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        The Forbidden Forest finds those what they desire most, even if it means their death.

      

        

      
        A beautiful maiden finds her village in flames and is the only survivor. Desperate to find revenge on her family’s killer, Ravonette sets out to the Forbidden Forest in the hopes that she'll bring the murderer to justice.

      

      

      

      
        
        Ravonette will find that there is more than meets the eye.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those that dreamt of happily ever afters and got more than a single rose
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      The heat is unbearable, intense. Flames lick the side of the woodcutter's family cottage, smoke wafting up into the dark skies as glittering stars hang overhead. Ravonette watches with an ache in her chest, and tears stinging in her eyes as she stares at what is left of her home that she's known all her life.

      The straw-thatched roof hisses as the hearth collapses inside, causing the cottage to cave in on itself and tumble down. Ravonette puts a hand to her mouth to cut off the horrific scream that dares to claw up her throat like a predator. She has to look away, knowing deep down in heart–where her gut has never been wrong before–embedded into her soul like a brand from a fire iron poker, she knows that her family is gone.

      If only I had not gone to the river to be alone, to pray for my upcoming nuptials. How foolish they must think of me now, as I sit here near their remains that have turned to ash.

      Ravonette stands near the tree line that is cut in a circle to have enough room to center around the tiny village that is now nothing but ashes as well. Her dark-brown eyes skirt around the few homes and with a heavy heart, she has to turn away from the gruesome sight. Someone had massacred her people. She doesn't know who, but she is determined to find out.

      With, now, no family and no longer a husband–which she was not keen about marrying–there was no one to stand in her way of extracting revenge on those that had dared to harm her family. Ravonette's father had died three years ago, after a tragic accident with an axe, leaving Ravonette, her ailing mother, and two little brothers that hadn't even been able to become men, alone.

      Ravonette coughs as she has to move away from the village circle and farther into the trees. She picks up the hem of her heavy skirts and tries not to drag her feet as she moves back towards the river, the only solstice that she can now find after learning that the smoke signals had come from the direction of her village.

      She stumbles on a root and her stockings are torn as she begins to pick up the pace, racing through the trees, tripping and banging her stocking feet, as she moves with the grace of a gangly farmer, to the river.
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        * * *

      

      Once she gets to the river, her black hair whips across her face with the sudden breeze. She shudders, pulling the flimsy blue shawl closer around her bare shoulders, as she stares out at the calm water. She closes her eyes, tilts back her head, and let's out a hoarse cry of anguish that is so high pitched that it sends a few birds scattering from their nests, nestled high up in the branches of the sycamore trees all around her.

      "Father . . .," She chokes on a gasp as her howling turns to sobs that wracked her whole body. She opens her eyes and collapses, tears streaming down her reddened cheeks. "Forgive me, I could not save them in time."

      Bowing her head, now on her knees, she does what she did earlier while she was praying. Folding her hands against her thighs, she whispers the Serenity Prayer and continues to say sovereign prayers for forgiveness and that justice will be served, all throughout the night until morning breaks over the horizon;finally, she stands.

      Ravonette wipes her eyes, and the tears that are dried against her warm cheeks, and she turns to the left, moving across the path that stops near the edge of the trees. The Forbidden Forest looms and appears dark against the beauty of the dawn.

      Tilting back her head, her chin raised high, she heads into the thicket of trees. I will find my family's murderer and destroy him before he takes any more lives that do not belong to him. I will avenge our family, Father. I will do it, no matter the cost.
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      I don't know how far I walked, how far I ran, or how far I tried to escape the idea that there was no one waiting for me back home. There was no one who would remember me. I used to be bothered by the idea that if I were to simply run away, that they would all come looking for me, my family and the few friends I'd made in the few years that my family's cottage had been there.

      Father was a wood cutter; always so willing to help others, despite that his business was very poor, he was trying to cut up a fallen tree while out in the rain. His grip slipped while he was holding up an ax and the iron fell off and sliced open his thigh. Unable to walk, and no healers to pay for the potions to heal, an infection grew in his leg that did not heal, and he passed away within a week.

      The wood cutting was left for me to handle, alone. Mother feigned sickness, but really she was a lady that had to run the cottage, leaving me to do all the hard labor, while she dined with friends and socialized with the neighbors, gossiping like a flock of turkeys. Mother also left me to tend to my two brothers, Anthony and Gerard, and they were both amusing at times, but rather annoying.

      To think that I took my family's cottage for want, now suddenly seems like a lifetime since I last laid eyes on them. I stop to catch my breath after walking for hours with no food or water. I lean against a nearby oak, wondering how in the world I would even begin to avenge my family's death if I didn't even own a weapon. Ladies weren't allowed to partake in fights or even to cut wood, but it's not like our neighbors came to support us after Father died. They abandoned us when we needed them the most, and I hadn't really been a part of the village since.

