as I stood there in my ballgown and pearls. Perhaps this was not how I had imagined my first ball, but it was beautiful all the same. I turned to the Beast and realized that I had tears in my eyes. “What’s the matter? Is it all right?” 
 
    “Goodness. I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I forgot anything. I’m certain I can fix it. I’ve created all of this from a scene in a novel.”  
 
    “No. It’s just so lovely. Thank you for fixing all of this for me.” Before I could think better of it, I embraced him, my arms barely reaching halfway across his waist. His body was incredibly stiff, but after a moment he softened a bit and patted my shoulder gently before backing away. 
 
    “I’m just happy that I could make you happy. I know it’s not a real ball, but I thought I came as close as I could.” 
 
    I nodded, beaming up at him. This was going to be a wonderful evening. I had a glass of champagne, and then another. Even the Beast imbibed, although he faced away from me when he drank, and merely replaced the empty glass. Even though we were alone, I was buzzing with excitement about the music, the flowers, and the flowing champagne. “Shall we dance?” 
 
    “I think I’m supposed to ask you.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m incredibly crass. I give you permission to find another lady to dance with.” 
 
    He laughed and held out his hand, crouching slightly so that I could reach it. As we approached the dance floor, the melody changed, and a slow quadrille began. It was a nice dance, not too quick, and mostly involved me circling around the Beast and him bowing and gesturing. I imagined we looked quite ridiculous, as this was meant for tens of couples at once, all flowing smoothly in and out of formation in time to each other and the music. The Beast was surprisingly graceful for such a large creature and moved admirably in time to the music. 
 
    After the quadrille, the Beast asked me to teach him the Grasshopper Waltz. At my instruction, the music changed tempo and became faster. “So, we begin across from one another, with a bow.” He bowed, and I curtseyed.  I stepped forward, raising my hand, and he mirrored my gesture. “And now I spin, you come behind me and take my hands when I extend them. And then, you fold my arms around and I spin again.”  
 
    I spun around twice, adding the requisite flourish wish my hands, and he followed my instructions with precision. Our biggest problem seemed to be his height. Certain turns I was meant to put my hands on his shoulders, and it was impossible. Even with my arms extended fully, I couldn’t reach the tops of his shoulders, my fingers falling just short. Instead, I held on to his arms and spun. The only advantage to his size seemed to be that when it came time to lift me, he picked me up like I was a rag doll. It took us a few tries to get the dance right, but he was a fast learner, and I only stepped on his toes twice. As I told him, “Your feet are so large it is impossible for me to avoid them.” This earned me a laugh as I spun around. Soon, I was laughing too. 
 
    After we had mastered the Grasshopper Waltz, we settled on a few, fast dances that both of us knew. They were all simple dances that didn’t require a lot of complicated or close movement, both of us conscious of our difference in size. Soon, I was out of breath and smiling. “Will you permit me a pause on my dance card?” 
 
    “Of course, mistress.” He extended his arm and led me to the refreshment table, where I greedily finished yet another glass of champagne. “So, is your first ball everything you thought it would be?” 
 
    “The company is rather unvaried.” I smiled wider. “But I must say that it has been an experience.” 
 
    “A good one, I hope?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Tonight has been such a lovely time. Thank you, again.” 
 
    “I am, as always, at your service.” After another glass or two of champagne, we returned to the dance floor and continuing our country dances before pausing again for champagne. The Beast then taught me some sort of dance that involved a lot of spinning. The spinning, together with what I then realized was a bit too much champagne, my head felt like it was on backward, and everything kept spinning even when I was turned around. I laughed and took a step back, almost falling, and the Beast reached his hand out to catch me. Everything felt warm and fuzzy, and even the Beast didn’t seem nearly as hideous as he usually did. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I think so. I’ve never had so much champagne before. You must know how expensive it is. At Berga’s wedding we only got one glass each. I suppose that I would have made a fool of myself at a real ball.” 
 
    “I don’t think you would have been left alone long enough to drink this much champagne. Your dance card would have been completely full.” 
 
    I laughed. “That is true, of course, but not with these freckles. I’ve powdered them, you see, but they still show through.” 
 
    “I think your freckles are lovely.” I noticed then just how close we were standing to one another. His hand was still resting on my shoulder, and I felt that without it I would simply fall back and float away into the dark stone floors. His hand felt warm on my skin. I couldn’t feel any claws or anything. He was standing so close to me that I needed to crane my neck upwards in order to meet his eyes. When I did, I didn’t look away like I usually did, after just a few seconds, but held his gaze. I wasn’t sure what to say, or if I should say anything at all. 
 
    The Beast took a step back and extended his arm. He led me from the dance floor to a bench that had not been there before. He took some food, which I had largely ignored, and offered it to me. “Some sandwiches, I think.”  
 
    “Thank you. I haven’t eaten much, have I?” 
 
    “No, you haven’t.” 
 
    “Do you really think my freckles are nice?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t think my sisters would approve. They would tell me that a gentleman prefers a woman with a flawless complexion.” 
 
    “Your sisters are quite silly, then. No one should care about something so trivial.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, though. Being beautiful is quite exhausting. It’s all you can be, so you need to do it well.” 
 
    “It’s not all that you can be. You are very much more than beautiful, Bel. You’re intelligent, curious, and stubborn. Anyone who sees you for just your beauty is a fool.” 
 
    I laughed. “Then everyone must be a fool. I think I should go to bed, this has been overwhelming, more because of the champagne than anything else.” 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s not even midnight.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing that I’m not the Cinder Girl. It would ruin the whole story.” 
 
    “Will you marry me, Belara?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t you know it’s bad form to propose at a ball? You might feel differently in the daylight than the candlelight.” 
 
    “I would ask the same question, regardless.” 
 
    “No, Beast. Goodnight.” I waved away and weaved my way out of the ballroom, unable to suppress the smile on my face. “Thank you again for a wonderful evening,” I said to the Beast with another curtsey before I left the room. It hadn’t been the kind of ball I had always dreamed of, but it had been an evening I knew I would never forget. As the statues dressed me in my nightgown, I recounted every detail of the evening to them, thrilled to have something so wonderful to discuss with them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    A few pleasant weeks of wonderful, warm weather turned into oppressive heat. It was impossible to stay inside the castle at all. There was no air in the stone rooms, even when you flung the windows open and stuck your head outside trying to lure in a breeze. After a while, I gave up and started spending my days in the garden, in the shade of the large trees by the pond with my book. The warmer the days became, the lazier I acted.  
 
    “I wish I could go bathing. Whenever it was this warm in Port Paradiz we would go swimming after dark, my sisters and I. There was a bit of shoreline that was completely shaded by a wall, and it was deliciously cold. After a long day perspiring in our petticoats, it was perfect.” I gestured to the pond behind us. “If this was more than knee-deep, I would suggest it.” 
 
    “I think that this is mostly mud if I was going to be perfectly honest. You would come out of there completely brown. Do you remember the lake I told you about? We could go tomorrow if you like. It’s a few hours walking there, but I think that the scenery is worth it.” 
 
    “Is the lake large enough to swim in?” 
 
    “I think so. I cannot swim, so I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Really, you can’t swim?” 
 
    “No. Not at all. And I think I’m too old to learn now. If you would like to go, we would need to leave a little before sunrise tomorrow if we want to make it back before dark. As I said, it is a long hike.” 
 
    I agreed, and the statues woke me much too early the next morning. I rolled out of bed and into the walking dress provided and met the Beast in the hall. I didn’t say anything to him until we had been walking for a while and I had woken up properly. We went further than I ever had on the property, past the hedge maze and thickets of trees, and, to my displeasure, numerous hills. We stopped after a while and I ate my breakfast, before continuing the march. 
 
    We talked off and on throughout the day, less when I was exhausted from puffing up the hills. The Beast teased me about my outfit, saying that the white muslin with a blue bow around the middle was ridiculous for a forest hike, and I told him it was incredibly comfortable and suitable, even though the hem had been completely ruined by dirt and snagging on twigs. 
 
    It was just after noon when we climbed the last hill and the lake appeared before us. I stopped walking, and the Beast nearly collided with me. It wasn’t as large as I was expecting, more a pool than a lake. It was almost perfectly round, with a pebbled gray shore. A ring of trees surrounded the pool, with roots and branches dipping into the perfectly clear and smooth surface of the water. Standing there, staring at the water, I felt so peaceful and so calm just being there, breathing in the forest air and feeling the light wind. “It’s beautiful here,” I whispered to the Beast, not wanting to disturb the tranquility. 
 
    “I’m glad you think so. It’s one of my favorite places here.” 
 
    “Are you ready for a swim?” 
 
    “You know full well I cannot swim.” 
 
    “Come along, I can teach you.” 
 
    “I would rather not, thank you. I think that I have survived my life thus far without being able to swim. I shall continue doing so.” 
 
    “I’m going to change into my shift, I can’t swim in all this fabric. I’ll sink to the bottom like a stone.” I ventured over to a bush where I could undress. 
 
    “You really can't swim?” I asked incredulously from behind the bush. 
 
    “There was not so much as a babbling brook nearby when I was younger. In that area, I fear that my education has been lacking. But I don't understand why you can swim. Is it a common area of tutelage for the bourgeoisie?” 
 
    I shook my head at the word bourgeoisie. “You certainly are a snob, aren't you? I might be a merchant’s daughter, but at least I have some class, which is more than I can say for you. Anyway, I thought I told you to stop calling me that.”  
 
    “Apologies my lady. Your upbringing taught you to swim, mine merely made me judgmental.” I stifled a laugh. At one point, a comment like that would have incensed me, but I now knew that he was teasing. Or, at least I hoped he was.  
 
    “Call me whatever you like, your eminent highness. If we are on a sinking ship, I would rather swim to safety thanks to my bourgeois education than be a Duchess in my diamonds at the bottom of the ocean. That's actually why my father insisted upon us learning. Should we accompany him on a voyage, we should know how to swim. Our governess would take us in the middle of the night sometimes to avoid freckling and curious gentlemen.” 
 
    Throwing my gown over a tree branch, I was only in my shift, I peeked out from behind my bush to see that the beast had beached himself on a large rock close to the shore. His eyes were closed, and he looked very peaceful sunning his mane. My feet trampled on pine needles and tiny stones as I hurried to the water. The pool was as still as glass, reflecting the perfect blue and fluffy clouds of the summer sky.  
 
    I dipped my toes in, finding it just a little cooler than the surrounding air. “The water is divine!” I called to the Beast, quickly wading in up to my waist before diving in. I floated there, closing my eyes and remembering being home and submerging myself in the salty seawater with my sisters. I let the memories overtook me as I relaxed.  
 
    “You haven't drowned yet, have you?” The Beast called from his perch.  
 
    “Not just yet!” I called back, paddling further away from the shore until I was at the center of the pool.                
 
    “Well, get on with it. I’d love to have the library to myself again. You keep putting the books back in the wrong order, I can’t find a thing.”  
 
    Several clever retorts bubbled into my mind as I dipped my head below the water, sinking myself completely. I stayed underwater, floating pleasantly until I felt the slight pressure in my lungs, telling me it was time to come back up. I kicked my legs, and I could feel myself moving, but my head never breached the surface. I must have been further down than I thought. I kicked harder, this time using my arms as well. My body kept struggling to surface, the pulling in my lungs becoming painful. I opened my eyes, and instead of seeing the sun above me, everything around me was black, and as I kept kicking it became more and more clear that there was no up. The water turned to ice around me, every hair on my body standing up. 
 
    There was a clear flash of green light, and I thought that I must be dead because there was no way I was still underwater. Still, my chest burned and my mouth opened, gulping down a mouthful of water, suffocating me even more. More lights and colors dazzled before me as my head spun. Faces, images, colors and even smells overwhelmed me in the icy water, even as my body didn’t have the energy to keep struggling. The edges of my vision became black, and everything disappeared.  
 
     
 
    When I opened my eyes again, the only thing I saw was the sky, which in my addled state I thought must be water. The Beast’s heavy shadow soon loomed over me; his yellow eyes boring into mine. “Are you all right, Belara?” His voice was a low, tense growl.  
 
    My entire body ached, and as I drew in a deep breath, I swallowed water. I rolled over onto my side, coughing violently, my throat on fire. The Beast’s enormous paw made contact with my back as he tried to force the water out of me. “I thought you said that you could swim!” His tone was accusatory, but at least he waited until I was finished coughing to say it. 
 
    “I can swim. There was something in the water… I was kicking and pushing and I couldn't get to the surface. It’s like something was holding me under.” 
 
    His paw was gone, and by the time I turned around, he was already crouching by the edge of the water. He lowered himself, and for a moment I thought that he was going to drink from the pool. With a mask of concentration on his face, he was muttering an incantation, low and rhythmic. Something black and cloud-like burst from his mouth, creeping over the surface of the water until it was completely covered in it. A brilliant beam of light emerged from the center of the pool, and the Beast was thrown backward, landing several feet away. “We need to go back to the house. Now.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “I am so sorry. This is my fault. I should have checked before letting you go in the water.” 
 
    “What was that?” I repeated myself as loud as I could in my hoarse whisper. 
 
    “Something very dark, and very powerful that wants very badly to hurt you. Old Fairy magic runs through the roots of this forest, I told you.” 
 
    “Can't you just cast it away?” 
 
    “I am not as powerful as you seem to think.” He then completely disproved his point by taking my wrist, and after a loud pop and an uncomfortable lurch, we were instantly back in my study. 
 
    The statues were at my side immediately, with a dressing gown and hot towels, slippers finding my feet. “How did you get me out of the water?” 
 
    “I think I must have waited a full minute for you to come back up, and when you didn’t, I tried using a spell to lift you out. When that didn’t work as it should have, I should have understood what was wrong, but I panicked. I drained the water in the pool, and you were at the bottom, barely breathing.” 
 
    “I couldn't find the surface.” 
 
    “There was a piece of old, nasty dark magic there. I was so concerned when I carried you from the center of the pond that I did not notice. When the water came back, I cast a spell to reveal to me the hidden incantations there. You remember I told you that there were once fairies that inhabited these woods, and that pieces of their spirits remained? Whatever trapped you in the water was probably controlled by one of them.” 
 
    “Why would a fairy be trying to kill me?” 
 
    He was silent as he stared at me, and his eyes seemed to burn into mine. It was perhaps the longest we had ever looked directly at each other, and a shiver passed through me. His eyes were trying to convey something to me, I thought, but I didn’t understand. “I think it felt threatened.” 
 
    “Threatened? How could something so powerful be afraid of me?” 
 
    He shook his head and looked away, breaking our connection as he stood up. “You should rest. I know you might not feel the full force of it now, but you have gone through a trauma today. Dark magic can have a few side effects that you should be prepared for. Nightmares, tremors, maybe even a fever.” He turned to the statues. “I trust you to take care of her?” The parrot bowed deeply, taking a place just above my shoulder to watch over me. “I will send up a tray for dinner. Please let me know if you need anything at all. Even if…” 
 
    He paced the room once before continuing. “Even if you just need someone to talk to. I know it can be overwhelming. I’ll send a sleeping draft too, to help if you have trouble resting.”  
 
    “I don't understand. Have I been cursed?” There was no disguising the alarm in my voice then.  
 
    “No. I am sorry. I didn't mean to worry you. It's just that dark magic marks the people it comes in contact with. As frightening as this was, it was a simple form of dark magic. As I said, nightmares, chills, mild illness are the worst you can expect. If you had been cursed, you would become very ill. Your body is trying to reject it, it knows that something is wrong. I simply feel so foolish. This was all my fault. I should have checked the water before I let you swim in it. I apologize, Bel.” 
 
    I shook my head. “There is no way you could have known. Who knows how long the dark magic had been there? You said that the fairies haven't lived here for many years. It might be a hundred years old.” 
 
    He shook his head, still facing away from me. “I have a duty to protect you while you are here, and I failed. I can only try to make sure it doesn't happen again.” I knew when he said things like this that there was no point in arguing with him. I could see how it crushed him when he didn't live up to his own expectations. “I will come and check on you first thing in the morning. Don’t hesitate to ask me for anything.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m sure that I will be all right.” 
 
    “Good evening, Belara.” 
 
    “Good evening, Beast.” 
 
    He had opened the door, before turning back. “I almost forgot. Will you marry me?”  
 
    “No.” The answer had formed on my lips before he had finished asking, it was so automatic now. He nodded.  
 
    “Good evening.” 
 
    I sat there, prepared for convulsive fits or attacking witches, but well over an hour passed, and nothing happened at all. The deer and the monkey tried to get me to take a bath, but I shook my head, electing instead to wrap myself in fur blankets and settle myself in front of the fire. Somehow, I felt like it might be a few days before I wanted to submerge myself in the water again. Instead, the squirrel went to work picking the dirt and twigs out of my hair. 
 
    I had a book, but it lay open and unread the whole evening while I tried to make sense of what had happened. I wished that the Beast had stayed, he would have been able to help me to turn my scattered thoughts into something understandable. I stared at the ring on my hand, and I very nearly called him to me to answer several questions that I had thought of about fairies. 
 
    The most pressing issue was how I threatened a fairy. Surely something so powerful could not be frightened by my encyclopedic knowledge of royal history, or even by my beauty. Perhaps I was getting closer to figuring out the secrets of the castle without realizing it? Yes, that must be it, I decided. However, no matter how much I thought about it, I had encountered nothing notable, even with the information that I had learned from my conversations with the Beast. It was an immense effort, but I rose and went over to the sketching table and flipped through my drawings and notes. They were becoming more detailed, but I didn’t see anything that stood out as being particularly noteworthy. The collection had turned more into an obsessive hobby than a real investigation.  
 
    I ensconced myself again in the tangle of blankets that had previously occupied and asked the monkey to bring me one of my books. It was the book about curse magic the Beast had given me. I had already read it once, but I flipped through it again, trying to find some sort of information about water spells. While deep within my reverie, a tray of food appeared at my feet. I smiled as I looked over the small plate. It was my favorite onion and carrot stew, and a few pieces of salted brown bread. He hadn't even sent up a spoon, knowing that I would break all rules of etiquette and just use the bread instead. There was also a crystal vial which I assumed was the sleeping potion. I didn’t need it, I decided. I felt fine, and also incredibly tired. Perhaps he had been exaggerating when he told me the effects of the dark magic. He did tend to be a bit too serious about these kinds of things. As soon as I finished my stew, I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I couldn't even muster the effort to walk back to the bedroom and climb into bed. Instead, the monkey and parrot slipped a pillow from the sofa under my head, and I drifted off right there in front of the fire, even though it wasn't even seven in the evening. 
 
      
 
    I was walking through the forest, wearing my favorite gray walking dress. It was one of the favorite paths that the Beast and I frequented. It stretched behind the greenhouses, into the forest and ended in a very peaceful wooded glen where we sometimes took our books and read. He would even take his sketching when it wasn’t windy. I was alone on the path, but for some reason, I couldn’t remember why. I continued walking when I heard a noise off in the trees. I turned my head, to see a man standing there. He was tall and deathly pale as if he had been kept as a prisoner in a dungeon for years. His hair was a disheveled mop of black curls. His eyes were the same deep green as the surrounding leaves, and they looked too familiar. 
 
    The prince! I remembered his portrait from the palace. He was older now, and gaunter, but I remembered those eyes. “Your Highness.” I sank into a formal curtesy in front of him, not really believing that the heir to the throne would be in our wood. 
 
    Before it was time for me to rise, I heard a crashing noise, and the prince looked at me with fear in his deep green eyes. “Run! It's after us!” I turned around and saw tree branches falling over and the ground falling to pieces around something massive and growling coming towards us. 
 
    Without thinking I was right behind the prince, hiking up my skirts and sprinting through the low bushes into the forest. We ran, our breathing loud and heavy, as whatever it was drew closer and closer. “Run, you have to run! You're my only hope to be free!” The prince called to me over his shoulder, but I was already slowing down.  
 
    I tripped over something and found myself flat on the ground as the horrible sound came closer and closer. Then, is stopped, and I could hear whatever it was breathing, sniffing. I turned around to see the Beast. He was walking on four legs, his fine tailored clothing gone. “Beast, what are you doing?” He said nothing, but came closer to me, baring his fangs and growling. 
 