      Mother had assumed that I'd been smitten with a boy, and had decidedly offered up the idea to the one man that was five years older than I, with him being the size of a boar, was as strong as iron and burning to the touch. The man was the elephant in the room, Grant, and he'd been the only one I could not stand. He didn't like the idea of a woman being able to read, let alone think.

      Often enough, women were told that sewing and cooking, taking care of a home, that it was the proper thing to do. Well, the evening of the fire, I'd had enough of them telling me what I could or couldn't be. All I wanted was someone who could understand me, love me for my flaws. So, I'd prayed about the upcoming nuptials to Grant, in the hopes that maybe after the ceremony took place, that he'd be able to see me in a new light.

      "And now he never will," I mumbled to myself, shaking my head. I'm not sure if anyone escaped the fire, I don't see how anyone could with how hot the flames got, or the intense smoke that left me breathless even though I was quite a bit away from the fire itself. "What am I to do?" I sigh heavily.

      "Come all ye who have a heart. Listen well, listen hard. I will lead you where you need to be, left not alone on a summer's eve. Twilight is so far away, take my head, I won't lead you astray. I'll let you in on a secret of life, my heart is mine, and yours is thine . . ."

      I straighten up when I hear a woman singing. I crane my head, and my feet have a mind of their own, as I begin to crash into trees, stumbling over loose rocks, and tripping over roots as I try to locate where the beautiful sound is coming from.

      "Cast all your worries onto my shoulders. I'll let you be the one to move the boulders. I'll let you in on a secret of life, don't delay, for vengeance this night . . ."

      I stop and listen for the voice again. My breathing is ragged, and I have to scrub a hand across my face. The forest is quiet in a way that I've never noticed before. As if they're all waiting for the woman to sing to them again, to light their way with an ignited flame of song. "Come on," I whisper, my eyes roaming over the dark woods. If I didn't hear the voice again soon, I would assume to be lost. And lost in the Forbidden Forest is never a good idea. "Where are you?"

      "I will ignite the way, be the light. Letting you have the gift of sight . . ."

      I surge forward and push away tree branches, wincing when I feel sharp pricks against my head, but I move onward, hoping to catch the woman. I feel a sudden need to never be alone again, not after what I had seen.

      I stop once the trees are sparse and there's a little clearing up ahead. I hesitate at the tree line as I spy a woman's back facing me. She's standing near the embankment of the river, her arms over her head, and she sways from side to side. Blonde hair whispers against her bare shoulders and I blink in surprise when she turns and gives me a smile, beckoning me to come forward.

      "Hello, child." When I step out of the tree line and move closer to her, her hair shines like golden straw, spun from the tales of Rumpelstiltskin and his spindle wheel that could turn straw into gold. Vivid violet eyes sparkle as the smile she wears on her lips brightens up her face. Beautiful skin that glows under the sun, no blemishes to be found. A rare beauty, indeed, with dainty eyebrows, a slender nose, and high cheekbones covered in light freckles that dance across the underside of her eyes.

      "Hello," I say breathlessly back.

      "I have been expecting you." Her voice is sweet as a songbird, soft spoken as the wind.

      "You've been expecting me, I don't believe I know you?" My eyebrows pull together as I frown.

      The woman continues to smile, "Come, we will speak inside." She reaches out and gently takes my hand. I hesitate a brief second before following her as she turns me back around to where I'd walked out of the tree line and I stop, digging my heels into the soft dirt. "Does something trouble you, child?" The woman asks, angling her head to look at me.

      My mouth gapes open, and I blink several times. "That . . .," I swallow hard, before lifting up my free hand to point at a small hut that had not been where I'd been standing before. The hut was made up of a little thatched roof, stone walls, and a creaky door swinging back and forth against the breeze. "That little shack . . . it wasn't there when I arrived!"

      "Oh, this little old thing?" She laughs, shaking her head, as she tugs me forward. I follow, glancing around nervously. The Forbidden Forest has a strange way of showing magical capabilities, though I'd never dared to actually believe it before now. On the outside of the hut, it looks small enough to maybe have a sleeping pallet, nothing more, not even a hearth to cook over a fire.

      The woman releases my hand and allows me to step in first. I blinked in surprise, and my head turns left then right as the hut seems to have grown twice the size it was outdoors. "I will take your shawl," she says, and I reach up to untie the flimsy shawl from around my shoulders and hand it to her, still amazed by what I see. "Tea?" she asks, skirting around me. Across from where I stand, there is a hearth that, indeed, has a fire crackling in the center, to the left is a sleeping pallet, and to the right, are two cupboards that she is bustling in and out of–grabbing two porcelain cups and a kettle pot. A wooden table and two stools are seated in the center of the hut, and I'm having a hard time believing my eyes.