    I screamed, screamed so loud that my voice was hoarse. Even then, I kept screaming. “Stop, please! Don't hurt me!” Then, all was dark, until a pair of yellow eyes appeared in the darkness, coming closer and closer. “Help! Please help! Don't hurt me, please.” I couldn't think of whom to call out to. The Beast of course, but the Beast was trying to kill me, and kill the prince.  
 
    I was in the pool of water again, choking and paralyzed. I looked over and there was the prince, floating white like a corpse, not moving, the yellow eyes of the Beast the only light around me. I screamed, I cried, but nothing would stop the terror. I told the Beast to stop, told him I was frightened, begged him to let me go, but nothing stopped the wild creature that had replaced him. The prince was always there, either running from the Beast or being mauled by him. He begged me for help whenever he was alive. He begged me to set him free from the Beast. 
 
     
 
    I opened my eyes, and it was daytime. I was still wrapped in my furs on the floor, my entire body covered in sweat. I lay there, too hot and uncomfortable, unable to breathe. It had all be a terrible, terrible dream. It had felt like it had lasted a lifetime, my terror only growing with each horrifying scene. My first reaction was to summon the Beast to me, but then I remembered the dreams. My body shook as the memories washed over me, the Beast losing his humanity and chasing me, the dead prince floating in the water. Silent tears ran down my cheeks as I tried to remind myself that this was dark magic at work, that there was no truth to what I had seen, it was impossible to wipe my memories clean. I knew that it was not real, that my Beast would never behave like that, but I could not help but shudder when I thought of him. 
 
    As I stirred so did my attendants. It was then that I saw the various pots of water and towels scattered around me. The squirrel ran to me right away and felt my forehead, nodding approvingly to the deer. “Did I have a fever in the night?” The squirrel nodded several times. The monkey carried a glass of cold water to me and pressed it to my lips. 
 
    I followed them into my bedchamber, and they used scented towels to clean the stale stench of sweat off of me, and when they removed the shift from the day before I saw that I had been sick all down the front. I shook as they replaced my shift with a heavy cotton nightgown and dressing gown. Obviously, they didn’t think I would be up for very much today, and they were right. The squirrel worked a wet brush through my matted hair and managed to twist it in a plait which the monkey quickly covered with a cap. They led me back into the study, where my nest in front of the fire had been replaced with fresh blankets on the sofa. They wrapped me up in them, and I felt like quite the little invalid.  
 
    As soon as I was settled, I called for the Beast.  He appeared in a moment, as did a tray of plain toast and green tea. On the table beside him, a cup of coffee appeared, and the smell turned my stomach. He stood in front of the bay window with the cup, staring out onto the gardens, where a light dusting of summer rain fell. 
 
    “This is exactly what I needed. I feel awful.” 
 
    “I know, your attendants fetched me during the night. You had a high fever and convulsions.” 
 
    “Goodness, that makes me feel worse. I am sorry to have disturbed you. Were you patting my forehead with a damp cloth all night?” 
 
    “Just until the fever broke. That was around dawn.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Against my better judgment, I revisited the memories from the night before, the glowing eyes in the darkness, and realized that it must have been him. 
 
    “I'm simply happy you’ve come through it relatively unscathed.” 
 
    “Has this happened to you?” 
 
    “I was certain that I would die.” The reason that he had been touched by dark magic remained unspoken between us. I knew that if I asked, he wouldn't tell me.
“I had these nightmares.” I paused. I couldn't tell him what I had dreamed of him. He hadn't frightened me for some time, and I saw how happy he was about it. However, reflecting on them, I wasn’t convinced that there wasn't meaning in them. “Prince Fenrar, I dreamed that he was trapped here by some kind of magic. Do you think that that is why I was sent here? Perhaps I was sent here to free him. You've been here much longer than I have, have you ever seen some hint that there could be someone else here?” 
 
    His coffee cup clinked as it rested on the table next to him. He was still staring out the window, not looking at me. “We are the only people in the house or on the grounds.” 
 
    “Are you certain? In my dream, he was a prisoner here.” 
 
    “You can't always trust dreams, touched by dark magic or not. They could be trying to manipulate you.” 
 
    “But don't you think that we still have to see? Are you sure that you've looked everywhere? Maybe there's a dungeon!” 
 
    “No.” His voice was loud, and boomed throughout the room, echoing in the corners. I flinched at the noise at the exact moment he turned to look at me. “I'm sorry, I did not mean to raise my voice. I have explored this castle more than you can imagine. We are the only souls here.” 
 
    I shook my head and turned to the parrot. “Bring me the mirror.” It flew away and returned with the glowing silver mirror. The Beast was now behind me. “I should have done this right away. If he is here, it will show me.” I turned to the mirror, its surface reflecting my tired, but still lovely, face. “Show me Prince Fenrar.” 
 
    The only thing the glass showed was me, with a corner of the Beast’s man behind me. The mirror burned hot in my hands, and I dropped it from my grasp. The Beast caught it before it reached the floor. 
 
    “Why didn't it work?” 
 
    “Sometimes magic crosses each other in strange ways. Things don't work as they should.” His voice was soft, almost like a whisper. After his outburst, I thought that he must be trying to make himself as quiet as possible. He placed the mirror face down on the table beside me. 
 
    Silent tears had begun to run down my face, and I didn’t know why, or when they had started. “We have to try. What if it would set us both free? Isn't that what you want most in the world?” 
 
    “What I wasn't most in the word,”, he repeated my words slowly and carefully, “is a beautiful wife.”               
 
    I shook my head. “Be serious.” 
 
    “I am being very serious. You're so very young and naïve, Bel.” 
 
    “You're being ridiculous to avoid the real problem here. And what does my age have to do with anything? Don't you want to leave this place, to be free? Think of that poor prince, trapped and alone.”               
 
    “Do you think him handsome?” 
 
    I sighed. “Of course he’s handsome, but that is not a part of whether or not he needs to be rescued. We are prisoners here too, but at least we have each other. I saw the prince, and he is alone and afraid.” 
 
    “Please forget what you saw, Belara. The dark magic wants you to believe these dreams, these visions. I know what you dreamed about, I heard you scream it.” A shiver passed through me as I realized that he must know that it was he who had chased us, attacked us and we begged him for mercy. “I know you have no reason to trust me, but please believe me when I tell you that there is no one else here but you and me.” 
 
    “I trust you,” I said it without looking at him. I did trust him, more than he seemed to think I did. For just a moment, I thought that I had found a way out of the castle, and the disappointment ran through me, filling me with bitterness. I had imagined for the blink of an eye taking him back home to Port Paradiz, teaching him to swim in the warm water in the bay, showing him my father’s library. Sitting alone, and feeling like we were separated by more than distance, I realized how silly I had been. The Beast was right, I was young and stupid. Even if we were free, it’s not like the Beast could do whatever he wanted. He would probably have to stay here, hidden from the world. 
 
    The Beast must have interpreted my silence as a dismissal. “I'll leave you now. You’ll probably be very tired today. Rest if you can, the terrors should not trouble you again.” 
 
    He was almost out the door before I spoke. I wanted him to stay but didn't know how to tell him. “Do you want to take a walk about the grounds today?” 
 
    “I have much to attend to that I have been putting off. I will see you at dinner.” He bowed, the deep, formal bow that I recognized from when we first met and he swept out of the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    I stayed in my rooms the entire day. I took out some frustration I felt on the piano, banging out melancholy tunes and reflecting on how terrible everything was. The Beast was angry at me, I was trapped in the castle with what may be a prince in distress or everything was just a fever dream.  Besides not having any idea what I felt or what was going on, I couldn’t focus on any one idea at a time. For a few minutes, I would be convinced that the Beast was hiding the prince, but then I would remember that the Beast had been so kind to me, I didn’t think that he would ever be so cruel. Then, I was convinced that there was a way out of the castle, and the Beast just didn’t see it or had some other reason for not seeing it. That idea stuck with me longer than the other ones did. I wondered again about the other girls, who the Beast said hadn’t escaped but were all gone.  
 
    When the statues came to dress me for dinner, I brushed them away, lacking the will to change clothes or even have them unbraid my hair. I ran out of energy going down the stairs and had to sit down and rest for a minute before continuing to the dining room. The Beast stood where he always did, bowed, and disappeared into the shadows like he had when I had first come. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Tired and weak. And confused.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.” 
 
    “I just… I don’t understand any of this. I realized that I’ve started to ignore it, and merely accepted being here, and all of this magic. You never answered my questions, so I stopped asking them, or I started to accept that I would never get an answer. I’m trapped here. Or we’re trapped here and I don’t understand why.” 
 
    “As I’ve told you, there are things I cannot tell you. It’s not that I don’t want to. I am physically prevented from doing so.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. You’ve said that before, so many times. I almost died yesterday, and I don’t understand why. I don’t even know why I’m here. Then, I had the dreams about the prince and you were so angry at me. I don’t understand anything anymore. I trust you completely. You have treated me so well since I came here, you have seen to my every comfort and desire. I feel like you know me better than anyone else in the world, but I don’t know you. You give me little bits and pieces, but I never see the whole thing.” 
 
    “I would do anything for you, Bel, but I can’t...” He paused for a long while, and I thought I could see movement in the shadows, but it might have just been the firelight. “Please, I just wish that you could understand. This is a struggle for me. Everything would be so much easier if I could tell you, explain everything to you from the beginning. My greatest fear would be your unhappiness. I have tried my best to keep you safe and happy, but I understand that it’s not enough. I can’t make up for you being trapped here. I haven’t protected you as I should. You almost died yesterday, and all I could think was that it was my fault. I am sorrier than you could ever imagine.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault. I don’t blame you for any of this. You’re the only thing that makes this place bearable. But you know so much, or at least I think you do. And I know nothing at all. I know there were maidens before me. Were they in danger? Did anything ever try to drown them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why am I in danger, why would the fairies feel like I should be threatening when none of the others were?” 
 
    “Because of you….” Yet another long pause filled the air between us. “You have been here longer than all the others.” 
 
    “Why should that matter? Does it have something to do with the duty, with why I am here?” 
 
    “Yet another question that I cannot answer.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I still don’t understand any of this.” Before I could stop them, tears welled in my eyes. I buried my head in my hands, trying to hide them from the Beast. I knew that seeing me like this would hurt him, and the last thing I wanted to do was hurt him.  
 
    “Bel, I am so sorry. I don’t… do you want to leave?” 
 
    “Why does it matter what I want? We’re trapped here in any case.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s different for you. I gave up on leaving a long time ago. You still have some hope.” 
 
    “I feel so very tired.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do. I need to go and lie down, I feel sick.” I stood up abruptly, the chair falling over itself to get out of my way. All the blood rushed to my head, and I tipped backward and felt myself falling before I could even react. The Beast was by my side in a moment, his paw around my arm. I felt the rush of cold air on my arm before I felt the pain, and I looked down to see blood gushing from my arm, from several little puncture wounds caused by his claws. He righted me, and backed away, shaking his head, his eyes wide. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. Please, Bel, I’m so sorry.” I wanted to tell him that it was all right, that I was fine, but my arm was burning, and the sight of my blood was making me feel ill. “Please, here, let me fix it.” I couldn’t help myself; I took a step back when he tried to come closer. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I was afraid of him, my entire body shaking from shock. 
 
    There was just so much blood. My vision started to cloud, and before I knew what was happening, the Beast had his paw around me, his grip loose and gentle. I felt his other paw on my wounds, and I tried to worm away from him, but he was so much stronger than I was. The searing that I had felt when he burned my freckles purple was back, but it was so much stronger, more painful than I remembered. Then, it was over. He was lifting me, and I felt too weak to resist. He laid me down on something soft, and in the darkness, I realized that I was in my bed.  
 
    “I am so very sorry.” 
 
    I couldn’t see him anymore, but I knew he was close. His voice was low and harsh, but not against me. When I heard him speak, the disgust burst out from every word, curling around him and trapping us both in the feeling. “You didn’t mean it. I know you didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I am so sorry.” 
 
    “You didn’t mean it,” I repeated. When I closed my eyes, the visions from my dream the night before flashed in my mind, the ones of a creature on a rampage, fit to kill me and the Prince. I tried to purge my mind of them. I thought of my Beast, the one that would read to me, the one that would tease me about my vanity, and whom I would tease in return. I thought of the sweet creature I had learned to like, learned to trust with my deepest thoughts and feelings and ramblings. That was my Beast. 
 
    “I’ve hurt you and I am a monster.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh, I wanted to cry. He was a monster, but not really. He looked like one, but he was gentle and thoughtful and cared so very much about me. No one had ever cared so much about me, no one had ever known so much about me. “No, no. You are a better man than many I have known.” 
 
    “I am dangerous, a creature, a monster. I hurt you, I’ve trapped you here. I am so sorry.” 
 
    “No, stop that. Where are you?” I reached out a hand into the dim light, and the Beast appeared above me, his yellow eyes glowing in the dark. I placed my hand on his mane, feeling the warmth coming from his body. His eyes, which I had thought so disgusting when I first saw him, were more gold than yellow, I thought. They glittered like coins. They were beautiful. He was beautiful. I wanted to tell him this, to tell him how much he meant to me. I wanted to tell him that I forgave him for everything, for keeping secrets from me, for the accident, for the day before, but no words came out.  
 
    “I can make this right. You don’t deserve to be trapped here with a monster.” 
 
    “No, no. You’re not a monster.” 
 
    “Please, Bel. Listen and think about it. Please. Will you marry me?” His voice was low and full of emotion. I couldn’t stand hearing him sound so sad and desperate. I couldn’t bear it. The tears that had never really stopped came in another wave, and I couldn’t look at him anymore. I was the only thing that he seemed to want. I wanted to say yes, to make him happy, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t speak. I shook my head. 
 
    “But you’re not a monster. Please, I just can’t marry you.” 
 
    “I understand. Goodnight. Know that I am sorrier than you can imagine. I will make this right, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    I awoke the next morning, I woke and was happy for just a moment, before the evening before hit me again, and I stared at the shredded sleeve of my dress. Thinking of the poor Beast apologizing and calling himself a monster made me feel sick. That day, I would be sure to tell him again and again that he wasn’t until maybe he believed me. When I sat up, I still felt sick and weak. The breakfast tray appeared on my lap, again with plain toast and tea. The Beast was so thoughtful. I found myself really, truly hungry for the first time in days, and finished the toast quickly. At my request, fresh strawberries and a few of the lemon cakes I love were added to the tray, along with a cup of orange juice. After eating and drinking I felt quite refreshed. I actually had some energy by the time I had finished. 
 
    Rising from the bed, the statues led me to the bath which was filled with rose oil. I hadn’t been clean in days, and my body had started to show it. There was dirt under my fingernails still, and my hair was greasy and limp. After what had happened in the pool, I only let them fill up the water a few inches and sat there in the tub as they washed me with cloths and little cups of water to rinse my hair. They wrapped me in a soft silk robe and I sat in the window seat, staring out the window, trying to see if the Beast was milling about in the garden. 
 
    The statues dressed me in a morning gown, simple and white, and I curled up in front of the fireplace. I wanted to call for the Beast but didn’t know what I would say to him if he came. Instead, I asked the squirrel to bring me the mirror, and I visited my family again. I started with my eldest brother, who was still asleep in a dimly lit room. My middle sister was at the market, looking at flowers. The wedding must be very soon, I thought. I kept watching, and followed her through the market, seeing that the servants were carrying vases and spools of ribbon on the way back to the house. If she was actually buying the decorations, it meant that the wedding must be in just a few days, and I wasn’t there. I shook my head, determined not to cry, which is a feeling I had been fighting all day long.  
 
    I asked to see my eldest sister and saw here lying in bed, with a tiny bundle cradled in her arms. “Oh,” I said it aloud, gesturing for the statues to come and look too. “Look! Berga had her baby.” I traced the outline of my sister in the mirror, the little baby too. I had learned of the pregnancy through the mirror, when I started to wonder why Berga was eating so much. She hid it well under large robes and cloaks, but it was obvious to me. Staring at my sister, I realized that it might take months, maybe even years for me to figure out if it was a girl or a boy because it would be dressed in the same plain white garment until it could walk. I gave up on not crying and let the tears fall. The Beast was hurting, I knew it, but I was hurting too. 
 
    “Beast, I need you.” He appeared in the room, far away from me, with a bow. “Come here, I have to show you. My sister…” 
 
    “Has something happened to your sister?” 
 
    “No, but look. She’s had the baby.” I spoke to the mirror again and asked it to show me my other sister, who had returned to the house and was directing servants with tablecloths in hand. “And Halina is getting married, probably tomorrow or in two days, look at the decorations.” From a doorway in the center of the room, my brother Peder entered the room. “Oh, look! My brother Peder is home. He has not been home for so many years! What luck he has come home for the wedding and to see the baby.”  
 
    “You must miss them very much.” 
 
    “I was feeling so down this morning, and I thought that seeing them would bring me comfort, but it just made me more upset. I just can’t believe that I am missing meeting my first niece or nephew, and missing the wedding, and missing my brother’s first trip home in years.” 
 
    The Beast said nothing but stood behind me as I cried. I kept watching them on the mirror, switching between my two sisters. The little baby was sleeping until it let out a tiny, precious yawn. I don’t know how long we sat there before he finally spoke, but my sister had finished setting up the latticed arches in the entryway and had moved on to the ballroom before he did. “Are you happy here, Bel?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said it immediately, without hesitation, but with bitterness in my voice. “I am happy here. My life is good and full here. I enjoy your company, I enjoy our walks and my books, but I miss my family. Seeing them now I have realized how difficult it really will be to never see them again. It’s like an ache inside me that is reawakened every time I see them. Everything happened so quickly when I was taken to the capital. It felt like I said goodbye, but not really. I would do anything to see them again, to be back for my sister’s wedding, to meet the baby, to see my brother again. 
 
    “If you could see them again, stay for a few days, would you be happy to return here, to be trapped here forever with only me for company?” 
 
    I couldn’t look at him then, because I knew that whichever way I answered, I would be lying. I would be unhappy to leave my family, it would break my heart to say goodbye to them forever, but it would do the same to never see the Beast again. I was trapped between two places where I had been happy, where I cared about the people there so very much.  
 
    “My heart will always be a bit there or a bit here. I am freer here than I ever was there, and I feel like I have learned so much from you and from your library. I feel much wiser than I was a few months ago, and that you actually respect me for my opinions and intelligence, which no one ever did there. But they’re my family, and I love them so much. If I could go back and see them again, I would return. It’s impossible, though.” 
 
    “No, not impossible. If you wish it, I can send you home for a few days.” I was silent for a long while, processing what he was saying to me. I had not in my wildest dreams thought that such a thing could be possible.  
 
    “Would you do that for me? I would be so grateful.” 
 
    “I would do anything for you, Belara. Come upstairs to my study and I will fix everything.” I followed him into the hall and up the stairs, and I couldn’t stop smiling. My tears were long gone. The entire time, I babbled my thanks, again and again, trying to make the Beast understand how much this meant to me. He was silent, stoic, as he led me upstairs to his study. 
 
     I sat down on the window seat, as I always did when we sat together in the study, and he got to work. He started in the corner with all his vials and bubbling liquids. I talked to him while he worked, going on and on about everything I was going to do when I was home. After a very long time without a response, I stopped talking and watched him work. Gracefully, he moved around the work table, flipping through books and summoning objects to him from all over the room. 
 
    Finally, he made his way over to me with a small glass vial that was jet black. “Tonight, before you go to bed, give this to your attendants and tell them to put it in your bathwater.” I nodded and took the vial from him. He disappeared around a turret and returned with an enormous leather-bound volume written in the Sorcerer’s Tongue. “What I’m going to do now is place a silencing spell on you. It means that you won’t be able to talk about me or the castle with anyone you meet. The spell will lift when you return to the protection of the castle. It’s better that way. We can’t have people asking too many questions. When you return to the castle, it will disappear.  
 
    “I would never tell anyone about you if you didn’t want me to.” 
 
    “It’s more that I think you would be prevented from returning if you told the truth. Besides, no one needs to know what really happens to these maidens when they disappear.” 
 
    “How shall I return?” 
 
    “May I borrow your ring?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’m going to enchant it. Wear it on your right hand tonight. When you’re ready to return, switch it to your left hand and spin it around three times. You will be transported back here instantly. I can give you two days and two nights with your family. The second night, the latest at midnight, you need to be back here.” 
 
    “Like the Little Cinder Girl?” 
 
    That earned me a weak smile. “The reason fairy stories always end at midnight is that it is more concrete than any other time, it’s a whole new day.” 
 
    “I think I remember something about it in my curse book. Midnight, the new moon, sunset.” 
 
    He nodded. “Will you really come back?” I could not tell if his voice was hopeful or resigned, or both. 
 
    “Of course I will.” The little seed of doubt that had settled in my stomach when he had first asked me that question grew and grew, making me feel sick to my stomach. I focused instead on turning the glass vial over and over again in my hand. 
 
    “I’ll perform the silencing curse now. It might give you a slight headache.” He placed his palm on my forehead and opened the book which was filled with gold leaf and illustrations in brilliant color. He muttered a few lines of incantations, and a strange, weightless feeling came over me, starting from the hairs at the top of my head and spreading down to my toes.  
 
    “That does feel strange. I hope you’ve done it right.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have. I’ve enchanted the ring, as I said. When you wake up tomorrow morning, you will be back home in your old bed. I’ve placed a chest in your room. I thought that you would like to take some things back to your family. Fill it with whatever you like, and I will see to it that it goes with you.” 
 
    “Oh, Beast, thank you so much. I can never thank you enough.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do for what I’ve put you through over the past few days. You don’t deserve this, Bel.” 
 
    “Hush, now. Nothing was your fault.” I tried to touch his arm, but he pulled away from me.  
 
    “I have some things to prepare for sending you back. I’ll be very busy in my study; I won’t have time to eat dinner with you. Goodbye, Bel. I hope you enjoy your time with your family.” 
 
    “It’s not goodbye, Beast. I’ll see you again soon.” 
 
    “Before you go, I thought to ask you one last time. Will you marry me?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t you ever tire of asking me that?” 
 
    “I think more than you realize. But it’s not worth speaking about now. I’ll see you again soon.” 
 
    He turned from me and busied himself among all of his glittering, magical things. He didn’t even look up as I walked away, and down the tower stairs. Back in my chambers, I sat down and stared at nothing out the window. My head ached dully, but it was more an annoyance than anything else. The statues sat with me, perhaps sensing that I needed comfort.  
 
    Looking around the room, I wondered how I would feel if I never came back. It would be so easy to stay with my family, to never return to the castle, the library, my statues, the grounds, and my Beast ever again. I knew it would be easy, but I also knew that it would break the Beast’s heart. I couldn’t in good conscience sentence him to a life of isolation. Or perhaps there would be a new maiden who came after me, who would suit him just as well as I had. 
 
    I sat there for hours until my thoughts stopped completely. The sun set in the window behind me, and I realized that at some point I would have to get up and face the fact that I was leaving. It wasn't that didn’t look forward to seeing my family, I was overjoyed. But leaving like this felt wrong somehow. It had been so long since I had reflected on escaping that I didn't know what to think. Lately I had thought that we would leave together, that the Beast would be just as free as I was. I don't know what made me think that it would happen like that, but perhaps I knew from the very beginning that it wouldn't do to leave him here, I cared too much about him.  
 
    When I finally rose, I gave the vial to the statues, who flew over and began drawing me a bath. The wooden trunk that I remembered from first arriving there, not mine but the one that they had added at the palace, had appeared at the foot of my bed. I went into the closet and grabbed a few simple day dresses. I took a pretty ballgown too, thinking that I might need it for the wedding, and a few evening dresses. Beyond that, I took some of the most ostentatious ballgowns, intending them as gifts for my sisters. I went downstairs to the library, and looked through the catalog of books, trying to find one for my father, but couldn't bring myself to take any of the books away from the Beast. I returned to my rooms and stuffed a patterned lace bag with as much jewelry as would fit. My father would probably prefer jewels, which would be easy to sell. The statues tried to help me, they flew around showing me gowns and jewelry and golden trinkets, but I waved them away. This wasn't like a shopping trip, it felt wrong to reflect on taking them away like they were mine to begin with. 
 
    Finally, when I had satisfied myself, I went over to the bath which was an oily black color, bubbling softly with a sinister sheen. Dipping one finger into the water, it came out clean, so I lowered myself in, trying to ignore the feeling that I was going to be drowned in it. The statues, after a while, pressed lightly down on my head, trying to make me understand that I needed to submerge myself. I couldn't bear it, and in the end, I was only under the water for a few seconds before I came up gasping for air. I wondered how long it would take before I stopped being so traumatized. Or, more rightly, if I still would be when I left the castle.  
 
    Instead of a nightgown, I had my attendants dress me for the next day. They sat me down at the dressing table to braid my hair, and I stared at my reflection for a good thirty seconds before I screamed, realizing that my hair and eyebrows had turned the same jet black as the bathwater. The black hair made me look more gaunt and tired than I actually felt, but perhaps I was more gaunt and tired than I actually felt. I crawled into bed, under the light covers that I had used since the weather had become unbearably hot. What if this was my last night in the castle? I stared at the ring on my right hand, wondering if the Beast was somewhere else in the castle, wondering the same thing that I was. Was I going to be strong or foolish enough to come back? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I awoke to a reddish beam of sunrise directly in my eye. I rolled over, pulling the covers over my face only to find that they were not the soft cotton I was used to, but a heavier, scratchier blue fabric. I sat upright in bed and looked around me to see the room that I was so familiar with. Some furniture was missing, and the curtains had mysteriously disappeared, but most things looked exactly as I remembered them. My red four-poster bed was raised high off the ground, little plush stairs leading from the parquet floor to the towering collection of mattresses and sheets. My old dressing table sat in the corner, my old perfumes and powders and creams still sat atop it. My bookshelf was gone, but the settee I had always lounged in, because from just that spot you could see the ocean from the window, remained. I hopped out of bed, already dressed, and took off down the hall. I knew it was early, and that house was still abed, but I couldn’t wait. I came first to my sister's room, which was right down the hall from mine and flung open the door. 
 
    "Come back later, can't you see I'm still abed?" Halina muttered angrily from below her covers, rolling over so she couldn't see me in the doorway.  
 
    "Halina. It's me. I'm back." She turned back around slowly, opening one tired eye at a time. As soon as she saw me, she let out an ear-shattering scream. 
 
    "Who are you, what are you doing here? Get out!" 
 
    I shook my head and moved towards her, remembering my hair was different. "It's me, Halina, it's Belara." 
 
    "Belara?" She whispered my name and opened her eyes wide. "Are you a ghost?" 
 
    "No, silly. It's me. I've just got different hair." 
 
    "But you're dead. Pappa said it was certain that you were dead." 
 
    "Well, I don't know what to say. I'm here and I'm alive. Here, feel my hands, I'm as real as everything else you see." I moved towards her and she shied away from me, her face pale as a sheet, her eyes as wide as an owl’s. I wrenched her hand from its death grip around the sheets and placed it in mine. "You see? I am warm and my heart beats. If you look at my face, you will know me. I am your sister, Belara. I've come for your wedding and to meet Berga's child." 
 
    There was a full minute where she didn't speak at all until finally, she threw her arms around me and pulled me into a tight embrace. "Oh, Belara, I can't believe it! It is you! Where on earth have you been?" 
 
    I smiled in her embrace, feeling tears come to my eyes again, but this time it was because I was so incredibly happy to be here, with my sister, safe and happy. I opened my mouth to tell her that I had been in a castle far away, but my tongue didn't work. My mind formed the words so clearly, but when it came time to say them, it felt like I was paralyzed. "I..." I managed to stutter out, without actually being able to control any of it. My sister pulled away from me, staring at me. 
 
    "Tell me everything. Where have you been, what happened? Have you been hurt?" 
 
    I shook my head, trying again to speak, but the more I tried, the more it felt like someone had poured cement in my mouth, stopping everything inside. I almost felt like I couldn't breathe, such was the pressure in my throat. I shook my head and tried to say something else. "I have not been hurt. I have been safe and happy." 
 
    "But where? Did you fulfill your purpose? Has the Queen released you?" 
 
    "I..." That is when I realized that this must be the silencing curse that the Beast had placed on me. Even thinking about him made my mouth feel dry, and I knew it would be entirely impossible to tell my sister even the smallest detail about him without even attempting it. "I cannot tell you these things. But know that I have been safe and happy. I am here for two nights, for your wedding." 
 
    "You have to go back? But to where? And how did you even get here?" 
 
    "I cannot say, sister. I wish I could because I know how it would comfort you to know how well I have been taken care of, but I cannot." 
 
    "Yes, well, what has happened to your hair? Can you tell me that in any case?" 
 
    "It is so that no one will know who I am. I can't very much come back from the dead for all of our friends and neighbors, can I? I've thought about it, and we can say that I am one of Mother's relatives, here for a visit and to attend the wedding. That way I won't have to try to explain anything more." 
 
    My sister nodded and brushed a hand over my now dark braid. "I suppose we cannot change it back, then. But for heaven's sake, Belara, what happened to your complexion? You're covered in freckles. Here." She rose from the bed, and the train of her lacy nightgown followed her to the dressing table. She pulled out an apple green glass vial. She put a bit on a handkerchief and rubbed in over my nose and cheeks before I could even register what she was doing. It burned, and I winced, digging my fingernails into my palm to try to stop the smarting pain. "I got this at the market last week. Twelve gold pieces, but I needed to have perfect skin for the wedding. This will make them go away in just a few hours. I stared at her, stunned, wondering how she could think about something so trivial as freckles when I had risen from the dead.  
 
    She returned to her bed and patted the pillow to get me to join her there. “Have you met the Queen, then?” 
 
    That I could tell her about with no trouble at all, describing the Palace and answering her many questions about the Queen and what she had been wearing. When I had finished my story, she had me help her dress, shooing away the maid that came for that purpose. "Now, let's take you to Father and our brothers. They should already be down at breakfast. Peder, when he returned, was entirely devastated when he found out about you. He never got my letter, you see, about you being selected. When he arrived, he was absolutely outraged and even wrote a petition to the Queen asking for your release. Pappa wouldn't let him send it, though. He wasn't here during all the years this has been going on, and it was such a shock to him when he found out. I suppose we just never thought to mention it in out letters because Berga and I weren’t so concerned for ourselves. We were never as beautiful as you, dear one. Were the other maidens with you where you were?" 
 
    I tried to nod or shake my head, but the outcome was the same as it had been when I had been trying to talk. Nothing happened, even though I was forcing the muscles to move with all my might. In the end, I just shrugged as my sister led me downstairs to the breakfast room, where my father and two of my brothers were eating breakfast. When I walked into the room, they all stared at me, no one moving or saying a word until Halina spoke. “It’s Belara! She’s come back for my wedding.” 
 
    Peder jumped to his feet and ran do me, hugging me so tightly that he lifted me off the ground with a single motion. “Bel! They told me you were dead for sure, what happened?” Even seeing him in the mirror didn’t prepare me for seeing my eldest brother so big and grown-up. He was tanned, actually tanned, with the same freckles that I now had covering his entire face. His red beard scratched against my cheek as he spun me around. Silently, I thanked the Beast for letting me have this moment. 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to explain myself without crossing a line, figuring that it was best that I explained now and completely for all of them. “I have been safe and happy all these months. I cannot tell you where I have been or what I have been doing, but you need not worry for me when I return.” 
 
    “Return?” My father, who had also come to embrace me, and was wiping a tear from his eye when he thought that no one was watching, said. “You will not return. Your place is here. I don’t want you going back.” 
 
    “I must return, Pappa.” Then, I told them my first lie. “I am only here by special dispensation from the Queen. If I do not return willingly, the guards will come for me.” I explained, just as I had with my sister, that my presence here must be a secret that only the family knows. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Of course, we cannot spread the word that you are here. Would you be in trouble? But are you on a quest? Are you a prisoner? Where are the others?” My father asked this with crossed arms and a sour expression. 
 
    “I don’t know if I would be in trouble. Probably. I was told to keep it a secret. I don’t know where the others are. But they are safe, I think. I am…” I didn’t know how to answer if I was a prisoner or not. The Beast had sent me here, after all. “I have been spending the loveliest days walking in the forest, reading, learning. I wish I could tell you more than that.” They all shook their heads at me in unison, either because they couldn’t believe what I was saying, or because they couldn’t believe I was there. “I have been watching all of you, watching your lives. I have missed you all so terribly, more than you can imagine. I am so happy I could come back, to let you all know that I am all right. It broke my heart to see you mourning my loss when I have not really been lost.” 
 
    This earned me another embrace from my sister, and all their love overwhelmed me. I couldn’t stop the tears as they fell, none of us could. For the first time, I understood what this must be like for the Beast. Now that I had a silencing spell upon me, I realized what he had meant when he told me that, as much as he wanted to tell me secrets and things about himself, he couldn’t. It made all those little pauses in conversation when he seemed to be thinking very hard before giving me a satisfactory answer clearer.  
 
    I wanted so desperately to tell my family about the Beast. It would be difficult, and they would probably be horrified at first, as I had been, but I would tell them everything wonderful about him too. I would tell them about his intelligence, sense of humor, his ridiculous adherence to the rules of etiquette. I would tell them about when he threw me a ball and taught me magic. I strange feeling came over me when I thought of it, and I realized how much I missed the Beast, even though I had only been gone for a few hours now. 
 
    My father and siblings peppered me with more questions, only some of which I could answer to their satisfaction. Then, I took them all upstairs and showed them the trunk filled with all the wonderful things the Beast had given me. My sister squealed in delight when she saw the ballgowns that I had packed. She selected a gown that I myself had worn once. She immediately said that it was better than her wedding dress, and she was going to send for the seamstress at once to get it altered. I knew she would like it at soon as I saw it on the hanger. I don’t know what kind of material it was, but it was soft and stiff at the same time, in the most brilliant, perfect shade of gold. Halina ran back to her room to try in on, calling for her maid as she ran with it, and returned a minute later, declaring that it fit like a glove. “It’s strange because the maid held it up to me before she laced me into it, and it was too long and too wide in the bust and waist, but when she put it on it was like magic, like it was sewn just for me.” I stifled a smile while thinking about it. I had never thought about how every single gown in the closet had fit me without any trouble. There must be some kind of magic in them. 
 
    My father and my younger brother Senten brooded over the jewels and gold, declaring them finer than anything available in Port Paradiz, and saying that they were finer than the royal collection. Peder didn’t join any of them. He stood there watching, with his arm around my shoulder. We laughed and talked. He told me all about everything happening where he had been, all the things that I had missed. The longing to be there always, to be a part of everything overwhelmed me. At the same time, I wished that the Beast was there with me. Assuming that they could ignore how he looked; I was certain that they would love him as much as I did. 
 
      
 
    Halina and I went to visit Berga just as soon as we were dressed. She lived on the other side of town, but I insisted on walking. “Goodness, Belara. You hated walking before. Remember, you used to take the carriage to the market and we can see it from the front gate. What have they done to you?” 
 
    “I miss the sea air in the city, I miss the sound of the shopkeepers shouting about their wares. But beyond that, I’ve learned to enjoy walking. It relaxes me.” 
 
    “I don’t know where you’ve been, dear, but it’s changed you.” 
 
    We walked through the market, where my sister insisted on buying a few things that she said were completely essential for the wedding. I stared at the man selling the tonics, promising everything from making you lose one stone overnight, to correcting baldness and making you taller, and wondered if he would have had any magic according to the Rune Stone. Probably not, the Beast had told me that most of them were frauds, but it didn’t stop him from wearing velvet robes with silver stars and a turban with a paste ruby atop it. We continued to walk to the market, laughing and brainstorming together who I was going to pretend to be. We decided on the name Cara, which meant mysterious in our mother’s tongue. I was here on a visit, having corresponded with my cousin for many years, and decided that now was the perfect time to plan a trip. 
 
    Even though I had visited my sister Berga’s home many times in the three years since they had married, I was always in awe of the polished grandeur. Now that I had actually seen the Royal Palace, I recognized how gaudy it was, and how it was merely a sloppy imitation. The line of servants waiting for us when we came inside, as well as the gold leaf on every available surface, had always made my stomach turn, but it seemed even worse now. My brother-in-law, who was a very tall, very slender man with long black hair tied behind his neck, greeted my sister with a warm embrace upon seeing her. “How are they today, Gunar?” 
 
    “The babe has been asleep for hours now, so Berga has finally had time to rest. I think you’ll see that he is even more handsome than yesterday. May I be introduced to your friend?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course. This is my cousin, Cara, on my mother’s side. She is in town for the wedding.” 
 
    “Didn’t Berga tell me that she didn’t have any relatives on that side?” 
 
    Halina looked at me, her eyes wide and I hurried an explanation. “I’m not really a cousin. Their mother was my mother’s cousin’s cousin. It’s a… distant relationship, but we are very close.” I stuttered, hoping that it was making some sense.               
 
    Gunar nodded, and I suspected that he didn’t actually care. He led us upstairs, to where my sister was resting in bed, staring enraptured at the little baby in the cradle. Halina went to embrace her, and Berga just stared at me with tired eyes. It was as if she didn’t really know what to make of me, like a stranger you’ve seen once before and can’t quite place when you meet again. Berga waved her husband away, insisting that it wasn’t proper for him to say, and beckoned us over. “Berga, you won’t believe it. It’s a miracle. Belara has come home.” 
 
    Berga shook her head and stared at me until finally her eyes widened and she held out her arms. “Oh, Belara. You have been missed. I knew you were alive. No one believed me when I said I thought you were still alive, but I always knew. I could feel it.” She held me tighter, and I simply sat there for a minute, enjoying feeling so close to her again. Berga had been the closest thing to a mother I had had in a long time, ever since our real mother died. Being held like this by her brought me a comfort I hadn’t known that I had been missing.  
 
    “I want to meet my nephew,” I whispered, and she nodded into my shoulder.  
 
    “We’ve named him for Father.” 
 
    I walked over to the crib and stared at the wrinkly, red little thing that was my nephew. “He’s very handsome.” He slept, his little breaths moving his entire body with each inhale. He was swaddled in thick blankets and had what I recognized as one of Berga’s childhood toys in the cradle beside him. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy.” Berga smiled at me, and I took a seat on the edge of the bed. There was a knock on the door, and Gunar stuck his head inside, asking if we needed anything. Halina followed him out, promising that she would keep him occupied so we would have a chance to talk. I was expecting questioning like I had received from the rest of my family, but Berga was so calm, just as she always was. “Tell me how you are, little one.” 
 
    “I’m happy,” I said finally.  
 
    “I can see that. You look like you are loved wherever you have been. You look like you’ve been treated well and carefully. I was worried about that.” She brought up her hand and stroked my hair. “But what have they done to your pretty hair?” I shrugged, knowing that it would require too much evasion to avoid bringing up the Beast. “Well, I suppose you’re happy, and that’s all that matters. Tell me about him?” 
 
    “About who?”  
 
    “About the man you’re in love with.” 
 
    I blushed a furious red, and couldn’t look her in the eye. “I’m not in love.” 
 
    “You’re glowing, dear one.” 
 
    “I’m just happy to be home.” 
 
    “All right. I won’t press you.” 
 
    “Berga, can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Are you content with Gunar? I remember how you cried the morning that you were to marry him.” The question came out of me before I could think about it, before I could wonder where it had come from. 
 
    “Yes. I was a very foolish woman on my wedding day. I thought that my husband was a simpleton, and I was still unreconcilably in love with that silly lord. I’m ashamed to admit it. I think I hated him for our first year of marriage, everything he did irritated me beyond belief. Then, one day, I sat down and thought about the good in him. He loved me so dearly, in his own way, and I was punishing him for it. When he would bring me jewels, I used to think it was to buy my affection, but I realized that it was actually because he saw the color of my favorite flowers in the stones. He was thinking of me all the time, trying to make me happy, but he was so bad at expressing how he felt. The only advice I have for you, Belara, is that you should judge a man on what he does and not what he says, and think about how it is meant. When I started to think about it like that, I realized that I loved my husband very much. He is happier, I am happier. We have a good life, and we love each other.” Hearing her talk and seeing my little nephew changed my perception of her and her marriage. I had always thought my sister a great martyr for what she had done for our family, sacrificing herself to keep us in all of our fineries. Now, the whole thing seemed to have worked out well for her. 
 