      The woman puts the kettle on a hook and hang it over the hearth, before turning to me. "It is not polite to have your mouth open, Ravonette." She clicks her tongue in disapproval, as she moves forward to sit on one of the stools at the table.

      My mouth snaps shut, and my face turns red, "I apologize. I did not mean. . . .How do you know my name?"

      The woman shakes her head, still giving me a smile. She pushes a strand of golden hair behind her ear as I take a seat on the short stool across from her. "I know many things my dear, your name and visit are only a glimpse of what I see."

      "Are you a Seer?" I ask, my dark-brown eyes widening. It's been known that a Seer can glimpse into anyone's past, present, or future. Depending on what they wish you to see and what they wish to know about themselves.

      The woman throws back her head and laughs. "Oh goodness no! I'm not that desperate." Seers also have a tendency of lying; some are legit in their profession, but often times they are only telling stories of what 'may happen.'

      "Then how do you know me?" I asked curiously.

      "Ravonette Bella Monte, ever the curious one aren't you?" She smiles, and I swallow hard. I study her for a few seconds before she gets up, and moves towards the hearth, grabbing the hook that holds the kettle and bringing it over by the cupboards to pour the warm liquid into the porcelain cups. She turns and walks over, handing me one that is cracked on the edge of the rim.

      I bring the cup to my lips, inhaling the jasmine lavender, before taking a few tiny sips. I set the tea cup down as she moves back to the stool. "I still don't know how you know me," I admit after a few minutes of sitting in awkward silence.

      "Ravonette, my dear, I know many things, as I mentioned previously, I was expecting you," the woman declares.

      I nod. "I remember, but that doesn't–"

      "Child, you smell of smoke and cinders. I know that you were coming this way, I am not aware of why you have ashes in your hair."

      I reach up and touch my head, indeed finding a few ashes as I put my hand down and rub the dust between my forefinger tips. "Someone torched my village while I was away."

      "My condolences," the woman says softly. I nod my head in thanks. "Were you the only one to survive?"

      I shrug my shoulders, "I do not know. I believe so. My family . . .," I stop, having a hard time continuing. "I do not know."

      "Death is a part of life, even if it means losing those you love and cherish deeply," she says, reaching out to touch my hand across the table. I have to take several deep breaths to keep myself from howling as I had done the night before. She takes her hand away and wraps her fingers around the curve of the tea cup handle. "I can help you, Bella." The nickname makes my heart ache, for Father had always called me 'Bella' because Ravonette was too formal in a woodcutter's home.

      "How can you, milady?" I whisper.

      "You wish to bring the murderer to justice, do you not?" she asks. I nod. "It would be so simple for me. I know the Forbidden Forest like the back of my hand, I could help, but only for a price. Using a tracking potion is not easy, and I have other needs as well . . ."

      I stand up, the tea cup dropping from my hands to the floor, it shatters and leaves broken porcelain in its wake. She regards me solemnly as I try not to tremble from head to toe. "You're a witch!" I spit out, and I back up a step.

      She remains seated, holding the tea cup in her hands, "I am." There is no denying what she is, what she is capable of.

      "Why did you bring me here?" I ask, swallowing back my fear.

      The woman blinks a few times, contemplating on what to say. "We both are craving the justice for those that have done us wrong."

      "What could you have possibly lost?" I frown, looking her up and down. She didn't seem to me like a person who could lose anything.

      "I have magical abilities, but the source of my magic comes from the Forbidden Forest itself. The forest gave me a special gift, and someone stole it from me." She frowns, setting the tea cup down, her violet eyes flashing in anger.

      "What was the gift?" I ask her cautiously.

      "A rose. An enchanted rose that give me the power to help others. It's what I've always wanted in life, Bella." She smiles softly, "A chance to help someone like you or anyone who has had to struggle in their life, for things are never easy."

      "You don't know who has stolen it?"

      Her smile dims. "I, unfortunately, know the man who took it from me. Stole the rose right out from under my nose. I've attempted countless times to retrieve it, but he keeps it locked away in a safe place where I cannot get it without revealing my true self." She looks up at me with gentle eyes. "If someone could get it back for me, I'd be more than able to help you find the murderer who took your family from you."

      "Even with you being a witch, you are powerless?" I asked, sounding baffled. The idea that a witch could only hold the power in her hands was if she had the magical staff or a rose in this case, to help her? How odd.

      She sighs, hanging her head low. "Unfortunately, yes. However," she tilts her head back, her violet eyes gleaming, "I promise to help regain the lives that the murderer took."