    Berga and I sat there for a while longer. She told me all about her life in the big, gaudy house, and I was content to listen. Everything I wanted to tell her bubbled up inside me, but I couldn’t say any of it, so I appreciated her calm way of talking. She was tired, though, and after a little while, I let her sleep and kissed her on her forehead on my way out of the room, bending down to say goodbye to my nephew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    My return had put me in the spotlight, but by the end of the first day, the 250 guests who were arriving imminently meant that even I had to help with the preparations. We stayed up into the early hours of the morning supervising the kitchens, rearranging flowers, and managing the deluge of pretty gifts that had started to arrive at the house. My family did sometimes stare at me when they seemed to have forgotten that I returned. Sometimes I would see another question at their lips that remained unasked because they, just as I had, had come to understand that they would never receive a satisfactory answer. 
 
    It was so lovely to feel like a part of them again, to feel like I had never left. It felt so normal and so natural, and I slept easily that night, not even thinking that it was the last and only night I had at home. The next morning was the same kind of chaos, but everyone was more excited. I went to my sister’s room the first thing in the morning to find her already awake and dressed, her maid twisting her hair into a weave of pearls, roses, and ribbons that looked more like a birthday cake than anything else. I thought for a moment that I should have brought my statues with me, that they would have done a much better job.   
 
    I had to borrow a plain white gown for the ceremony. I hadn’t even thought to bring one. My sister’s clothes were a bit too short and a bit too small, but no one was really paying attention to me. We walked to the temple, my sister under a bow of flowers carried by two of the footmen. Everyone on the way stopped and cheered for my sister, who could not stop smiling. The ceremony was short and uncomplicated and was packed with some of the most important people in Port Paradiz, much to my sister’s delight. 
 
    This was the first time I had ever seen my sister’s intended, although I had watched him in the mirror before. They had been engaged for at least a year and a half before the wedding, with his father insisting that he finish his term as one of the Royal Guard before he married. He was a handsome man, a bit shorter than my sister, but the way that my sister looked at him when they stood at the altar facing one another, their hands being bound together, I knew that she loved him. My heart swelled seeing the two of them together, and I couldn’t help but imagine my own wedding, in a plain white dress with flowers in my hair.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine so many people there, I didn’t think I wanted that. I couldn’t imagine a groom, either, although in my youthful fantasies I had never had a problem doing so. As I sat there, happy for my sister more than anything else, I realized that if I returned to the Beast, I would never be married. I would never have a white wedding. My hands would never be bound together with another’s. I would never wear a man’s ring. The realization made me feel empty inside. It was something happy that I had always imagined for myself, and I felt my heartbreaking at the loss of it.               
 
    An idea came to my head for just a moment, a little flash, and I had to violently shake my head to be rid of it. Just having it felt like a jolt of lightning that hit me right in the chest. I had wondered what would happen if I ever accepted the Beast’s marriage proposals. Before I could let myself answer I stopped myself. “Stop it,” I whispered, earning me a questioning look from Gunar before he turned back to the ceremony. 
 
    There were a few hours in between the wedding and the ball celebrating it. My sister and her new husband disappeared to get ready together, as was the tradition. I had to say goodbye to Berga there at the ceremony. She was still lying-in and could not come to the party. She hugged me tightly when I told her that I would be leaving that night. “I shall miss you terribly, Belara. But I am so comforted to know that you are safe and happy.” She smiled at me coyly. “And loved, I think.” 
 
    I shook her accusations away. “I love you, sister. I am happy at least that I met my little nephew.” 
 
    “I shall tell him all about you, you know. His brave Auntie Belara.” We both cried a little as we embraced again, which Gunar must have thought very strange for two cousins that had supposedly never actually met until the day before. 
 
    The rest of the family returned to the house to get ready. We had a light lunch together, and then we all retreated to our rooms to prepare for the ball. One of the chambermaids came and helped me into my pale gray ballgown, lamenting that it was so plain, but telling me I was so beautiful that it didn’t matter. I took a few of the jewels that my father had left at random and ran a brush through my hair. If the Beast had seen me then, he certainly wouldn’t have called me vain. I did not have any rouge or complicated hairstyle to define me. My simple dress, rather than making me appear plainer as I had hoped, highlighted my perfectly symmetrical features. My skin looked even paler because of the curtain of black hair that now surrounded my face. I tied it back with a ribbon, trying to lessen the effect. My freckles had all but faded after my sister had slathered me with that potion the day before. Even though I was wearing the plain clothes and had a listless hairstyle, I was still stunning, more beautiful than all the other ladies who would come to us covered in jewels and weighed down with powder. It didn’t give me as much satisfaction as it used to. 
 
    “You look beautiful, Belara.” My father said it as I came down the stairs. I smiled and nodded, looking at the clock behind him and seeing that I had just over six hours left before I needed to return. I hadn’t told my family that I needed to leave at midnight, just that it would be some time that evening. I thought that telling them would be more painful. We had all said our goodbyes once already when I had first been taken away. This whole thing felt like a dream. I was floating around here as if I had never been gone, but it didn’t really feel like home anymore. I missed the Beast. There had been so many times over the past two days that I had wanted to call him to me, to talk to him, but he wasn’t there. I had to go back, I knew it, and the thought made me happy and devastated at the same time. 
 
    I did not greet the guests with my family, it would have been strange if a distant cousin was in the receiving line. Instead, I milled around the refreshment table, being talked to be gossipy chaperones. The party was absolutely beautiful, and I could not help but think that the Beast would have loved to see it. The dreamy decorations and the rainbow of ballgowns swirling around me made for a beautiful scene. Thinking about the Beast made me realize that this was my first ball. The idea hadn’t occurred to me before, and I tried to enjoy myself the best I could. When my sister was announced and entered with her new husband in her glittering golden ballgown, she introduced me to everyone, and several of her friends flocked to me, eager to discuss the wedding and the fashion in the room. 
 
    One of the ladies, whom I had met several times before without my black hair, looked at me strangely for a whole fifteen minutes before speaking to me. “You know, you look so very much like the bride’s sister.” 
 
    “I’ve been told we resemble one another.” I tried to say it sweetly, innocently, but couldn’t quite look her in the eye. 
 
    “The one that just had a baby?” One of the other ladies asked. 
 
    “No, the other one.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Halina had another sister.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. You were gone all winter. Belara.” A collection of gasps, sighs, and tuts erupted from the gaggle of ladies when my name was said. “She was selected around nine months ago.” 
 
    “Goodness me.” One of them said, looking as if she was going to faint. “She surely has met an untimely end, poor thing.” 
 
    “They haven’t had another selection, though. It’s been longer than it has been in ages. My poor niece, Winnie, is just petrified every time she goes to the square. Aren’t you, dear?” Winnie, a tiny maiden almost hidden behind her aunt, whimpered. I stared at her, and almost wanted to reassure her that she was in no danger, but it seemed rude. 
 
    “I heard that the Queen pulls out all their teeth and turns them into a necklace to banish curses.” 
 
    “Don’t be daft! They are fed to goblins to keep them from rising up and taking all of our gold.” 
 
    “Goblins aren’t real,” I said, unable to stop myself, remember how upset the Beast would get whenever they were mentioned. 
 
    “I’ve seen one. You don’t know what you’re talking about. And consider yourself lucky, cousin of the bride. If you were staying much longer, you might get dragged to the palace too. You’re quite pretty yourself.” I almost stifled a giggle at this. If only she knew that I was willingly going back to that terrible fate later in the night. 
 
    I excused myself from the group and found my brother Peder, eager to dance. We had to sit out the first two, both of us had been gone far too long to know the latest, most fashionable dances. They finally played a quadrille, and we took the floor. Peder joked that his sea legs were not so easy to transform into dancing legs and I laughed whenever he forgot the steps. We danced together three times until he left me back at the refreshment table and returned with someone else. 
 
    “I have tortured you with my dancing long enough. May I present to you Sir Wittiam, cousin of the groom. This is my…” He stopped himself before saying sister, but the S rested on his lips. “This is my cousin. She is in town for the wedding. Sir Wittiam and I were on a voyage together before he came back and trained as a knight. I thought you could dance with him instead. I think you will find him far superior.” 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off Sir Wittiam. He was taller than me by a good head and had a thick, muscular build. He had golden hair that was parted attractively over his honey brown eyes. He was absolutely perfect. I remember thinking that if there were a contest to find the fairest man in the land, he would certainly win it. I just stood there when he bowed, possibly with my mouth wide open. My brother coughed and nudged my arm, and I remembered myself, curtseying neatly.  
 
    “Mistress, may I have the honor of this dance?” I nodded without first finding out what kind of dance it was, and as he was leading me to the floor, his gloved hand in mine, I thought of what a fool I would be if I didn’t know the dance at all. The music started, and I sighed in relief when I heard the first strings of the Grasshopper Waltz playing. 
 
    Sir Wittiam was a wonderful dancer, graceful, in time to the music, and I somehow found myself blushing every time we made eye contact. He was incredibly handsome, and it was the only thing I could think about. When the dance was over, he took me to the side and asked me to sit down while he went and got me a glass of champagne. When he was gone, I looked around the room, and I could not help comparing it against the ballroom where the Beast and I had danced our Grasshopper Waltz. 
 
    He returned and sat with me, telling me a story about a tournament he had been in the week before. He described the other contestants and all the horses and prizes, and I laughed at his easygoing humor. It wasn’t long before we were dancing again. This time the music was slower, and he led me around the room in his arms, pressed close together.  
 
    We danced more times than was really proper, but I didn’t care. It was not like my persona actually had a reputation to tarnish.  In between dances, he plied me with champagne, and the whole world seemed to grow light and bubbly. We would sit on the padded benches on the outskirts of the ballroom, and I would listen to his stories and jokes and musings, taking all of it in. I said very little to the knight, nodding in appreciation at his humor. He seemed like a simple kind of man, nothing more worrisome in his life than the fact his horse had slipped its shoe the day before.  
 
    He liked me, that much was obvious. When he sat next to me, he pressed his arm against mine and told me how beautiful I was. He complimented my hair, my skin, my grace. I appreciated him saying those things, and they filled me a giggling pride. I realized after a while that I hadn’t really been paying attention to the time. It wasn’t until the servants began walking around with trays of food that I realized how late it must be. I asked Sir Wittiam to check his pocket watch, and he obliged, telling me that it was already a quarter to midnight. I stood up, and the panic must have been evident on my face. “I have to go. It has been lovely meeting you, but I have another engagement that I must dash to.” 
 
    “Nonsense, mistress.” He stood up with me and reached for my gloved hand. “The Allemande is just beginning. Dance this last with me.” I tried to walk away, tried to make myself go, but this moment was so sweet, so wonderful, that I didn’t want to abandon it because I knew that I would never dance with a handsome man that liked me ever again. I nodded and let him lead me to the floor, let him guide me into the circle and twirled around him with our hands intertwined. 
 
    When the dance was over, I was ready to run. “You’re so beautiful.” He whispered to me, so those around us would not hear. He led me from the floor, but not to the benches where we had been sitting before. Instead, he took me to a quiet corner, that seemed isolated from the others by a large vase that was filled to the brim with flowers. I thought I knew what kind of flowers they were, but didn’t know the name. They were rare and expensive, and their price well suited my sister. I stared at them, the fact that I couldn’t remember bothered me to no end. The Beast would know, I was sure that I had seen them in the greenhouse. 
 
    Sir Wittiam was standing closer than I realized, and when I returned my attention to him, I took a step backward, thinking it must be a mistake. “I wonder what kind of flowers those are,” I said quietly, smiling. “They look like freesias but the color is all wrong.” 
 
    “You’re so beautiful.” Sir Wittiam repeated. 
 
    “Amaryllis maybe.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a prettier girl in all my life.” 
 
    “Or lilies? But lilies don’t grow in clusters like…” Before I could finish my reflections about lilies, I felt his mouth on mine, warm and wet and entirely shocking. My eyes shot open, and I got to see his face close up, blurred against mine. His arms wrapped around me, and I couldn’t breathe. I pushed him away, gently at first, followed by a hard shove when he didn’t move. He was too big and strong to be moved by me, but he felt it and drew himself back.  
 
    “What’s the matter, darling? I’m in love with you. You’re so beautiful.” 
 
    “In love with me? You don’t even know me.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful.” The first time he had said it I had blushed and smiled, but now it just annoyed me, hearing him tell me how beautiful I was.  
 
    “Don’t you have anything else to say about me?” 
 
    “Your eyes are the color of the summer sky.”  
 
    I laughed. Not the polite, demure little laughs that I had allowed myself at all of his jokes, but I threw my head back and cackled. “I don’t know why I thought I wanted this at all. It seems obvious I’m not suited for it. I thank you for your time and attention, kind knight, but I do not love you. If you will excuse me, I have something else to attend to.” I don’t think that poor Sir Wittiam had ever been rejected before. That much was obvious on his face as he stared at me, slack-jawed and confused as I brushed past him to the ballroom. I thought it must be so very close to midnight now, I needed to hurry. 
 
    I found my father in the card room, drinking a brandy, sitting next to Senten. It was a good night. When I came behind him, he had three aces. Although, my brother had two, so I wasn’t sure who was cheating. “How are you?” I asked as I crouched down next to him, placing my hand on his. 
 
    “All is well, dear. I’m up more than I am down.” I smiled and nodded, kissing him on the cheek and doing the same to my brother before returning to the ballroom. I found my elder brother right away, surrounded by a coterie of ladies who were no doubt enthralled by his looks and tales of adventure on the high seas. When he saw me, he pulled himself away from the group. 
 
    “It’s time, isn’t it?” I nodded. There would be no tears this time because I was certain. I needed to go back, I wanted to go back. “I love you, Bel.” He whispered my name, quieter so that no one would hear it. We embraced each other tight enough to make up for all the years we had lost. 
 
    “Stay safe on all of your adventures.” 
 
    “The same to you, my dear one.” 
 
    Halina was glittering in the middle of the ballroom, the center of attention. When I came to her, she put her arm around me. “Isn’t this a great success? I saw you dancing with Sir Wittiam. He’s rich as Midas, you know. I would hold on to his attentions if I were you.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Come, let me show you some presents.” 
 
    “I really must…” My sister took one step forward before stumbling, holding onto my arm to stay upright.  
 
    “What on earth?” She asked, staring down at the skirt of her dress. “I don’t understand what happened? Maybe I popped a stitch, but the whole gown is dragging on the floor.” I looked down too and saw a pool of golden fabric a few inches long on the floor below her petticoat. The material on her waist was too loose too, hanging where it was once snug. I looked down at my own hem and saw that the seams on my gown were close to bursting, and you could see my black stockings and shoes. 
 
    After a few moments of confusion, I remembered something I had read in the book of curses the Beast had given me. When the being who casts a spell is severely weakened or dies, the spells and curses that they cast will weaken and die with them. “The gowns are enchanted,” The words were trapped in my throat by the spell, and my heart beating so fast I couldn’t contain it. “I need to go, now!” Without another word I ran, the shocked looks and exclamations of those around me barely registering over the panic that I felt. Something was happening to the Beast. I needed to go home right away.  
 
    I ran past a clock on my way out of the ballroom and paused there, seeing that it was nearly a half an hour past midnight. I swore aloud, something I don’t think I have ever done in my life and tore the ring from my right hand as soon as I left the ballroom and the curious eyes in it. I placed in on my left hand, but it didn’t want to pass my knuckle. I pushed and pushed down until finally, it popped into place, burning the skin of my finger on its way down. I twisted it around three times, my eyes closed, waiting. 
 
    Nothing happened. My panicked breathing slowed, and pain started in my chest, a desperate, burning feeling that made me feel like I was physically crushed under the weight of how stupid I had been. It was too late; I couldn’t go back. The Beast had warned me about midnight, warned me about everything, and now I would never see him again. I collapsed on the cold stone floor, tears in my eyes as I brought the beautiful ring in front of my lips. 
 
    “Please, dear Beast, if you can hear me, let me come home. I miss you.” The ring glowed faintly for an instant, a flash of light, and suddenly I felt like my entire body was weightless as the world swirled around me. Piece by piece, the dark hallway disappeared, everything was black, and I closed my eyes because I felt like I was going to be sick. When I opened them again, I was pushed up against the gate I had first entered when I came to the castle.  
 
    I sat there for a second, unsure. The air was colder there than it had been at home, and I shivered a little. The stars were a brilliant, shining, wonderful mural above me, giving me a little light on the dark night. I was still crying, this time with relief. I didn’t know what I would have done if I would have lost the Beast forever. I called his name, the only answer I received was the silence of the night and forest around me.  
 
    “Beast, I need you,” I said it directly to the ring this time, remembering how he had laughed when I had requested the butter before I really knew him. When nothing happened, all the calm that had flooded through me when I saw I was back at the castle disappeared. Something was wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I was running, the distance from the gate to the castle seemed twice as long as it had been the first time I had walked it. When I went to the doors and pulled, they didn’t fly open as they usually did but barely moved. I put all my strength into it, and it finally drew back a bit. I managed to wedge my foot inside it and force the whole thing open. When it slammed shut behind me, the entry hall was entirely black. I stuck out my hands, waving them around me, calling the Beast’s name. One of my hands slammed hard into something heavy and metal that crashed down on the floor. It must have been one of the candelabras that flanked the door. I crouched down and felt around in circles until I found one of the candles.  
 
    It took quite a few tries considering my agitated state, but I did get the candle to light with my magic, illuminating the few feet around. I called his name again, hearing my own voice bouncing from the thick stone walls. I went first to the dining room, finding that door almost as impossible to open as the first. I called his name again, half expecting him to emerge from the shadows, except that the whole room was shadows. Without the fires burning, the dining hall had an icy chill running through it, and I shivered as I stood there. 
 
    I went next to the library, running the now familiar route and finding the room just as abandoned as the dining hall. I ran through the hallways, shouting his name, become more tired and more panicked with every moment. He wasn’t in my room or my study, and my heart was pounding as I ascended the stone stairs to his study. When I got to the top I paused, repeating his name and being met only by silence. 
 
    All the things that had glowed and shone in his tower room had lost their light, and the ones that were still alight were so faint I had to squint to see them. I walked into the room, twisting my arm around me so that the little candle could illuminate as much as possible. I kept exploring until my foot ran into something soft. I moved the candle and saw a large furry mass on the floor. I dropped the light, and it clattered to the floor, going out as soon as it hit the ground.  
 
    I sank to my knees and held out my hand, resting it on what I now felt was the Beast’s arm. He was cold to the touch, so very cold. “Oh, Beast, what have I done?” I whispered. I shook him lightly with my hand, barely moving his enormous weight. “Wake up, please wake up.” I knew that if waking up was in his power, he would wake up for me, but he stayed there, motionless and cold on the stone floor. He was dead, and it was all my fault. I collapsed on top of him, the power of my sobs shaking my entire body. I had been so incredibly selfish. I had danced and laughed with Sir Wittiam instead of coming back to the Beast who had been waiting here for me.  
 
    I don’t know how long I lay there, leaning over the Beast’s motionless body. Eventually, my sobs faded, and my body grew tired. Even though I wasn’t moving anymore, I could feel something stirring beneath me. I sprang back, feeling around me for the candle, and lighting it again, holding it over the Beast. “Beast?” 
 
    There was no answer, but I pressed my palm on his chest and rested it there. He was breathing. It was faint and shallow, but it was still there, he was still alive. Fresh tears sprung to my eyes, and I sank down against him again, thinking that at the very least I could make him feel less alone, even though I knew that he wasn’t conscious enough to understand I was there. I lay there and talked to him, telling him all about my family, all about the wedding, about how sorry I was for keeping him waiting. The sun had begun to rise through the tower window before I realized that my entire body had gone numb there on the floor.  
 
    I sat up and turned to him, finally being able to see a bit more of in the dim beginnings of daylight. He was sprawled out, a book written in Sorcerer’s Tongue on the floor next to him. His head was turned away from me. I went downstairs to the bedroom and retrieved a blanket and pillow from the forest green bed.  
 
    It was immediately obvious that I would never be able to lift or drag the Beast’s body as much as an inch in any direction, but I could at least try to make him comfortable. It took everything I had to lift his head off the floor to place the pillow beneath it. After all my effort, I earned a grunting noise that seemed to be more caused by trapped air than anything else. I covered him in the blanket, and crouched down beside him, tucking every inch of him underneath the velvet.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the cabinet he had shown me when he first tried to show me magic, all the little instruments glittering in the early sunlight. I ran over to it, and took out the Rune Stone, placing it in my palm. Looking down, I saw that the center was glowing. Probably it was because the room was so dark, but I almost thought that it was brighter and bigger than it had been before. I shook my head and placed it instead in his palm, lifting up the blanket to see. Instead of the golden glow that had appeared on the stone before, just a tiny little glimmer was visible in the center of the stone, barely more than when I held it. 
 
    “I’m sorry for what I’ve done. I was selfish and silly, and I should have appreciated the gift you gave me instead of wishing for more. After this, I shall be happy to stay with you, to live here in the castle with you forever, if only you’ll forgive me.” He remained silent and still. 
 
    Thrown over one of the chairs was an enormous velvet cape that I recognized as his. I drew it around me and crouched on the floor next to him. I curled myself up into a little ball and sobbed beside him. If I slept at all, I woke up panicking just a few minutes later. My obsession with watching him to see if he moved or spoke or stopped breathing was so absolute that I stopped hearing other sounds. It was almost noon, according to the clock on the table, when he finally stirred. Throwing the cape off, I clambered to my knees so that I could see him properly. “Beast? Are you all right? How are you feeling?” 
 
    He made a noise, a terrible, loud half-grunt, half-scream. I stroked his mane, as I started to sob again. “Oh, I am so sorry.” He rolled over from his side to his back, and all the little glass bottles on the table next to him shook, some of them falling and smashing on the floor. He then seemed to sleep again without really having woken. I sat there for hours, watching him, crying so much that my entire face seemed raw and numb. I talked to him sometimes, apologizing over and over again as if that would make any difference. In a fit of desperation, I even went through the room, staring at all the books and picking up all the little bottles of potion, trying to find something, anything that would help him or at least ease whatever pain he was in. Of course, I understood nothing and had to return to my post beside him and wait for him to awaken again. 
 
    The sun was almost setting when he opened his eyes and blinked several times and sighed loudly as if the effort of opening his eyes had completely drained him. I moved, so that I was in his line of vision. His eyes widened when he saw me. “Bel?” He words came out in a weak rasp. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m here.” I patted him on the shoulder, stroking the soft fur above his head.  
 
    “Water.” Those words seemed even weaker than the others had.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” I nodded and sprang to my feet before realizing that I had no idea where I would get water besides the pond in the garden. Whenever I had wanted it, he had simply provided it for me. “I’ll be back in just a moment.” I took off down the stairs, and decided that the kitchens would probably have water.  The entrance was behind a false panel in the dining room, and I pulled on a lever attached to a sconce to open it. When I walked into the cavernous kitchen, I looked around and had no idea where I would find water. I made several quick loops around the room before finally seeing a pump by the back window. Grabbing a copper pot, I pumped the lever down a dozen times before a splash finally came out, almost nothing landing in the pot, most of it spilling onto my dress. It took me another few minutes until I, completely soaked, managed to fill up the pot. I ran with it back upstairs, finding the Beast in the exact same position I had left him in. “I have water for you, here.” 
 
    I crouched down next to him with the pot and realized I didn’t know how to give it to him. “Open your mouth,” I ordered and immediately regretted it. His sharp, awful teeth were even more horrifying when they were all exposed. I took the pot gently above him and poured a little of it directly into his mouth, which made him cough. “Sorry.” I tried again, but a bit more carefully this time. He gulped the water gratefully, and I stopped when he turned his head away and seemed to fall asleep again.               
 
    This time, I perched myself on the window seat instead of on the stone floor next to him. My entire body ached from the night spent curled in an odd position on the ground. I could not sleep, though, even though this was seemingly more comfortable. I spent another night watching over the Beast, waiting for him to stir, but he did not. It reminded me so much of the first night I had spent in the castle when I had stayed awake the entire night waiting for him to kill me. Instead, I was now desperately trying to keep him alive because I had almost killed him. This was absurd and horrible. I thought again and again of my selfishness and stupidity in the night, sleeping in small stretches while still sitting up and wrapped in his cloak. 
 
    The next morning, he finally stirred again. “Bel?” My heart leapt when he said my name. I rushed over to him, dragging my knees on the stone floor. I placed myself in his line of vision and placed my hand as effectively as I could in his enormous paw. “You look terrible.” I laughed, a short, loud bark before tears came back to my eyes and I felt them falling silently down my cheeks. He was all right, he was alive. He had closed his eyes again and seemed to be resting, but he lifted his arm a bit and patted me gently before his arm fell down again with a clatter. “Are those tears for me?” 
 
    I nodded, meeting his yellow eyes, which looked so very tired. “I was so worried. I thought that I had killed you. I am so sorry. You’ll never know how sorry I am.” 
 
    “Shhh.” He said softly. “Dry your eyes. There is nothing to apologize for. I’m only glad that you’re back.” 
 
    “I am happy to be back. Tell me, what do you need? How can I help you?” 
 
    “Water. Please.” I nodded and retrieved the pot of water I had fetched the day before. I tried to pour it into his open mouth again, but he shook his head. “I don’t want to disgust you.” 
 
    “You won’t. I just want to help you.” 
 
    “Please.” I did as he asked and turned away, keeping the pot exactly where it was, and I felt it move slightly in my hand as he lapped at the water. “Thank you.” He said, and I took the pot away and turned back to him, using the blanket to dab away the water at the corners of his mouth.  
 
    “Is there anything else I can get you?” 
 
    “I need to rest. This won’t pass in a day. It might take a week or two until I am recovered.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I’ve drained almost all the magic I possessed in casting the spell to bring you back. When a powerful magical being completely loses its magic, the body begins to shut down, it doesn’t know how to live without it. If I had not been as strong as I am, bringing you back to the protection of the castle would have killed me, easily. When I cast the spell, I wasn’t prepared for how much it would take out of me. I wanted to bring you here, to talk to you, but I blacked out as soon as I brought you past the gates. I expended a great deal of energy enchanting the ring, and when you didn’t come back in time, I thought to keep the portal open just a little longer, to see if you would change your mind. All of that together was simply too much.” 
 
    “I am so sorry, Beast. I had no idea that this would happen. It was only when the dress stopped fitting that I knew something was wrong. You told me midnight, I knew how important it was, and I ignored it for my own pleasure. I am a terribly selfish creature. I don’t know how you will ever forgive me.” 
 
    “I stopped all the unnecessary enchantments around me first. You might find that the doors won’t open for you, and chairs won’t push themselves in, your clothes won’t fit, lamps won’t illuminate. Things like that.” 
 
    “I don’t care about those things. The only thing I care about is you. I am content to stay with you and show you how sorry I am.” 
 
    “I am not upset. How could I be? You came back. Now, let me sleep. Go and get some sleep yourself. Your attendants can no longer move, I am sorry to say.” 
 
    “I can manage, I am sure. Should we move you to the bed or the divan? It can’t be comfortable there on the floor.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I don’t feel up to walking. If you think you can lift me, you are welcome to do so. Otherwise, I think it’s better if I stay here. Come back after you have slept. Maybe I will even be hungry then.” 
 
    “May I stay here with you? I think I would feel better knowing that I was close by if you needed anything.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “It is what I wish. I just want to make sure that you are all right.” 
 
    “I am. Weak and tired, but I will recover.” 
 
    “I was so afraid that you were dead.” 
 
    “I was also afraid that I wouldn’t be strong enough to bring you back, that doing so would kill me, but I had to try. If you wanted to come back, I needed to do everything in my power to make it so.” 
 
    “I am so very glad you did. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t ever seen you again.” 
 
    “May I ask why you came back?” 
 
    “I promised, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Is that why?” 
 
    “No, not really. You are my friend. You know and understand me better than anyone ever else has. When I’m here with you, I feel like I am fully myself.” 
 
    “That is nice to hear, Bel.” 
 
    I tucked him in again, fluffing the pillow beneath his head. “Why do you call me Bel instead of Belara? No one has called me that since I was a child.” I had always meant to ask him, but hearing my brother calling me the same thing had brought it to mind. 
 
    “Because… well, it seems quite silly now. I came across it in one of my rune books. Bel, directly translated, means salvation. I began to think of you with that name, and just started to use it. I found it fitting because it feels as if you have brought me back to life. I was so lonely and unhappy before you came. You returned happiness and laughter to my life. You didn’t object, so I continued. And now, I cannot keep my eyes open, I’m sorry.” 
 
    I left him there, and he was asleep before I reached the divan. I settled down with the cape on top of me, watching the Beast’s sleeping chest slowly rise and fall. As soon as I lay down, my eyelids started to fall, my entire body feeling warm and cozy. I drifted off into a deep sleep, a smile on my lips, thinking of happy I was to be back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    I awoke to find the Beast staring at me with his yellow eyes. “Do you need anything? Have I overslept?” I garbled as I sat up, the haze of sleep still overwhelming. “You should have woken me up.”  
 
    “I don’t think that I’ve been awake for so long. I was looking at your hair. Black really isn’t your color. And I miss your freckles. How did you get them off?” 
 
    “To listen to you talk one might think that you liked me only for my looks.” 
 
    “I am incredibly vain, as you well know. There is a bottle around here that will take the dye away, but I would need to look for it. The freckles, though, how did you manage that?” 
 
    “Some salve that my sister bought at the market. Almonds of some sort. It was sold by a sorcerer in blue robes with stars on them.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I look forward to taking you back outside and having them reappear.” 
 
    “You will be disappointed. I am going to be better about wearing my hat. I promised my sister.” 
 
    “Will you tell me about everything? Maybe with a little food? I am feeling up to something solid, I think.” 
 
    “Of course. Let me go down to the kitchen and see what I can find.” 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of me. I feel quite helpless.”  
 
    “I suppose it is the least I could do, considering that you have been doing the same for me for months.” With that, I journeyed down to the kitchens. I had watched the Beast cook in here many times, pots and pans and fires all blowing warmth into the large, stone room. I was used to knives held by no one chopping vegetables that then threw themselves into pots and emerged several hours later at dinner tasting delicious. As I stood in the doorway, I realized that I had never actually cooked anything before in my life. Where was I to begin? I started at the closest cabinet, finding a collection of fine crystal glasses. Pretty but irrelevant. I moved on until I found a number of pots hanging on the wall. I took one down and placed it atop the stove, filling it with water from the pump.  
 
    “Vegetables,” I said aloud as I went in search of them, digging everywhere until finding them all in a little cellar behind the door leading to the gardens. I picked up a handful of carrots and potatoes, throwing them into the water and hearing a satisfying clunk when they hit the surface. I took some onions too, for good measure, and a cup or two of rice. They all floated there in the water and I placed it on the stove, remembering the Beast’s delicious soups and imagining myself quite the culinary prodigy.  
 
    I managed to light the flame under the pot all by myself, noticing that my flame spell was much stronger than I remembered it to be. This time I could easily light the kindling without using a crunched-up paper to transfer the flame from my finger to the wood. I sat down on the stool I usually occupied when I watched the Beast work and realized that I was also incredibly hungry. I hadn't eaten anything since the food at the ball, and that was a day ago at least. 
 
    After a while of sitting, I went to the soup, which was bubbling excitedly in its pot. I then returned to the pantry to find several loaves of bread that were going stale. Everything went on a large metal tray I found, together with spoons and bowls and a large wooden ladle for serving. In addition to the bread, I found some of the lemon pastries I loved, that just looked a little old. After the soup had been boiling at least an hour, I put the pot on the tray and struggled to carry it upstairs, proud that I could help the Beast for once. 
 
    “I’ve made nourishing vegetable soup and I’ve got bread and little tea cakes.”               
 
    “Did your governess also teach you how to cook?” 
 
    “Not at all. Dressing yourself and being able to cook are marks of shame in the city. But I’ve seen you do it so many times I am certain that it will be delicious.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    “If I get more blankets, do you think you can sit up?” He shook his head, which I could already see was more effort for him than he wanted me to see. “That’s all right. If I am to be a real nurse, I shall feed you.” I placed the tray on the table closest to us, balancing it so it was mostly straight on piles of books. 
 
    I ladled the soup into his bowl and wondered if I should have cut the vegetables before I put them in the boiling water. The carrots didn’t really fit in the bowl, they just stood up from the rim at awkward angles. 
 
    With my back still to the Beast, I dipped my own spoon into the soup and blew on the steaming liquid before placing it in my mouth. Water. It tasted exactly like water, with not even a hint of the vegetables that it was supposed to taste like. If anything, it tasted like dirt. I plucked out a carrot from the bowl and bit down, finding it hard, although not impossible to bite through. I almost retched trying to swallow it. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, just a moment!” I took the flat side of the spoon and furiously tried to mash the vegetables with it and cutting them into uneven, floating chunks in the steaming water. That is the moment I learned that onions do not lose their skin when they are cooked, it has to be removed beforehand. The potatoes were still hard as rocks.  
 
    I stood there, crying, trying not to let my breathing change or make any noise. I couldn't even make soup. The Beast had kept the castle running flawlessly for as long as I had been there, nothing out of place, my whims all catered to, and with delicious food for months, and I couldn’t even manage one meal. 
 
    “I’m just fixing something. I know you’re hungry. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Bel, what’s wrong?” 
 
    The tears really started to fall then, and I couldn’t keep it quiet anymore. “I’ve made a mess of everything. You won’t be able to eat this. It’s just vegetables in water. I just want to take care of you. I feel so terrible about what I’ve done.” 
 
    “Bel, it’s not your fault. I’m sure that whatever it is will be just fine. I don’t expect a feast fit for a king, just something to give me some nourishment. Whatever is in that bowl will be fine.” 
 
    I took the bowl over to him and sat down on the stone floor next to him. “Before you eat it, just know that I tried my best. It’s not that I hate you.” 
 
    “Good to know.” He leaned his head forward as I extended the spoon before I realized I didn’t know how to feed him. “I have bitten through spoons before if I am not careful. It’s why I don’t normally use them.” 
 
    “Oh. What should I do?” 
 
    “Perhaps like yesterday? Bring the bowl to my lips and, if you wouldn't mind, turn away.” I did as I was told, giving him his privacy. 
 
    “Is that why you never wanted to eat with me?” 
 
    “Partially. I didn’t think you wanted to see me eat with my hands like a savage, nor see the teeth at work. I find it easiest to just eat from a bowl like the beast that I am. I don’t want to disgust you.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I mean, maybe when I first met you, but not now. I couldn’t be disgusted by you.” 
 
    “That is a bold statement.” 
 
    “Well, it is a bold feeling. Perhaps you could not stay the same. If I started to drink from the finger bowl and wore tea gowns to dinner, you might banish me to eat in the kitchens.” 
 
    “Etiquette is etiquette.” He chuckled. “Thank you for being so understanding, Bel. I think perhaps I just don’t want you to see me like this. I can pretend to be a man in so many ways, but in others, I am a slave to my body. You know how I am; you know how much I care about all those ridiculous rules. It is humiliating for me to admit that I cannot behave like a man. Now, how about we try some of that bread? And you haven't eaten anything. There is no reason I should have all of this delicious soup to myself.”               
 
    The bread was not as hard as I thought. Once I cut it into pieces and warmed them in the fire I started at the hearth, and slathered them in raspberry jam, it made a quite nice meal.  
 
    We sat there for a long time, in front of the fire I had built, until well after the sun had set. I sat leaning against his solid body, facing the flames and warming my stockinged feet. I told him all about the visit with my family, describing each of them in as much detail I could remember. I told him about my little nephew and the wedding ceremony. I paused before I told him about the ball. I didn’t want to tell him about Sir Wittiam. I didn’t know why, but the thought of the Beast ever finding out about him filled me with dread. I was ashamed of what a blubbering simpleton I had turned into when confronted with this handsome man. Perhaps I really was as vain as he had once accused me of being. 
 
    “Did you dance many dances?” The Beast asked after I had been silent for a while. 
 
    “Yes, quite a few. There were a couple dances that I didn’t know at all because they were so new. I felt quite unfashionable.” 
 
    “I suppose that you had many young gentlemen asking you to dance?” 
 
    “Not so many. My brother and one more.” 
 
    “I am happy you got to experience a real ball while you were there. You will have fresh ideas about how they should look, and will be able to teach me all the latest dances when we have another.” 
 
    “Are we going to have another ball?” 
 
    “While I was laying here, waiting for my delicious soup, I thought about all the things that we can do now that you’ve come back. I want you to be happy, Bel. We shall do anything and everything that makes you happy.” 
 
    “I don’t think I need much to be happy.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Being here with you, the past few hours talking to you, that has made me happier than you know.” I blushed and turned from him, and I didn’t know why. 
 
    “I am glad.” The Beast tried to stifle a yawn, but I knew him too well for that. 
 
    “I have kept you awake long enough with my endless chatter. I should leave you to rest.” 
 
    “I think I shall spend another night on the floor. If you wouldn't mind putting another log on the fire, I think I will be quite comfortable. You don’t need to stay with me again, I know that that sofa is not so soft. Besides, I think you’ve been wearing the same clothes several days in a row.” 
 
    I looked down at the too short, too tight ballgown that had been soaked in water and covered with crumbs. “Perhaps you are right about that. I’ll come to you first thing when I wake up tomorrow. Is that all right?” 
 
    “That would be perfect. I feel stronger now than I did just a few hours ago. Tomorrow I expect to be capable enough to hobble to the sofa unassisted. Goodnight, Bel.” 
 
    I paused in the doorway after I said goodnight, watching him shift around under the blanket for a few moments before closing the door behind me. As I was coming down the spiral stairs to the tower, I realized that this was the first night he had not asked me to marry him. The first night had had not asked me when he had been conscious, in any case. Coming to this thought caused a funny sort of feeling in my stomach. Obviously, I didn’t want him to ask me. It always proved to be the most awkward moment of my day, but I was so accustomed to it, the day felt unfinished without it. 
 
     
 
    My nursing skills greatly improved over the course of the next few days, as did my cooking skills. First thing in the morning, when I awoke, I would leave a pot of vegetables simmering on the stove, and it would be enough for both of us for lunch and dinner. While I waited for the water to begin boiling, I would go out to the greenhouse with my basket and return with all kinds of fruits, berries, and vegetables. The Beast and I would dine on oranges and strawberries for breakfast, and the broth later in the day. 
 
    Sometimes the Beast was awake when I went up to his tower room, sometimes he wasn’t. He slept a great deal when he was recovering and didn’t seem to have much control over his tiredness. We would be in the middle of a fascinating conversation about something and he would begin to nod off. I would let him sleep for a few hours, and spend the time down in the library, picking books to read to him later. 
 
    It took him a day more than he thought to be able to move himself to the settee, and the exertion cost him a five-hour nap right after. A few days later he took a turn about the room on my arm, but I joked that if he were to stumble, I wouldn't have been able to do a thing to prevent it. If anything, he would crush me and we would both die.  
 
    It took an entire week before he left the tower room, and that was just to go down to his bedchamber, as he declared he was going to jump from the tower window if he didn’t get a change of scenery. He did not perform any magic while he was resting, but had me bring him the Rune Stone every day. It glowed brighter and brighter each time he held it.  
 
    It took two weeks for him to be able to go downstairs to the library, and another week after that until he was feeling well enough to go outside with me. When he finally did return to the garden, his strength seemed to grow each day. He told me that the air and the earth made him feel like him feel whole again. We would stop and sit on every bench, moving just a few dozen feet at a time. We talked as much as we always had, but sometimes the effort drained him too much, and we would just sit there in each other’s company, my hand on his arm until he was ready to keep walking.  
 