      "No one can bring back the dead." I say. My heart begins to pound against my chest, and I have to fight the urge to curl up into a ball on the floor and cry my heart out till the ache in my chest goes away.

      The woman nods, "Most people cannot. If I have my rose back, I can do great things, including bringing back your family. They stole your heart, now it's time to get it back."
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      The witch gave me very little details about the man who had stolen the sacred rose from her that allowed her to use magic and help others. I'm still hesitating about accepting this role to fetch this object for her, when she hasn't even told me her name. She knows my name, my full name, the name we stopped using the minute we arrived in the little village. Father didn't want others to know that we were once royalty, that he was once Duke Monte of the Castle Farms, and I his beloved heiress. Father had lost the rights to the house once we filed bankruptcy, and we had to move far away deep into the withering farmlands of England.

      The witch allowed me to stay the night to rest and refresh before leaving at dawn's light to head to the supposed place where the evil man was. I rise from the straw pallet and find the hut empty. The embers of the fire burning low in the hearth give me a sign that the witch hadn't been in the shack for quite a while now. Standing up, I find a wooden platter of food on the table and I walk over, grabbing a slice of hard cheese and sourdough bread that tastes divine.

      Once I eat my fill, I move towards the creaky door that swings on its hinges, and grab my flimsy blue shawl off the coat rack, then head out into the brisk morning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "You are not going to steal back my magical rose with no shoes." The witch scowls as we stand near the river. When I turn back around to face her, she is wearing a beautiful corset dress of a deep rich green that has little woven beads sewn into the seams, making them dangle and giving off the illusion that she's like the rippling tide. Her hair is braided down her back, and her violet eyes are glancing at my ripped stockings.

      My cheeks warm, and I bite my lower lip. "I didn't have time to grab my slippers."

      "Well, you won't need slippers for where you are going, and you won't need a dress either." The witch beckons me back to her hut, and I reluctantly follow her back inside.
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        * * *

      

      "This is ridiculous! I look like a man." I groan as I stomp through the woods, doing my best not to trip in the heels of boots that men have been accustomed to wearing for a long while. The witch had lent me the boots along with a pair of black trousers that reach to my knees and a white blouse that is tucked securely beneath the trousers. My black hair is braided back so that the one braid flops across my shoulders as I keep glancing around nervously as I move farther into the trees. She'd given me instructions about the whereabouts but never exactly specified as to where I had to go.

      I'd been walking all day, and I knew I would no doubt have blisters on my heels once I took these awful boots off of my feet. The sun was beginning to set, and dark clouds rumbled in the distance, drawing closer and bringing rain; I wasn't exactly thrilled about being poured on  lightning lights up the sky in a beautiful white arc, and I hurried forward, stopping once I reach a clearing.

      The sky grew dark, the sun no longer giving me the light I so desperately seek. Lightning strikes the ground nearby, and I holler at the top of my lungs, stumbling backwards to avoid getting struck. The downpour commences, and soon, I'm drenched from head to toe. I have to stop myself from shouting at the top of my lungs once I have to squint through the downpour to see what is right in front of me.

      A large castle rests atop a hill, menacing black iron gates loom in front of me, a good few yards away. The castle has two towers–one on each side–with a small section of stone in the center. The gargoyles do not appear friendly when I spy the stone demons perched on the towers, watching over the castle as if they could prevent the intruders from lurking within.

      I move forward till I can reach out and touch the iron gates. I push against them, but they remain locked. I swallow hard, and use all my strength to get them to open, but to no avail; they don't bother to budge. I slap my palm against one of the iron bars and groan my frustration; my body began to tremble from the cold rain that is battering my body.

      My back stiffens and the hair on the back of my neck prickled when I hear growling over the rain, and it's not thunder. I slowly turned around, and my heart begins to pound hard against my breast-bone. I take a step backwards, my eyes wide. Four dark shapes are taking form, each moving forward at a different angle, backing me up so that I have nowhere to run, and there’s no space between me and the gates.

      Saliva and sharp teeth are visible through the mist of rain, and I have to swallow back the urge to scream. If only the witch could have given me some kind of weapon! My body trembles, and I have nowhere to go. I'm trapped. Oh, Lord, I'm going to die out here!

      My back presses hard against the iron gates, and I swallow hard, closing my eyes as they move in closer. I believe they can smell my fear as it radiates off of me, fueling their hunger and desire to enjoy me as a nice little meal, with what little muscle and bone there is to offer.

      Opening my eyes when they stop growling, I find they’ve turned their heads to a rustling sound against the howling of the wind to their right, my left, I suddenly decide to make a very foolish decision and run to the right.

      The wolves snarl and all give chase. My feet pound against the dirt, and I have a hard time running in these blasted boots as I scramble over a few boulders and narrowly miss bashing my face against a tree that is lined up along the iron gates, still leaving me with no room to escape from predators behind me.

      I jump over a fallen tree, and the top of my foot catches in a rotting hole. I stumble forward, twisting at an angle and landing on my side. Something snaps, and I think it's the bone, I let out a strangled cry but have to keep moving. I pull my leg free and try to get up, but I can't put pressure on my right foot.

      I hobbled backwards and almost slip against the mud. The wolves stop when they realize that I can't go much farther. I'm breathing hard and trying to remain calm as they begin to paw at the ground, getting into a half circle, and all crouch down simultaneously as they get ready to spring on me.

      Something dark, huge, and lumbering comes up behind the wolves. I gasp as the wolves turn, only to find something sinking deep gouging marks against their flanks. They yelp as they are tossed to the side, some with deep gash wounds. The wolves howl and race away, one doesn't make it very far before it collapses in the mud, rain soaking the fur.

      I stand awkwardly, my breathing uneven as the looming figure cloaked in black stands a few feet away from me. I swallow hard, shaking like a leaf. "If you’re going to kill me . . .," I trail off, and shake my head, "You’d better make it quick."

      The rumbling noise begins again, and my eyes widen as the figure steps closer, still shrouded in rain, mist, and darkness. "I'm not going to kill you." The voice is deep, rich, and mysterious, but his voice sounds almost like an animal, some words sound more garbled than others as he continues to speak, "I heard the commotion and wondered who could possibly be wanting to enter my domain."

      "This is your estate?" I squeak.

      "Yes, and I don't take kindly to strangers trying to trespass on my grounds," he says angrily. I can imagine his face scowling at me, but all I see is a dark, towering figure.

      "I'm sorry, I was going to knock, but the gates wouldn't let me get that far," I mumble.

      "Are you making snide comments on my behalf, boy?" the looming figure asks.

      I scoff, "I am not a boy!"

      "My apologies, a child perhaps?" The figure growls out the S.

      I frown, "I'll have you know that I am not a child. I'm sixteen, and I'm a woman!" I nearly shouted.

      The figure stops moving towards me, "You are a woman?" he asks, sounding baffled. "But you’re dressed like a man."

      I cross my arms, "A woman can wear a man's clothes if she desires."

      "If you believe so, woman." The figure takes a step towards me, standing closer to me. The man is tall, almost seven feet, wearing a long flowing cloak. I try not to shiver at his tall presence that is setting me on edge. I shift on my bad foot and flinch at the pain. "You are hurt," he says. His voice is cold.

      I hesitate before answering. "Yes, milord. I hurt my ankle."

      "You might be a woman wearing a man's clothes, but a real man does not injure his ankle by simply running away from a few measly wolves."

      I scoff, narrowing my eyes. "I'll have you know that those wolves were in a pack! Four to one odds aren't exactly favorable. I had no place to go, so I chose to run!"

      He takes a step forward and reaches out towards me. I startle, seeing two large hands that are covered in fur and long curved claws are reaching out. I shut my eyes when I feel them trap my waist, and then I'm being lifted into the air. I shriek my disapproval as he slings me over his left shoulder.

      I pound his back with my fists. "Put me down! This is not a way to treat a lady!" I shout so that I can be heard over the howling wind.

      His deep chuckle vibrates through him and feels odd against my stomach as he turns and heads back towards the gates, keeping his large fur and clawed hand wrapped around my waist, keeping me in place on the curve of his shoulder. "Well then, I'd say it's a good thing you aren't a lady."
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      “But I am a woman, and a woman should not be treated in this manner!” I growl under my breath as he uses his free arm to push against the solid arched oak door and shuffles inside, the door closing with a loud echo behind us, nearly catching the tip of my nose. I squeak and cower backwards, as the man chuckles, if he can even be considered a man at all.

      “Forgive me your ladyship, but a woman would not dare to walk around in such attire,” he mocks, as he strolls into the grand foyer then takes a sharp left, my head cranes back a little, so I can get a better view than a small winding tail that curls above his buttocks.

      “I told you, milord, a woman can wear whatever she wishes! These clothes suit me more comfortably than a tight corset and petticoats any day.” My eyes dart to the gargoyles leaning on ledges, all as if they are alive. I swallow hard and try to steady my pounding heart. The candelabras light only a small glimpse of the castle walls as the monster begins to trek up the winding staircase.

      “Are you telling me that you do not fancy such expensive material?” the dark voice rumbles in surprise.

      I roll my eyes, “I detest such the satin and silk. I have no need for them.”

      “You are definitely from a different village then. The ones I acquire always ask for far too much than my estate can grant,” the man admits, as he takes long strides down a dark hallway before stopping outside two tall arched doors. “This will be your room, until you are healed.” He shoves open the door with his right shoulder, and I gasp as we enter the room.