    While I helped him recover, I kept thinking that it was unreasonable how happy that I was. We rarely left each other, but everything was so calm when we were together. We enjoyed talking as much as we enjoyed sitting in silence together, watching the reflections of the clouds on the pond outside. I did miss my family, sometimes terribly much. The mirror still worked, despite the absence of the rest of the magic, and I watched them more than I had before, but it was easier now. I had made my choice. My life here with the Beast was what I wanted more than anything, and with each day I realized how lucky I was to have him. I couldn’t imagine being this happy if I had never returned.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    We sat in the library, a small, pitiful little fire behind us, and lots of candles around us to give enough light to read by. The Beast was better and said that he had returned to full strength, but was still reluctant to use his magic because he was afraid of weakening himself permanently by overuse if he wasn't fully healed yet. Instead of the magical, gleaming castle that I was used to, the furniture was a bit dustier, the food was less varied, and none of my dresses fit. I told him that it didn’t matter, that I didn’t mind at all, but he sighed whenever we were at dinner together and a handful of cold dishes appeared instead of the usual feast, and when I made the mistake of telling him that almost all my shoes pinched when I wore them.  
 
    “I can’t see my hand in front of my face.” He lamented, placing his book on the table next to him. “Perhaps it is better if we retire.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “I am sorry I’ve put everything in such a state. I feel very strong but very weak at the same time if you understand what I mean. I am certain that soon I will be able to keep everything running to your standards.” 
 
    “My standards? Surely you don’t think that I consider any of these things important. I’m simply grateful that I have you alive and feeling better. Nothing else really matters.” 
 
    “I just want you to be happy.” 
 
    “And I am happy, here with you. I don’t know why you’re apologizing to me. As I’ve told you, I’m the one who put you here. I should have come in time.” 
 
    “We have had this conversation more times than I can count. Whatever you did and why is forgiven. Wholly, completely. You are here. That is the only apology I need.” I flushed when I thought about what I had been doing while I was hurting him: dancing and flirting. That I had not told him, and I was so ashamed. Each time I thought about telling him I felt sick to my stomach and stopped myself. “Now, what would you say to a walk in the gardens tomorrow?” 
 
    “That sounds lovely.” He rose and made his way to the door.  
 
    “Goodnight, Bel.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” The door had almost closed when I said his name again, and his head appeared around the door again. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why have you stopped asking me to marry you?”  
 
    He stared at me; half of his face hidden in the flickering shadows of the room. His silence puzzled me, and I rose and came closer to him, trying to catch his expression. “I suppose I stopped caring about the answer.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I would have thought that you would welcome it. You may rest assured I can live happily now forever without asking you again.” I nodded, his words spinning in my head. “We shall have to find a new evening routine. Well, I'll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    He closed the door behind him and I went back to my chair and my book, staring at the words on the page, absorbing them but not reading them until they all turned into a blur in front of me. I felt completely exhausted and empty, but I didn't know why. Never once when he had asked me to marry him had I thought about saying yes, perhaps except for the time I thought he would kill me if I didn't. Now that the option was taken away from me, it was all that I could think about. I didn't want to marry the Beast. That would be ridiculous. I couldn't marry him. I didn't love him, first of all. 
 
    I thought back to Sir Wittiam, who had declared his love for me at my sister’s wedding. When he had said he loved me, I had found the idea laughable. I had read enough books about love to know what it should feel like. Some things were there, such as me acting like a cooing fool with him, but the mutual interests, the feeling that without each other we would cease to be. Those were missing. 
 
    I didn't feel them about the Beast either. I felt so calm with him. When we were together, it felt like everything was right and quiet in the world, and I could do and say anything without fear of judgment. He felt like a part of me that had always been there, and I just hadn't known about it until that moment. Then, I realized something. There was one sign and symptom that I had ignored. I couldn't live without him. It’s why I had chosen to come back. I went up to the bed, and undressed. The little statues were all sleeping throughout the room. They had not woken up since I had come back. I missed them, but my thoughts were so scattered that I had not thought to ask the Beast about them. Besides, I was becoming quite proficient at doing up my laces with the mirror behind me. 
 
      
 
    I went up to the Beast’s tower the next morning and found him reading a book and staring out the tower window. “Have you come to rescue me from this?” He held up the book, which had a large skull on the cover and made me shiver. 
 
    “Please continue. I came for our walk, but I can wait awhile.” 
 
    “I am almost finished with this chapter.” He smiled and waved his hand, and a tray of fruit appeared before me. Usually they would have been lemon cakes, but those had not appeared since I came back. I sat next to him and picked up another book from the table. I could not read it, of course, but I enjoyed the large and colorful drawings of frogs that seemed to fill every page. After I had finished my pears, I rose from my seat and walked around the room. Some objects had returned to their previous state of intermittently flashing light and glowing in an eerie way. 
 
    I continued my circuit, flipping through the books open on the table, making a remark here or there, and the Beast would merely respond with a non-committal noise in response, obviously very engrossed in his book. The little cabinet I recognized was open, and I went over to it. The Rune Stone I had taken when he was so ill had been returned to its place. I picked it up and was shocked at what I saw. It definitely glowed brighter in my hand than it ever had before. I was certain of it. 
 
    “Look!” The Beast did not look, so I walked over to him. “I seemed to have stolen some of your magic.” 
 
    That made him look up. He gazed down at the Rune Stone. “That is odd. It is brighter than before.” He took it from me, and it returned to its bright golden glow. 
 
    “Yours is brighter too, do you see?” 
 
    “I am certain it is not.” 
 
    “I promise you it is. I have a good memory.” 
 
    “To be honest, I have not looked at this for a long time. It made me sad to see how much power I had lost. But it seems that I really am recovered.” 
 
    “And more.” 
 
    “I think you’re seeing things. As you are determined to distract me, shall we go and take our walk now? I thought we might walk through the hedge maze today. The roses there are blooming quite on their own, without any help from me. I can see them from here.” He pointed, and I saw a collection of red roses topping the hedges. 
 
    He stood and bent his arm low enough for me to reach it, and I followed him outside. The middle of summer had passed at some point, and I didn’t remember when. While it was warm and lovely outside, you could feel the whisper of a chill in their air when a heavy breeze blew. I had so enjoyed the summer there, with the Beast, and I wondered what fall would bring for us. I imagined the crisp, bright colors of the leaves as they blanketed the garden paths, and the cozy rainy days we would spend in the library listening to the droplets fall on the window glass. I imagined the warm fires in the hearth of my study after we walked back from the greenhouses, which would still be as hot and smelling of dirt as ever. I imagined us sitting there, warming our hands, talking of everything and nothing at all. I imagined him teasing me, laughing, feeling safe and warm. 
 
    “What are you smiling about?”  
 
    “Oh…” I turned away from him with a blush. “Nothing. It’s just that I think the weather might turn soon.” 
 
    “I wouldn't be so sure if I were you. I’ve been here a long time, and I know that you can be completely surprised by what the seasons bring. Once, in the middle of winter, all the snow melted and everything started to turn green. Then, there was a blizzard the next week. It buried all the benches in the garden.” 
 
    “Can I tell you something?” 
 
    “Of course. What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I just… I didn’t want to tell you because I thought that you might be upset with me. But it’s gone on long enough, and I feel so terribly guilty.” 
 
    “What is it?” His voice was gentle, but I knew him well enough to hear the concern underneath the tone. 
 
    “The night of my sister’s wedding. I wasn’t truthful about what I had been doing just before I came home.” 
 
    “You said that you had been saying goodbye to your family and lost track of the time.” 
 
    “Well, it was somewhat true, at least. The last thing I did was go around and speak to them, embrace them, try to remember their faces. It took longer than I thought, but it would have gone much better if I had started before a quarter past midnight. I feel so terrible. I think it’s why I keep apologizing. Because you don’t even know that I was being incredibly selfish. While you were here suffering, using up all of your magic and strength on me, I was… dancing and flirting with a knight.” I couldn’t look at him, and he stayed silent, so my brain had no choice other than to continue my frantic babbling. “It was so nice that someone was paying attention to me that I forgot myself completely and let myself be drawn in by his compliments and stupid banter.” I wanted to say again how handsome Sir Wittiam was, just so that he would know that I was not so flippant for just anyone, but at that point, I didn’t think that it would matter. 
 
    “Is that why you feel guilty? You don’t need to. I have never been flirted with by a handsome knight, but I imagine it was distractingly pleasant. The only thing that matters to me is that you came back.” 
 
    “I just wanted to tell you. I don’t like the idea of keeping secrets from you.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    “When I was home, I couldn’t tell anyone about you. I wanted to, though. I wanted them to know that I was safe and happy here, and it was so difficult to explain why without speaking of you.” 
 
    “The Silencing Curse is a peculiar feeling, isn’t it? You can see what you want to say so clearly in your mind, it almost hurts not to be able to express it.”               
 
    “I think I understand you much better now.” 
 
    “I’m glad of it. I have no desire to keep secrets from you, Bel.” 
 
    “And now I realize you aren’t simply being elusive when you say that you cannot tell me anything.” We walked on in silence, reaching the edge of the maze. “I’ll race you,” I said it with a smile, knowing that the Beast had built the maze himself, knowing that even if I lived in the castle with him for a hundred years, I would never master all the twists and turns of the hedges, which were even taller than the Beast. 
 
    He smiled back, releasing my arm. “Shall we make a bet?” 
 
    “I have nothing to offer.” 
 
    “I disagree. Should I win, you will make me some more of that delicious vegetable broth that I had grown so fond of.” He couldn’t say it with a straight face, the corners of his mouth turning up just a little, revealing more of his white, razor teeth. 
 
    “I think, rather, that that should be what you get if you lose. That soup should be used by the Queen as a form of punishment. I am certain that it would deter crime better than the idea of the gallows.” 
 
    He laughed again, the rich, full sound booming through my chest, and I wondered when it was that I had stopped being afraid of his laugh, because for as long as I could remember it had been beautiful to me. “If you want to race, we shall race, but at this point, I have nothing I desire. You see before you the happiest blighted creature that ever could be.” 
 
    He meant it as a joke, calling himself a blighted creature, but the smile froze on my face. I didn’t like thinking of him like that, didn’t like it when he reminded me of how he thought of himself. Before I knew what I was doing, I had taken off at a run through the maze, and I was tearing through the bushes with more speed than I thought was possible. I could hear footsteps behind me and I took a right, then a left, another right until I was surrounded by hedges, almost completely blocking the shining sun from view. I stood there, panting, trying to catch my breath, and thought again about what he had said. 
 
    He had called himself a blighted happy creature, and I had run away. I closed my eyes and remembered the conversation we had had before he sent me to my family, when I had asked him what would make him happiest in the world, and he had answered ‘a beautiful wife’. 
 
    I didn’t know why I thought of that, why it came to my mind just then, but after it did, I couldn’t stop thinking of it. I was already hot and out of breath, but another kind of maddening blush coursed through my body as I realized all at once what I wanted. I could marry the Beast. I could make him happy. I told myself at that moment that it would be an unselfish, wonderful thing to do, but with those thoughts came the realization that I was already lying to myself. 
 
    I loved the Beast. The thought made my heart stop and beat faster all at the same time. Maybe it was remembering what a simpering fool I had been with Sir Wittiam, and that the entire time we were together I had wished that he was more like the Beast. Perhaps it was just seeing him so happy, and feeling that it made me happy too. Perhaps I had realized it the night before, and I had just been too tired or daft to put the pieces together. I was in love with the Beast. 
 
    The thought, when I would let it into my head and let it bloom there, made me smile wider than I thought possible. It came upon me so quickly, that I had no time to fathom what it really meant. “Beast, let me out of here!” I shouted it so that even if he hadn't had the ring, he would have heard me. After just a blink, a hole large enough for me and my enormous brimmed hat to pass through opened in the hedges before me. I stepped through it, and the one that appeared after it, to find the Beast standing there. 
 
    “Does this mean that you lost?” He asked me with a grin. Instead of meeting his gaze, instead of telling him how I felt, I stared down at my shoes and made a noncommittal sort of noise. “Well, you won at chess the last time we played. It’s only fitting that I win at something every once in a while.” 
 
    “I think you let me win at chess 
 
    “No. Well, sometimes, when you were first learning the rules, but now you are my equal.” 
 
    The same noise I had made before came out of me, and even I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to mean. I placed my arm atop his when he offered it, and he led me out of the hedges, no doubt perplexed about why I was so quiet and surly. 
 
    “Beast, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course. Anything you like.” 
 
    “Why have you stopped asking me to marry you?” 
 
    “Now, this is a question I know that I have answered. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “I remember, but I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “I suppose that I am content. I do not need you to marry me.” 
 
    “But wouldn't you like me to?” Asking him this question took all the courage I had, even more than it had taken to look him in the eye the first time we had met. 
 
    He made his own strange noise, and it sounded like half a laugh and half indignation. “What kind of question is that? Surely you don’t think that I dislike you because I have stopped proposing. Quite the opposite, really. I like you much more than I did when I started proposing. It’s a strange way of doing it, I admit.” 
 
    “Be serious. I want to understand why you stopped.” 
 
    “I stopped proposing because I don’t need you to tell me that you won’t marry me every single night. You can say that I have heard your answer so many times that I have memorized it. I know you won’t marry me, and so I won’t ask you.” 
 
    “I think you should ask me.” 
 
    “Bel... is this some kind of joke? I really don’t understand it if it is. I don’t think it is particularly funny, either.” 
 
    “It’s not a joke. Would you… would you please ask me?” 
 
    He sighed, and I felt the full force of the wind escaping him blow the veil of my hat slightly. “Belara, will you marry me?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “See, now what was the…” The silence hung in the air between us like a curtain. I couldn’t bring myself to look at him, and turned, pretending to be unbelievably interested in the tulips on my right. “Wait. What did you say?” 
 
    “I said yes.” My voice was so quiet I didn’t think he would be able to hear me, but I had convinced myself that it was for the best. We could let this moment pass between us without letting it change us and keep on forever as we had been before. 
 
    “Bel. Are you serious? Will you marry me?” My finger traced the yellow flower before me, feeling its soft skin, as I tried to escape this moment, transport myself somewhere where I wasn’t making a fool out of myself. I felt his large, heavy hand on my shoulder, and he spun me around to face him. I had to look at him then, and the look in his eyes let me know that I had done the right thing. 
 
    He was smiling, but not his usual, amused, funny smile. He was grinning from ear to ear, all of his teeth showing, but he didn’t seem to care. His eyes were alive and alight from within, and when I saw them, I knew. This was the thing that would make him the happiest in the world. This is what I could do to pay him back for anything and everything he had ever done for me, and for being my companion and closest friend. With such hope in his eyes, even if I had been doubting my answer, I never would have been able to say no. I simply nodded, and he bent down to his knees, taking my hand in his, touching his forehead to it. 
 
    Someone who was not as well versed in courtly etiquette as I was might have just thought he was giving thanks, but I knew what it was that he was really doing. This was something that knights were trained in, part of an ancient honor code that was passed down from the generations of soldiers that had actually gone to war and fought dragons. This was him, giving his honor, his life, his everything to me. It’s what a knight did when you saved his life, and he was in your debt, until the day you died. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    After just a moment, he popped back to his feet. “Thank you. Thank you, Bel!” He took my hand and ran with my back to the house, forgetting for just a moment that his stride was longer than mine as he pulled me. I smiled along with him, trying to figure out where we would go from here.  
 
    We went back into the house, and he took me to the ballroom, the doors bursting open in front of us. It still looked glorious, with sunlight pouring in from windows that seemed even taller than the castle itself, even though all the decorations for our ball had long since been taken down.  
 
    The Beast turned to me and held both of my hands in his. “Thank you. You have given me everything, Bel. You will understand soon.” When he said it, my heart filled with the words. He was so happy that it spread easily to me. He stepped away from me, one of my hands still held in his. “Orissa!” He exclaimed the word, shouting it so that the name echoed throughout every inch of the ballroom. “I summon you. Come and attend me, he whom you have cursed!” 
 
    “Beast, what are you doing?” My question was answered by a brilliant flash of light, and I closed my eyes to find before me a woman who glowed. She was tall, with skin paler than ivory, and a face framed by shining white hair that reached her toes. She was incredibly beautiful, but there was something wrong there. I stared at her, open-mouthed, and tried to see what it was that was wrong, but couldn’t figure it out. She was ethereal, she glowed, but something underneath made the hairs at the back of my neck stand to attention. She took a step towards us, her long, white robe following behind her. 
 
    “You summoned?” Her voice was high and clear, and as she said the words, I could hear her mocking, condescending tone. An arrogant smile began on her lips, and I decided I didn’t like her at all. 
 
    “Yes. Belara has agreed to marry me.” 
 
    The round arches of her eyebrows raised, and the smug smiled widened. “Belara.” My name sounded foreign and wrong coming from her smooth lips. She came towards me, and I instinctively took a step back. She followed, shaking her head at me. “What have we here?” She raised her hand and stroked my face, her fingers cold as ice, and my entire body shivered under her touch. She chuckled, a small, tinkling laugh that somehow made her seem more sinister. “So, you’re going to marry this monster?” 
 
    Her words started a fire in me. It began burning in my belly and traveled up towards my head as I tried to figure out the words I needed to say. I wanted to tell her that he wasn’t a monster, that he was my friend and I loved him, but it didn’t seem right to tell her. Instead, I just nodded, trying to not look at her directly. 
 
    She grabbed my hand roughly, and I felt a shock like ice where she touched me, and I tried to pull away but she held my wrist tight. “Well, you haven't bewitched her. I thought that after all these years you might try, get a bit desperate. Mistress, are you doing this of your own free will? Has he threatened you? Has he coerced you?”               
 
    I wanted to tell her that she obviously did not know the Beast very well. He would never do something like that. He had never pressured me, and I knew he never would. The indignation that I had for this creature grew more and more within me, feeding the fire that she had already started. But I was too afraid to speak. I shook my head and looked up at the Beast. When I saw him, I was actually afraid. His fists were tightly balled, his teeth bared, as he stared at her with a rage I had never seen in him before. I looked away quickly, knowing instinctively that he wouldn't want me to see him acting like that. 
 
    “Well, I never thought that this would happen. I’ve been watching you for years, you know. Not actively, of course. There were so many of them coming and going that it got a bit boring after a while. That was clever of you, I must say. I was shocked that you managed to breach the barrier around the castle and send them over the border. You have gotten very strong.” 
 
    “Can we get on with this? As you may suspect, I am eager to have this done with.” 
 
    That gave me pause. Granted, I had agreed to marry the Beast, but it stung to hear him refer to our wedding as something to be done with like it was a chore that prevented him from going outside to play. “Yes, yes. We shall. Mistress, come here.” It was a silly thing to say because she still held my wrist and merely dragged me forward. I felt a rush of wind, and my walking gown had been replaced by a plain white linen dress, the dress you wore to the temple. The dress you were married in. My heart pounded, as the gravity of what I was about to do overcame me. 
 
    I raised my eyes to the Beast who was looking at me now. His entire body was tense, as it had been before, but the concern in his eyes for me made me instantly calmer. I knew then that whatever was happening, I was happy that I was marrying the Beast. I loved the Beast. When all of this was over, I was going to tell him how I felt.  
 
    “Now. Do you have rings?” I looked down at my finger, where the rose ring always was, removed it and handed it to her. She looked over at the Beast who retrieved the golden chain from under his doublet and handed her the ring that dangled at the end. I had never seen the ring up close before. It looked large and heavy and ancient and there was some sort of crest burned into the gold. “Take her hands.” 
 
    The Beast raised his hands and offered them to me, waiting for me to place mine in his. His hands seemed larger than they ever had before as they held mine, which seemed to disappear. “Today we are here to join two souls, two hearts, two families, for a lifetime of marriage.” A silken scarf, the same kind they had used at my sister’s wedding, appeared. “Now, you will repeat after me. Say these vows with intention and remember them your whole life long. I pledge to you my heart. I pledge it to you, forsaking all others until death do us part.” 
 
    The Beast said it first, his voice shaking a bit as he repeated the words. Did that mean he was nervous? Was he regretting this? Then, it was my turn, and as I said it, she wrapped the scarf around our hands once, beginning the binding of us together. 
 
    “I will be your husband, your protector.” The Beast repeated. 
 
    “I will be your wife. I shall lessen your sorrows and celebrate your joy.” 
 