      My eyes stray to the high ceiling where a soft glow of candles light up the room, the walls are an egg-shell blue with golden palm trees covered in spirals of flowers and vines. A four-poster bed sits pressed up against the wall, and the floors are carpeted by a dark wine-red. Before I can even say thank you, the man whirls on his heels and deposits me harshly on top of the bed.

      I yell out and push against the soft goose down covers to glare over my shoulder. “What did you do that for?” I scowl and twist my body as he tilts the hood of his head at me.

      “I simply removed you to a better position. Are you not satisfied?”

      “No, I am not satisfied!” I snap at him, narrowing my eyes. “You could have injured me more!”

      “My deepest apologies,” he bows at me as I sit on the bed. “I was only trying to make you comfortable.”

      “Well then, perhaps you have an odd way of showing it, milord.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “I will have my servants prepare a bath. And I will start the fire before I take my leave.” The towering man cloaked in darkness turns to the fireplace that has not seen ash or soot in the better part of the year.

      “Don’t bother with the fire . . .,” I say, choking out the response. His back stiffens, but he does not answer. “I will be fine with the bath,” I add as an afterthought.

      “Very well.” His answer his sharp and cold. I try not to shiver as he moves towards the door, before holding onto the edges, as there is no handle. “You will remain here for the time being. You can travel the castle as soon as your wound is no longer causing you pain. Except for the west wing, the castle is yours.”

      “What’s in the west wing?” I ask, feeling curious.

      The figure turns, and I swear I can feel his eyes penetrating my own. My flesh begins to crawl with the way he’s watching me. “Your worst nightmare.” Then he turns and pulls the doors closed.

      I sit there for a few minutes, contemplating on what to do based on the witch’s instructions, I still didn’t have a name from her, yet she knew my own. “When you get inside the castle, head to his private quarters, for he will keep all his priceless possessions inside his room. This I am certain.” The witch’s words come back into the front of my mind, and I stifle a frown.

      This will not be easy, I think to myself, as I glance around the room that is to be called my own. I wouldn’t even know where to begin. The west wing is the last place I will look, it sounds like his personal dungeon. I shudder at the thought, but I don’t have time to dwell on it.

      A loud knock sounds on the door and makes me jump nearly off of the bed. “C-come in,” I say quickly, hoping it’s not the dark figure again.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when I hear a woman’s voice calling out, “Milady? We have brought you your bath. Might we come in?” she asks, her voice sounding like a grating stone.

      “Of course!” I say, then I wish with all my might that I could take back my words. The doors creak open, and in hobbles three stone gargoyles. I nearly shriek but have to put a hand to my mouth to keep from screaming at the sight. They are hideous! They look like average villagers but have pointed ears, curling tails on their backsides, stone for flesh, and the spindly bat wings jutting from their shoulder blades.

      The two male gargoyles drop the basin in the center of the room, and the female gargoyle drags a bucket full of water and pours it into the tub, before her yellow eyes meet my own. She grins and reveals sharp pointed teeth. I try not to flinch, but the smile I give her is more of a grimace. She notices and her smile falters a little, but she curtseys on clawed feet, the nails of her claws digging against the red carpet.

      “My apologies if our appearances frighten you,” the female gargoyle says as she straightens up, and the two male gargoyles quickly scamper away. The click-clack of their clawed feet echo down the hallway. “We do not mean you any harm. You are our guest, and we will be happy to serve you with whatever you need.”

      I blink in surprise, but nod. “Thank you. I appreciate the kindness more than you’ll ever know.” I leaned forward as she ambles her way to the fireplace and picks up an iron fire poker. “Oh please, do not fret over the fire.” I hesitate before adding, “I am terrified of the flames.”

      The female gargoyle glances over her shoulder, but she does not seem surprised. “I do not blame you, m’lady. There was a fire not too far from the estate. A few smoke signals caught our eye, but by then it was too late. A village got swept up into the flames.”

      I swallow hard, fighting back the tears. My family . . . gone. Turned to ash before my very eyes.

      “It was not your village, I hope, m’lady?” the female gargoyle asks, and I merely shake my head, too stunned into silence to confirm or deny. The gargoyle gives me a soft smile that makes her face crack in certain spots around her cheeks. “That is a relief in itself! I pray that the villagers are all safe and well.”

      My heart aches with the knowledge that her prayers have gone unanswered, but I cannot bear to take the peaceful expression from her stone face. “Is there anything else I can get for you, m’lady?” the female gargoyle asks, as she shuffles towards the doors.

      “Please, do not bother with titles.” I wave my hand in dismissal.