    We both promised our love and devotion in times of trouble and happiness, in poverty and wealth, in health and sickness. With each vow, she wrapped another length of the scarf around us until our wrists were bound tightly together. 
 
    “And now, we will seal these vows with a ring and a kiss. Let nothing, man or God, tear apart what we will bind together today.”  She handed the Beast my ring, and he placed it on my finger. 
 
    “I give you this ring, as a part of who I am and who I will be. I take you as you are. For now, and for always, as a symbol of my devotion to you.” 
 
    As he said the words, I felt tears welling inside me and I squinted, trying to push them back in, but they spilled out anyway, running down my cheeks. One hand was bound, the other held by him, so I couldn't wipe them away. When it was my turn, my voice never faltered as I said them clearly, hoping that he would realize that I meant every word, from the very bottom of my soul. The ring that the creature gave me was too small to fit on his clawed finger, so he opened his palm and I placed it there.  
 
    “And now, your union will be sealed with a kiss.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” The Beast snarled the words, and for the first time in a long time, I wanted to recoil from him. I didn't think I had ever heard him so angry. Was the thought of kissing me so abhorrent? Although to be fair, I didn’t see how he could manage it with his fangs.  
 
    “Do you want to be married or not? You should know as well as anyone that the pair needs to kiss for the wedding to be legally binding.” 
 
    He shook his head, the rage I had heard in his voice barely contained in his fiery eyes. He brought my hand to his lips and planted a kiss there, his mouth barely touching my skin before he pulled away.  
 
    “Happy?” 
 
    “Ecstatic.” The creature purred, and I looked over to see an enormous, sinister grin spreading across her face. 
 
    “I now pronounce you man and wife. For now, and for always, until death do you part.” The Beast dropped my hands and took a step away from me. With a wave of his hand, the scarf binding us disappeared. He looked at the creature, who was smiling even wider than she had been before. Her entire face was contorted, making her appear even more sinister. A shrill, mirthless laugh rang out from the creature.  
 
    “What's happening?” My voice seemed so quiet against the harshness of her laughter, completely drowned out by the noise. 
 
    “Oh, dear. I suppose that you thought the curse would be broken?” 
 
    “What have you done?” The Beast’s voice was still a low growl, as he directed his angry eyes at the creature. 
 
    “I haven't done a thing. You, on the other hand, knew full well what you were doing. You know the rules. You must marry the most beautiful maiden in the land.” 
 
    “Belara is the most beautiful maiden in the land.”  
 
    “Are you quite certain of that?” 
 
    “Of course, the mirror chose her. You’re the one that enchanted them. If it’s wrong, I think that might be more your own problem than mine.” 
 
    I stood there, staring at them. I knew that they were talking about me, but I felt like I was watching a scene in a play. I felt so disconnected from everything that they were saying. Why did it matter that I was the most beautiful maiden in the land? I shook my head back and forth in time to whoever was speaking, not understanding a thing.  
 
    “Let us take a look. Shall we?” She waved her hand, and the mirror appeared in the empty space between her fingers, glittering and silver. “Show me the most beautiful maiden in the land.” 
 
    The mirror flashed, illuminating the creature’s face. I gasped when I saw it, taking a step back automatically. When I had first seen her, I had thought her beautiful. Her features were lovely and even, her face young and bright. Now, when I saw her under the light, the color changed completely, veins popping out in bulging purple lines. Her teeth seemed to become pointed under the light of the mirror which made her wicked smile even more haunting. Before I could look any closer, she turned the mirror away from herself, holding it up so that both of us could see what it contained. 
 
    Instead of my own face staring back at me, there was another person contained in the glass. She was small, petite, like a little bird. Her skin was pale chalk white, but with a fresh rosiness in her cheeks. Her hair fell in golden ringlets well past her fingertips, shining in the light coming from the window behind her. She was dressed finely, in emerald silks the same color as her large, lash-lined eyes. In her delicate hand was a piece of needlework, little blue flowers as small and elegant as she was coming to life under her needle. She was stunning. 
 
    “You see, the mirror is intelligent. It knows that this maiden is fairer. Isn’t she ravishing? She just came of age just two months ago. The daughter of a Viscount. She sings like a nightingale and is quite handy with her instruments. When the mirror judges beauty, it considers many things. Her temperament is as sweet as her face.” 
 
    “Belara is more beautiful.” 
 
    The creature snorted, and cast a disdainful gaze at me, before continuing like I was some sort of creature that couldn't understand her, but also disgusted her, like a snail. “You might be blinded by your desire that it should be true, but that does not make it so. Perhaps she was just as beautiful, once, but not now. Look at her. Those freckles, the black hair growing in red at the roots. Besides, she has a stubborn temperament that is quite unattractive.” She wrinkled her nose as if she had just stepped on the snail creature she thought I was, only to find the remains of me on her shoe. “I am not cruel. I am many things, but I am not cruel. When I cast the curse, I did it so that the two of you would be sealed here, within the protection of the magic. Had it taken you forty years to convince her to marry you, it would not have made a difference, she would have been the most beautiful.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” The Beast hissed. 
 
    “Everything would have been fine if you hadn’t let her leave.” She laughed again. “When you broke the protection of the castle to send her away, the magic reset itself. It looked for a new most beautiful because the former had left the castle. When it searched, it saw this one.” She stroked the glass with her finger. “Honestly, I am surprised you were strong enough to take this one in again. It required bending the curse to your will, which you should not be able to do at all. That kind of spell should have killed either one or both of you. I’m glad that it didn’t, though. This is so much more satisfying. After all this, you finally convinced one of them to marry you, but she could not free you after all. Now, you are bound for life. I suppose you could try again, assuming she dies first. Or you could always kill her.” 
 
    The Beast looked first at her, and then at me, meeting my eyes for the first time since we had said the vows. When we looked at each other, the anger drained from his face, his eyes became dead and empty. He took a few steps forward until he stood directly in front of me. 
 
    “I am so sorry, Bel.” His voice shook as he said it, and before I could react, he collapsed into a heap at my feet, the entire ballroom shaking with the weight of him colliding with the floor. “I am so very, very sorry. I will make this right, I promise you. You will not have to spend any more time here with me, not with a monster.  I can send you away, make it so that you don’t remember anything, like the others.” His voice was low and cold, and hearing it, and seeing him there, broke my heart. 
 
    I wanted to tell him what I was thinking, but everything was so overwhelming that I didn’t know what to say first. Thoughts and emotions and questions swam around my head, each of them fighting for enough focus to come out. I didn’t want to leave. I loved him. I wanted to tell him, but whatever was going on around me stopped me. He wasn’t marrying me because he loved me. He was marrying me because he was cursed, and he was trying to be free. I felt like I had been deceived, even though the Beast had never lied to me. I didn’t know what the curse was, and what it meant for him, but I knew it was making him miserable, and he thought that marrying me was his only way of escaping. I couldn’t blame him for that, could I? Who was this creature? Why had she cursed him, what had she cursed him with? I felt somehow incredibly guilty that I was not the most beautiful maiden in the land because that seemed to be the only way of making him happy, making him whole, relieving him of this pain. And I had failed him. Why hadn’t I agreed to marry him a month ago? Why had I been so selfish about wanting to go and see my family? 
 
    I crouched next to him and placed my hand on his shoulder. Seeing him there, it reminded me of when I thought I had lost him forever. Now, I truly feared that I had. He was going to send me away. He didn’t want me when I couldn’t break the curse. The cold tears that had never really stopped increased their speed and frequency, as sobs escaped me. He looked up at me then and I saw all the hurt and longing and sadness in his eyes. 
 
    “Do not cry. Please, Bel. I will make this right, I promise. You will be free. You will not have to live married to me.” 
 
    “But what about you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I have put you through enough. I am cursed. I will always be cursed. You deserve a real life, with a real husband.” 
 
    I shook my head, readying myself to tell him about how I really felt when I looked up at the creature who was standing over us and looking so smug and evil. I was filled with such hatred for her I thought that I might burst into flames from it.  Then, it came to me. The book about curses that the Beast had given me. I remembered it just then. “Do you remember that book you gave me?” 
 
    “Which book?” He shook his head. 
 
    “Not the first book about magic, but the second one.” 
 
    “The one about…” 
 
    I shook my head before he could say it. “Do you remember the first chapter? It's all about rules and theory.” I said it low, begging him to understand what I meant. The author had organized the ten most important things about curses into small and informative sections. The one I was thinking of came just after the first, which was about what kind of beings are able to cast spells. The section had gone very much into detail about how to break a curse. You could break the curse the way it had been intended, of course, by following the rules of the curse itself, which had to be spoken aloud when it was first cast. That wasn't what I thought of then. Instead, I thought of a tiny footnote, in the bottom of the section. I had almost hopped over it, but I remembered it so clearly now. Although it has been difficult to prove, because of the semi-mortal nature of many beings who curse humans, there is some evidence of curses not being able to survive the death of the caster. This is grounded in a story about a village cursed to eternal night and pestilence, only for the curse to be lifted when the enchanter who cast it was killed in an attempt to slay a dragon. 
 
    The Beast looked blankly at me for a long while, seeming to search my face for the answer I so desperately wanted him to see there. 
 
    “I must confess that I could not have predicted a more fitting end to this story. It is even better than I imagined for you.” The creature’s voice seemed so distant, even as she stood close to me. Her words filled me with rage, but I did not let my gaze wander from the Beast.  
 
    Then, I saw the moment when he realized what exactly I meant. He shook his head slightly. “Do you mean that I should…” I nodded before he could finish his thought, desperate that the creature shouldn't know the frantic idea passing between us. “Well, I said that I wouldn’t let you live like this. If I am dead, you will be free in any case.” With that, he stood up and faced the creature. “It has been enough, now. I think I have suffered enough for my father’s actions. I will not suffer anymore.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    The creature turned and looked at the Beast, her grinning mouth closing until it settled into a grimace. When he took a step back and set his shoulders, I don’t think she knew what was coming, because the bolt of lightning that he shot at her hit her square in the chest just a second after an indignant shriek rang out around us.  
 
    “So, the beast wants to play?” She wheezed, her hand on her chest. He sent another lightning bolt her way, the entire room coming into brilliant white light. She dodged it easily, and it hit the marble column behind her with a crashing sizzle.  
 
    From her hand, she released a red, angry torrent of light, and the Beast held up a hand, and the light reflected off of something silver that appeared around him. She tried again. This time the shield didn’t hold, and it passed through whatever protected his arm, singeing the edges of his white shirt sleeve. 
 
    I clapped my hands to my mouth, trying to control my scream. Everything was happening so fast, I had not had time to process, not had time to react, but now I was overcome by fear. He sent more lightning her way, this time the bolt forming into bright lasso that tried and failed to wind itself around her foot. She rose up off the ground then, floating a few feet above the marble floor. She sent a wall of water towards him that he tried to dodge but it instead sent him tumbling off his feet, which meant that he could not avoid the jettison of flame that came towards him immediately afterward. 
 
    I had been absolutely certain that the Beast would be able to overcome the awful creature, but now that I looked at them shooting lights and flames and water at one another, it became clear that the Beast was the weaker of the two. It was not an overwhelming weakness, but it was an obvious one. He spent more time defending himself than attacking, and her spells were stronger, faster, brighter. The fear completely paralyzed me. This was all my fault. I had sent the Beast to his death. He had gone willingly, thinking that I would be better off with him dead. 
 
    I continued to watch, but everything was going too fast for me to register what was happening. She sent a jet of what looked like scalding water his way. He ducked behind a pillar, the water spilling all around. “This is foolish, you know.” All the eerie mirth was absent from her voice, it was cold and low. Her face had changed too, just as it had under the magical light of the mirror. She was the twisted face that she had been before, and it was enough to frighten me even more. 
 
    A pair of gnarled, brown wings burst forth from her back with a nauseating crack. She moved forward and backward, darting away from balls of the golden liquid that were chasing her before flying to the other side of the room. With a wave of her hand, she made the golden liquid dissolve, a golden mist dirtying the floor below her.  
 
    The pool on the floor was almost dissolved, and she made another sudden backward movement, and she was suddenly hovering in front of me. She was a few feet above me, and her long robe hung below her, almost touching my shoulder. Her hands rose above her head, and she a whirlwind appeared before her, heading straight for the Beast. 
 
    He ducked behind another column, but I heard a shout of pain as the wind came closer. It was near the end. He could not win. She was stronger. For a moment I considered pulling on the robe in front of me, trying to take her out of the air, but decided rather quickly that attacking the creature would just mean that she would kill me when she was finished with the Beast. She could probably freeze me or turn me into a statue or just set me aflame. Aflame. The idea came to me like the bolt of lightning the Beast sent towards her, which she redirected with a casual wave of the hand. 
 
    This was probably stupid, but it was the only thing I could think of, the only thing I could really do, the only thing I knew how to do. I summoned everything inside of me and closed my eyes. I tried to forget about what was happening in front of my eyelids, but it was impossible. Even though my eyes were closed, I thought of the Beast there, and something stirred deep within me. The flames that I had taught myself to feel were stronger than ever. The hatred that I had for the winged creature overwhelmed me, the anger that the Beast had taught me to harness for the spell seemed more real than it ever had before. Before I let go, I made myself a promise. If we survived this, I would tell the Beast how I really felt. I didn’t care if he had married me to break a curse, I loved him, and he needed to know. Thinking that only made the flame inside me burn more, and it felt like I was already entirely aflame when I let the energy into my fingers and concentrated it on the flowing trail of the creature’s gown. Instead of the usual small, pathetic little flame perfect for lighting a candle, an entire gush of flames shot from my hand, and the bottom of the robe was instantly alight, flaming upwards until it tickled the bottoms of her wings. 
 
    When she first noticed, it was a quick flick of the eyes backward as she dodged yet another attack by the Beast. When she saw what had actually happened, she let out a shriek of rage, and whipped around, sending a torrent of water from her hand down to the flames, which were immediately snuffed out. Then, she turned her attention to me. “Who taught you magic, girl?” Her voiced hissed, and she did not wait for an answer before she raised her hand above her head. The last thing I saw was the air around me changing, filled with ripples, before I was lifted off my feet. When my head collided with the column behind me, it only hurt for a moment, before my world went black. 
 
    In the blackness, I felt like I was somehow above the world, and yet surrounded by it all at once. The fight I knew must be going on around me was invisible, but there were horrifying flashes of light, shrieks and flames surrounding me. Then, everything was silent. I heard her voice, the sorceress, but it sounded different, more like a song. She was reciting some sort of poem or ballad, something that rhymed and had a definite rhythm to it. There was another flash of light, this one bright and gold. Then, there was nothing. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, everything was blurred: my eyes, my head, my understanding. It was too bright, everything around me filled with light, so I closed them again and let out a grunt. “Are you all right?” The voice was deep and definitely belonged to a man. It was an even, tempered voice, but I could hear a hint of panic at the ends of his words. I liked the voice, I decided in my blurred state.  
 
    I lay there, not really thinking anything at all when I suddenly remember why I was laying there. I gasped and sat straight up, throwing my eyes open, and the entire motion made me lightheaded. “Beast,” I muttered, and twisted my head around, looking for him. There was someone crouching beside me, but I ignored him, as I searched for my Beast. Had he survived? The thought that maybe he hadn't filled my chest with panic. “Beast?” I called his name a little louder, trying to draw him to me. When he didn’t come, I knew that something must be terribly wrong. The only other time he hadn’t answered he had been almost dying up in the tower room. “Beast, come to me!” Still, nothing. 
 
    I turned my attention to the person beside me. He was tall and had a pale face that was full of concern. His eyes were green, the same deep green of the pine trees in the forest. He had an unruly mop of black curls that tumbled onto his forehead. “Have you seen the Beast?” He smiled when I said it, revealing a quite lovely smile, that seemed so incredibly genuine and full of joy that I forgot about the urgency of the situation for just a moment. I realized then that it must sound like a stupid question. How was he to know who the Beast was? “He’s very large and brown. He has horns. If you’d seen him, you would know it. Will you help me find him?” I tried to lift my body off the floor but found that I didn’t have the strength for it. My body remained still, even though I tried to push myself up.  
 
    “Stay there. You have a quite serious head injury. I will fix it, hold on.” 
 
    I shook my head, which brought on a wave of nausea that I had not been expecting. “No, it’s all right. The Beast will help me. He’s very good at magic, you see. I just need you to help me find him.” 
 
    The man shook his head. “I am the Beast.” 
 
    I laughed, a high, barking laugh. What a silly person this man was. “No, you’re not. The Beast is as tall as a bear standing on his hind legs. He’s even got a tail. You’re quite handsome. But this isn’t the time for compliments. We have to find the Beast. I have to tell him…” The memories of what I was really going to tell him should have embarrassed me, but they didn’t. Now, I was burning and bursting to tell him.  
 
    “What were you going to tell me?” 
 
    “Why won’t you help me?” I whined, trying once more to lift myself, managing only to pull my knees up, which I decided was a good start. “Is it because the Beast is dead? I wish you would just tell me. I can’t stand this. I need him!” 
 
    “Don’t you recognize me? I’m the prince.” I had stopped looking at him and was still refusing to do so, but now that he said something, I remembered the prince from my fever dream and thought that he must be right about that at least. 
 
    “I don’t care if you’re the god of war and pound cake, I’m going to find the Beast!” With the force of my words, I somehow pulled myself into a standing position, but then I realized that it was too much, as the world around me spun, and my vision started to fade in and out. I fell backward, and the man had his arms around me before I hit the ground, holding me. It was just like when I had had too much champagne in this room, with the Beast, at our ball. 
 
    “You usually aren’t this slow.” The man, the prince, chuckled as he held me, and I tried to ignore the warm, happy feeling that came over me in his arms. “Here, let me at least fix the gash on your head. I can’t fix a concussion, but I can stop the pain and side effects.” 
 
    He laid me back on the ground and held my head in his hands, and I felt the warm, burning feeling I had felt the last time that the Beast had fixed my wounded flesh. It overcame my entire body, and my head started to clear, my vision righting itself. “Are you magic too?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Maybe you can summon him here.” 
 
    “I am the Beast. I keep telling you.” 
 
    I stood up, now that I was feeling all right again, although my head still felt a bit hazy. I ran away from the prince, into the hall and up the stairs. He was quickly behind me. “Bel, where are you going?” That’s when I stopped. He was looking down at me, a mixture of concern and happiness in his eyes and on his face.  
 
    “Beast?” 
 
    “If you like. Although I don’t think it suits me now. Fenrar was my name before. I think I shall have to go back to using it when we return.” 
 
    “No, that’s impossible.” I continued up the stairs and down the hall, following the familiar route up to the Beast’s study. If he were alive, I was certain that he would be there. I imagined bursting through the doorway and finding him hard at work over a book of spells. He would smile at me as I came into the room, and pretend to be distracted, as if I were disturbing him, but it would all be a big joke. Instead of playing along, I would run to him and throw my arms around him, or at least as far around him as would fit, and I would tell him that I was desperately in love with him. The prince continued to speak as he followed me on my route, but I didn’t listen to him. Even if it was rude, I didn’t care about the prince at all.  
 
    When we finally reached the tower room, it was empty and quiet. I spun around in a circle, trying to see everything, but that just made me feel faint. There was nowhere in the room for a creature as large as the Beast to hide. He wasn’t here. He was surely dead. What a fool I had been, thinking that he would be able to challenge that awful creature. My foolishness had killed the Beast. I collapsed onto the hard, stone floor and wept. 
 
    The prince crouched down on the floor with him, putting his arms around me, but I pushed him away. “Get off of me! What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    The prince shook his head and ran his hands over his face in exasperation. “Bel, I don’t know how to make you see the truth if you won’t listen.” 
 
    “He’s dead, isn’t he?” 
 
    “In a way, the Beast is dead. But in the most important way, he is sitting right in front of you, begging you to see that he has simply undergone a transformation.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I broke the curse. It was just as you said. When I killed Orissa, the spell was broken. I would not have been able to do it without you, though. That was an impressive bit of magic you did there. I was shocked, but not so shocked that I could not take advantage of her distraction to put a spell on her that bound her. Without you, none of this would have been possible. It was all your idea, too. I would be so lost without you, Bel.” He reached for me, but I flinched away from his touch. 
 