      She smiles, “Very well. My name is Marymagglyn.”

      “Please to meet you, Marymagglyn.” I give a small smile of my own, not a grimace this time. “I go by . . .,” I went to say Ravonette, but something holds my tongue from continuing to go by my first name.

      Remember, darling Ravonette, I hold your name until our bargain is complete. Then your family and your name shall be returned.

      “Bella, I go by Bella,” I say to Marymagglyn.

      Marymagglyn nods in approval, before asking again, “Do you need anything else, Bella?”

      I think for a second, before saying, “Your master said I could go wherever I wished, when I have healed . . .,” I gesture to my foot, “does that ring true, what he claims . . . I mean, is he a man of his word?”

      “Aye, miss, that he is!” Marymagglyn says, as she opens up the heavy doors with ease. “He’s never broken a single promise for as long as I’ve known him. He’s an honest man at heart.” She turns and shuts the door with a loud bang.

      Interesting, the witch claims that he stole her magical abilities out from under her nose. I will have to be careful around the Lord of the estate.
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        * * *

      

      Taking great care, I lift up my leg and pull gently on the boot, clenching my jaw to keep from screaming as the boot comes free, and my swollen right foot comes into view. It’s bruised along the left side, the heel has a large blister, and the right side of the foot is black and blue. I wince when I put it down to test whereabouts the fracture might have taken place.

      I hissed between clenched teeth when I stand up to test my weight. I immediately sink back down on the bed, unable to support my weight at all. Growling under my breath, I reach up and pull off my other boot, before carelessly tossing both aside to the foot end of the bed. Unclipping the black trousers, I pull out the white blouse hem and wrestle with the straps of the trousers, pulling them off of my shoulders.

      Before I can take off the blouse, a sharp knock echoes against the door. “Who is it?” I mumbled, feeling the need to ask this time.

      “Milady?” The voice is gruff, and I repress the urge to shudder.

      “Yes, milord?” I asked hesitantly and begin to chew on my bottom lip, wondering why he’s back so soon.

      “I have come to demand that you join me for dinner.” He stops, and says in a cold voice, “and it’s not a request!”

      I frown, “I don’t want to dine with you, if you’re going to be rude! I’d rather starve.” I pull the hem of my shirt over my head with ease and toss it on the bed beside me.

      “Don’t make me break down this door, m’lady. I shall do it and carry you down the way I carried you in!” he threatens.

      I scoff at the closed doors and stick out my tongue. “I’m not a lady, and we both know it! Do yourself a favor and dine alone. I’m sure the stiff company would come in handy for any jokes you might pull in between courses!”

      “WHAT?” His voice deepens, and he lets out a snarl.

      I flinch at the sound, and then nearly shriek my head off when the doors burst open. My hands come up to cover my exposed chest, and the dark figure is no longer wearing a cloak. My eyes widened in surprise and fear. He’s not a man, but a beast, a monster; large claws covered in bristled black fur. Sharp teeth poke out from the snout of a lion, the dark tendrils of fur curl out into a mane around his face. He has pointy ears that flick back and forth, and two spiraling curved brown horns peeking out from the top of his head. Blue eyes flash with anger when he stares at me.

      I cower away from the monster as he sends a menacing glare towards me. He stalks towards the bed, skirting around the basin filled with little water. His heavy panting and the clicking of his claws against the carpet are all I can hear when he’s staring at me like one of the hungry wolves. He’s down on all fours, watching me.

      “You will dine with me,” he says, growling.

      I shake my head, swallowing hard. “N-no.”

      “No?” His head tilts, and he looks confused. Then his eyes stray to where my hands are, and I swear my cheeks flushed crimson. “Ah. You will not join me because you have not yet been bathed properly.” He turns before I can tell him otherwise and yells for Marymagglyn.

      The female gargoyle scampers into the room, sliding into the back of the beast. He growls, and she apologizes before moving towards the bed. “She needs a bath,” he mumbled darkly, before his eyes take in my body inch by inch. I shiver under his intense gaze, then his eyes rest solely on my injured foot. “And she needs to be bandaged.”

      “Of course, My Lord!” Marymagglyn replies in a chirpy tone, as if finding her master in the bedroom of a maiden half-undressed is something she saw everyday in the estate. I frown, as he turns and moves out of the room, giving me a clear dismissal. The heavy doors close behind him.

      “I’m surprised he didn't break the doors,” I mumble in disbelief.

      Marymagglyn snickers under her breath as she turns and reaches out, gripping the edge of the basin and giving it one swift tug over to the edge of the bed. “Master is many things, but a gentleman he will always be.”

      “His mood swings are giving me whiplash. I’m not sure what to think of him,” I say, as she gestures for me to lean forward, and cups some water into her hands before dumping the contents over my head.