    “I have to tell the Beast…” I muttered this, understanding finally that the Beast was not a Beast, but the prince behind me. I couldn’t tell this man I loved him; I didn’t even know him. 
 
    “What do you have to tell me?” 
 
    I shook my head, and the remnants of my injury made me dizzy. “This must be some trick, some mistake.” 
 
    “Not at all. That magic is gone now, it died with the fairy. This is who I really am. Let me take you home with me.” He held a hand out towards me and I stared at it. It was so small compared to the Beast’s. He was smiling, and I wanted so badly to trust him. What else was there to do? My Beast was gone, and the prince was here in his place. I placed my hand in his, and the world around us disappeared.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    We reappeared in a large, airy courtyard, flanked by white marble columns. As soon as my feet touched the ground, the prince collapsed onto the highly polished white stone floor, in a crouching position with his head in his hands. “Are you all right?” I wanted to touch him, to crouch down beside him, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Even though he was the Beast, apparently, I felt like I didn’t know him. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Sorry. Now that I do not have the body, nor the magic from the castle to strengthen me, I am not as skilled as I was. I shall have to be careful not to overexert myself.” He stayed there on the ground a minute longer before rising to his feet. The smile he had worn since I had seemed to recover had not disappeared, but I decided I didn’t like looking at it. He took my hand, and my entire body felt warm, and he pulled me forward and after him, and into a door that went inside.  
 
    As soon as we stepped indoors, I had the strangest feeling that I had been there before. Walking behind him I felt like I was in a dream that I had dreamed every night for years, and when I realized where we were, it did not feel so strange. As soon as we passed the door, with its metal hinges and decoration, it hit me. This was the door I had stared at just before the guards had pushed me through it, taking me to the other side, where there sat all the other beautiful ladies awaiting our fate. When I looked around, I saw all the details that I had fixated on instead of focusing on where I was really going, and now the same thing was happening again.  
 
    The columns rose from the side of the hallway high onto the gilded ceiling. The light shining through the tall windows made the floors shine. The intricate carpet was woven in brilliant blues, golds, and greens. Little tables lined the walls, displaying vases, statues, and candelabras. On the walls were hung enormous portraits of members of the royal family, and as I looked at all the kings that were long-dead, I could see a resemblance between them and the man who was currently pulling me to my fate. 
 
    The king on a horse had the same angel bow mouth, although his was closed in a grimace as he ordered his army to charge, while the prince in front of me had the most handsome smile. The king surveying a map of the kingdom had the same springing curls, and I imagined that they also had bounced when he walked, ever so slightly. The king sitting on his throne, completely alone, had the same eyes, green as the pine needles in the forest.  
 
    We paused in front of the door to the throne room, where there were guards stationed who readied their swords as we approached. I thought that we must look rather strange. I was wearing a plain temple dress covered in blood, and the prince was wearing clothing that was so big on him that his shirt had almost become a robe. “Stand down.” He said it with a commanding air that I could not imagine the Beast using at all. 
 
    “Identify yourself.” 
 
    “I am the prince. Or I suppose I am King, now that I am of age. We shall sort that part out later.” 
 
    The guards seemed confused, and he put his hand on the door. He turned to me, drawing me into his arms. I couldn’t look at him then, either, and I realized that silent tears were running down my cheeks, and I didn’t remember when I had started to cry. The prince took a hand to my cheek and wiped away my tears. “Bel, I promise that you don’t need to worry about anything ever again.” His voice was soft, and I closed my eyes, listening to how the name sounded when said by a man instead of a Beast. The tone was the same, but the voice was so shallow and quiet, I didn’t recognize it at all. Even if it wasn’t logical, I recognized this person, but at the same time, I didn’t.  
 
    Before I could say anything, the door to the throne room was open, and we were rushing forward, my hand still in his. There was a cluster of people at the far side of the room, all gathered around the throne where the Queen was perched, with the same air of superiority that she had worn when I had been there last. As soon as we entered the room, she stood up, and the people in front of her parted. She stood completely still and stared. The prince increased his pace, and I felt like something lifeless being dragged along behind him, perhaps an uncooperative dog on a leash. When we could see each other clearly, her face completely transformed, from the tired, sad mask that I was used to and into the most gloriously happy grin. At that moment, the Queen looked more like her son than ever. 
 
    She rushed forward, and he dropped my hand, embracing her, lifting her off the ground with his hug. “My boy, my boy. You’re home.” I could hear the happy tears in her voice as she said the words, and I smiled, before taking a step backward. I didn’t belong here. I said it to myself, trying to keep myself from saying it out loud. This isn’t where I was supposed to be. I was supposed to be at the castle, with my Beast, who I had loved. 
 
    My step backward turned into me turning on my heel and running from the room. No one tried to stop me. I wasn’t important, not anymore, not when there were people like the long-lost prince and the Queen to think about.  
 
    Even though I had only walked the route three times, I had been here enough times in my dreams, and in my nightmares to know where to go. Before I knew it, I was in front of the iron door again, where everything had begun. I threw it open, half expecting to see a collection of beautiful girls there, at the ready in case I had failed at my mission. Slamming the door behind me, I collapsed onto the footstool right by the door, letting myself really sob.  
 
    I stared at myself in the mirror that I had used the last time I was there. I did look quite different. It had only been a couple of months, but I was convinced that I looked older. When I had been waiting to be taken to the Queen, I had not cried. Despite desperately wanting to break down and show how frightened I was, I didn’t. I was more stubborn than that, more determined not to show any weakness. Now, I was sobbing without being able to stop. My thoughts were sharp and turned against me. This must be what love does to you. Love, I knew then without a doubt that it was love. I only wished with everything in me, that I had told the Beast how I felt before it was too late and before he had become this prince that I did not know or recognize.  
 
    The fairy had been right. I did look a fright. Certainly not the fairest in the land anymore. We had never bothered to dye my hair back to its original color after I came home from the wedding. There had been other things to focus on, and I usually just kept it tied it in a tight braid down my back in any case. The red was growing in at the top, making me look rather odd. Even the freckles that my sister had banished were back. I didn’t know if it was because her tonic was ineffective, or because I had simply been out in the sun more.  
 
    I supposed that I should make my way home, now. The Beast was dead, at least to me. Surely the Queen would release me. I took a deep breath and turned away from my reflection, trying to come up with a plan. Port Paradiz was two days away, and I would need to hire a carriage. I thought about going back to the throne room and asking for a carriage, but I did not want to ask them for help. I had been wearing a small pair of pearl earrings when I had gotten dressed that morning, but when that awful creature had put me in a temple gown, everything had disappeared. I still had the lovely rose ring, which was now on my left hand instead of my right. I hated the idea of parting with it, but it was all that I had. It looked fine enough to buy me passage at least. I pulled it off of my finger, turning it around and around so it caught the weak light coming in from the small window. I held it tightly in my palm and wondered if it were enchanted anymore. Probably not, that part of my life had come to an end now.  
 
    I slipped the ring into my pocket and left the room for the hallway. As soon as I stepped outside, I saw one of the ladies-in-waiting. “I found her!” She almost screamed it, and I heard more voices in the hall coming towards us. The lady before me, who was wearing an awful green color I assumed was the latest fashion because I had never seen it before, sunk into a deep and formal curtsey before me. “Your Highness.” I turned around, half expecting to see someone more important standing behind me, but there was no one. “We have been looking everywhere for you.” 
 
    Several more ladies appeared from the direction of the main hall, all mirroring the same curtsey. “Please come with us, Princess.” Princess? They had certainly lost their minds. Perhaps with my hair dyed this dark they had mistaken me for a relative of the Queen’s. I did not want to go with them. I wanted to tell them that I only wished to be pointed in the direction of an inn so that I might hire a carriage. “You gave Prince Fenrar quite a fright when you ran off.” That made me follow them, even though I did not want to. If anything, I should say goodbye to the prince. He had healed me and taken me out of that castle. They took me again down the fine hall and through the throne room, opening the door to the antechamber where I had spoken with the Queen before my journey north. 
 
    The Queen and the prince were standing there, waiting for me. I gave them the same long, formal curtsey that I had bafflingly received from all of those ladies-in-waiting. The Queen did not wait for me to rise from my curtsey before coming toward me. She had tears in her eyes as she stroked my cheek. “My dear, dear girl. I can never thank you enough for what you have done for us. You have returned my son to me, and in doing so have returned me to life.” She embraced me. It had been so long since I had had a mother, but in her arms, I almost remembered what it was like to have one again. “Fenrar told me that you were injured when he fought with Orissa. Goodness. I am so happy she did not kill you.” She released me, and ran a hand down my braid, which was very messy. I thought that she meant to chastise me for my appearance, but when I followed her hand with my gaze, I saw that the hair was turning its original bronze with her touch.  She smiled at my puzzled expression. “With the curse on him at the castle, I imagine that Fenrar did not tell you where his magic comes from. I am half fairy. My mother was one of Orissa’s sisters and my father was a sorcerer. We do not use magic in front of anyone else. People like to assume the monarchy is all human, but I thought you already knew.” With another wave of her hand, a mirror appeared before us. There was a breeze of twinkling light, and when my eyes had returned to normal, it was as if a person completely different from the bloody and exhausted thing I knew myself to be had appeared. It was me, but I was dressed in fine silver brocade with my hair tied in complicated plaits and weaved with strings of pearls. Atop the advanced hairstyle was a crown made to look like silver leaves weaving their way around a smattering of large diamonds that matched those at my throat. I reached up to touch the crown and shook my head. 
 
    “I am not allowed to wear this.” The Queen knew as well as I did that only members of the royal family were allowed to wear crowns and tiaras. I would earn myself a day in the stocks if anyone saw me like this. Working against the gilded combs that held it in place, I removed it and tried to hand the glittering thing back to the Queen. She shook her head and turned to her son. “Why don’t I give you some time? There is much to do now, to plan for the coronation.” Before she left the room, she took the tiara from me and placed it back upon my head. “You deserve to wear this much more than many others before you.” When she had gone, the prince, and I stood silent for a long time before I spoke. 
 
    “I suppose that it was rude of me to try to leave without saying goodbye. I apologize. I mean to make my way back to Port Paradiz just as soon as I can find a carriage.” 
 
    The prince’s smile faltered for the first time since we had arrived back at the palace. “You can’t leave.” He came towards me and I took a step back. “Are you afraid of me, Bel? You may of course do as you wish. I did not mean that you could not leave. I meant that I did not want you to. If it is what you want, I shall order a carriage immediately. But we can send for your family and bring them here if that is what you mean.” I couldn’t look at him. The sadness in his voice made me want to cry all over again. 
 
    “But surely I have done what was required of me? Whatever curse you were under; you are free now. You don’t need me anymore.” 
 
    “Of course, I need you. You are my wife.”  I laughed at that, at the very idea that the prince would want to marry me. I was beautiful, of course, but I was not fit to be the consort of a king. I was the wife of a Beast who was gone now. Instead of answering him, I sat down on the chair next to the fire and stared into it, remembering how the Beast had taught me to emulate it. 
 
     “I don't understand anything. The last thing I am completely sure about is that the Beast and that creature were fighting. I tried to help, and I lost consciousness, but since I awoke, I do not know what is real and what is not. I wanted to tell the Beast…” 
 
    “What?” I shook my head at his question, still not looking at him. “I suppose that I knew so clearly what was happening, I just thought that you would understand too. You are owed an explanation. More than an explanation. You are owed my life and everything in it. I shall never be able to thank you properly for what you have done for me. You have given me back my body, my family, and my life. Even if I spent the rest of my life trying to make it up to you, I should not be able to do it. I am only thankful that I have the rest of my life to try.” 
 
    There it was again, this delusion of his that we were married, that made me bristle. When I did not respond to what he said, he continued to speak. “You understand that I was cursed?” I nodded. He came towards me and sat down on the stone floor beside me, also facing the fire. He muttered something, and it took me a moment to realize that he was speaking the Sorcerer’s Tongue. After a few lines, something purple and sparkling formed in his hands. He blew on it gently until it expanded to be about the size of one of the large reference manuals in the library. Then, I could see a figure in the purple dust. It was that awful creature, Orissa, standing over a cradle. She was singing a song that sounded so familiar. I searched my brain, trying to find the melody there, but it seemed too far away from my consciousness that I could not grasp it. The words were in the Sorcerer’s Tongue, and after a moment, the prince was speaking. 
 
    “Let me translate for you. Abomination, you who are borne of a marriage cursed from the wedding day. Your father was vain and boastful, and his sins will be yours to bear. You will live happy and content until you come of age. I command you to travel north, to the home of our ancestors, to await your solitary fate. I lay a curse upon you, only to be broken if you can convince one as beautiful as your mother to love one as hideous as your father’s soul. The most beautiful maiden in the land will be your prize and your salvation. The magic will seal you in that place and you shall become a beast more hideous than anything imaginable. No other living being will enter while you reside there, except the one who can save you. Call forth the maiden, bring her to you so you may be trapped forever with the horror that is your form. You will not be able to speak a word of who you are or this curse, lest she be persuaded to marry you to break it. Should the maiden agree to be your wife, with no spells and no trickery, but of her own free will, then you both shall be free from your curse. Should you fail, you will suffer each other until your deaths. This is the curse I give you, so that you and your family may suffer.”   
 
    As he recited, I recognized the melody. It was the same one that I thought that I had imagined after I had hit my head, along with the bright flash of light. “It’s not quite as nice when spoken like this, it doesn’t rhyme, but I suppose you understand the theme. I listened to that my entire life. As my mother said, Orissa is her aunt. Orissa was not happy at all about her sister having a child with a mortal. She killed her for it, in fact, but in a bout of emotion, she took care of my mother. I do not know if she felt anything for the child, or if she simply did not like the idea of her being raised by her father. In any case, my mother grew up and was taught by her aunt. Fairies are immortal, and my mother ages very slowly. After about a hundred years, when my father was born, Orissa decided that she wanted to try her hand at ruling over mortals. She waited until he was of age and tried to seduce him. My mother, seeing what her aunt was planning, placed a protection spell upon my father so he would be immune to Orissa’s love enchantments. My mother did not plan on it, but my father fell in love with her instead. Orissa was absolutely convinced that it was because my father was vain and stupid. When I was a baby, Orissa tried to kill me, but my mother was smart enough to give me as much protection as she could. That enraged Orissa more, and she cursed me instead. When my father learned of the curse, he flew into a rage and tried to kill Orissa, but he managed to get killed himself. 
 
     “I do not remember when I learned of the curse. It seems like my mother prepared me for it ever since my birth, which is when it was placed on me. Everything I did and learned had two functions. I prepared to be a king, and I prepared to be a monster. My mother taught me everything she could before I came of age. She thought that perhaps I would be able to break the curse with enough time and research so that it would not be necessary to subject a maiden to the sight of me. A week before I came of age, as the curse directed I must, I went north to the old fortress. Together with my mother, I prepared it the best I could for what was going to happen. I stocked the library and the larder and made a space for my guest. The statues I made for you, my mother and I. We were all prepared that it would take weeks, even months for me to convince the lady that I was worthy of her hand, but none of us ever thought that it would take years.” 
 
    “Now you can tell me what happened to the others.”  
 
    “Yes, of course. After I transformed, after the period of sickness after my transformation, I awaited that arrival of the maiden that would turn me back into a man. I had seen myself in the mirror, of course, but perhaps you can think it some sort of leftover vanity that I didn’t realize how repulsive I was. When I was alone in the castle, for two weeks or so, I had convinced myself that it was not as bad as it seemed. Yes, I was hideous, but I thought that if I stuck mostly to the shadows and was polite, she would have to warm to me eventually, which is when I would tell her all about who I was and ask her to help me break the curse. I was not expecting that I would not be able to talk to her about any of that. It was a surprise that I was not prepared for, as was the terrible growl of my voice. When I went to speak to her for the first time, what I heard even frightened myself. She fainted clean and away the first time she heard me speak, and at that point, she did not even know what I looked like.” 
 
    I could imagine this easily, as it was how I had felt when I had first arrived. Had I not been so determined to rob him of the satisfaction of frightening me, I might have reacted the same way. 
 
    “I was not prepared for how difficult it was. She must have stayed for six months, and the entire time I mostly spent locked away in my tower, trying to find a way out of it. After those six months, she managed to be in the same room with me while keeping her consciousness, but only barely. I realized that there was no hope, and I would be trapped like this forever. Then, I remembered the exact wording of the curse, which my mother had repeated to me time and time again. I needed to marry the most beautiful maiden in the land. If this maiden were outside the land, then it would be necessary for another maiden to replace her. I thought at the time, perhaps, that if I had another opportunity, it would be so much easier to convince the next one. It was a rather clever trick if I do say so myself. The estate leads out onto the mountains, which is the border between this land and the next. I opened a hole in the barrier around the castle and let her through it, but not before placing a memory curse upon her. So long as I was cursed, she would not remember me or anything before she met me. I sent her away with enough money to make a happy life over the border, and instructions to get a message to my mother, telling her to send the most beautiful maiden in the land again to me. As I said, I was filled with the hope that if I behaved better, if I prepared them better, they would take the time to realize that I was not really as terrible as I seemed, and would perhaps grow to love me.” 
 
    “And did it work?” 
 
    “Not at all. The best that ever happened was a sort of mutual resentment. I hated myself because of how hideous I was, and even them for failing to ignore it. With a few of them, we got to the point that we could have little conversations, but their fear of me was evident in everything that they said and how they acted. I even fancied myself in love with one that came a bit before you. She stayed for several months and was the one I was friendliest with. Once a week or so we would even go walking in the gardens. I was so starved for human affection, I thought that her accidentally meeting my eyes once or twice and not recoiling openly was the same as love. After I sent her away, after I realized that it was impossible, I told my mother to stop sending them. I didn’t want to keep trying, I had given up hope.” 
 
    I stayed in my cocoon. I didn’t want to come out and meet him. “When you agreed to marry me, I was so happy. Happier than I’ve ever been in my entire life. You can never understand what you have given me, Bel.” 
 
    I love you. I said it to myself instead of saying it out loud. I did it because I was in love with you, not to be kind and make you happy. It was the thing you wanted most in the entire world, and I loved you, so I gave it to you. 
 
    “I don’t know what is happening now.” That’s what I said out loud in the end, mumbling it so I didn’t even think that he could hear it.   
 
    “What do you mean? We’re married. I love you.” The words came into me, pressed inside me, and made me glow from my heart and all the way through my whole body. “All these years, I didn’t see the point in any of it. No one could ever love me, so I became bitter and hopeless. When you came, not right away of course, but after a little while, I started to feel alive again, really alive for the first time since I had been human. I stopped seeing myself as the terrible beast, as the monster I had become, and started thinking of myself as a person again.” 
 
    “Why did you stop asking me to marry you?” The thought popped into my head the instant that the words came out. 
 
    “I’ve told you this, Bel. It’s because I stopped caring about whether you wanted to marry me. I loved you. I knew that I loved you. I sent you to your family never really thinking that you would come back. Why would you? I couldn’t imprison you with me forever without giving you a choice. After everything that happened, I felt like a monster again, and I had to let you run. When you came back, I realized that it didn’t matter if you wanted to marry me or not. Even if you didn’t love me, you had shown me that you cared about me, and I was content to let that be enough. Asking you just felt like I was asking too much. You had made me happy, made my life worth living again. Why should I demand that you be my wife too?” 
 
    I looked over at him then, meeting his eyes for the first time since I had sat down. “But I never wanted any of this. Do you know what I wanted so desperately to tell you that I loved you, but I never had the chance? I thought that agreeing to marry you would be a signal of my feelings, but you seem to have interpreted it only as a show of kindness on my part. But now you’re a prince, and I feel like I don’t know you at all anymore.” 
 
    “I am the same as I was then, only now I must say that I am much more appealing to look at. Are you telling me then that you are judging me based on my looks? I never would have thought you so vain, Bel.” 
 
    I laughed a little at that. Without thinking, I reached out to him, and he took my hand in his.  If I could love the Beast, certainly I could love this man. “It might take me some time, but I imagine I will warm to you. Besides, I think I do look rather stunning in a tiara.”               
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review to let other readers know! 
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