      I shut my eyes as Marymagglyn says, “Don’t worry, dear. He’s all heart, no beast. He’s learned over time that the consequences of being cold-hearted can last for decades.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, tilting back my head once she begins to scrub my head gently with her claws.

      “Hm? Oh, nothing, dear. Just me blabbering on again. Forget about what this old hunk of stone is saying. Let’s just get you ready for dinner this eve,” Marymagglyn says in her usual chirpy voice.

      “I meant what I said. I’m not going to dinner.”

      Her claws stop scrubbing my head for a split second. “Oh dear, the master isn’t going to like that.”

      “I’m not here to entertain him. I just want to get well, so I can be out of his hair, literally,” I mumble.

      The gargoyle snickers under her breath again, “I don’t think he’ll let you go, not now that he’s found you.”

      I don’t know what Marymagglyn means, but I’m not sure I want to find out.
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      Marymagglyn tries to persuade me to come down for supper, but again, I decline. My foot is so tender that I doubt I’ll be able to take even one step down the spiraling staircase to the grand hall. The female gargoyle offers to bring something up for me, but I shake my head, merely exhausted from the day’s events. Her hands are gentle even with the sharp claws that could probably tear my flesh as she wraps my injured ankle and tells me to get some rest.

      I would not argue with her about needing the rest, even as I recline back against the soft pillows and the satin sheets, I can’t help but wonder how my life has taken a sudden turning point. Losing family and friends, to meeting a witch, to being taken in by a lord of his castle. If I ever claimed before that my life had been boring, I deeply regretted muttering it now.
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        * * *

      

      I awake to darkness, my skin trickling with sweat that was causing the blankets to stick to my feverish body. I push back the heavy covers and sat up, rubbing a hand over my eyes, and willing my heart to calm down and cease racing. The nightmares I experience are nothing compared to what I have to face. The flicker of yellow eyes and gnashing teeth. Flames and smoke, and the sound of a sinister laughter echo all around me in the dark.

      I shudder and pull one blanket over myself and tuck it under my chin. My stomach gives a small protest, having had nothing since the previous morning before I’d left the witch’s hut in search for the monster who’d taken her precious gift. Goosebumps cover my arms as I rub them to keep warm, desperate for a fire in the hearth across from the bed, but I don’t wish to see the flames and remember.

      Swallowing hard, I leaned back against the goose-down pillows and try to take a few steady breaths, and shut my eyes.

      Fire. Smoke. Yellow eyes. Gnashing teeth. Dark laughter.

      I gasp and sit upright, sleep eludes me as I push off the blanket and move to the edge of the bed, needing to get out of this stuffy room. My feet touch the red-wine carpet, and I wince as I leaned forward to put some pressure against my injured ankle. Gritting my teeth, I hoisted myself up, and almost cried out at the sharp pain that radiates up my calf and causes my eyes to sting with unshed tears.

      Clenching my jaw, I release my hold on the covers and scoot myself slowly to the end of the bed and pull the blue silk robe around the white chemise that I have on, before using the pole connecting to the bed to lean against it for support. My ankle won’t heal if I don’t learn to walk on it, and it won’t get any better if I can’t move through the pain.

      I have to find the rose. But I cannot find it when my ankle causes me pain!

      Growling under my breath, I straighten away from the pole, and practically dragged my right foot behind me as I move towards the door. I pant from the agonizing walk I’d just taken before I push against the heavy doors, and they creak open. I poke my head out and glance both ways down the darkened hallway.

      To my right, is a dead end, but to the left is where the lord of the estate and his gargoyles had come from. My toes curl at the cold as my feet feel the cold stone beneath them, and I let out a small curse that would make my mother unhappy. My chest aches with the knowledge that I’ll never see her again. If I get the rose to the witch, then I will see my family again.

      Moving forward, I drag my injured self down the hallway and stop when I near the top of the stairs that seems to go on forever. The stone gargoyles that are perched on each pedestal that look like they’re supposed to be statues all seem to hold their breath when I reach out to grasp the railing.

      I nearly jump out of my skin and tumble down the stairs when I see a shape move out of the corner of my eye. I clutch the railing, and my knuckles turn white, my lips parting on a scream when the sound of stone grates my ears.

      “What are you doing up at this hour milady? You ought to be in bed with that injured foot,” a familiar female gargoyle voice says.

      I breathe a sigh of relief and relax my grip. I turn to glance over my shoulder at her, and a small gargoyle that looks more like a small statue of a child is hiding behind Marymagglyn. “Marymagglyn, you startled me!”

      “My apologies dear. I didn’t fathom you’d be up at this hour.” Marymagglyn reaches behind her and nudges the little male gargoyle further. “This is my son, Chester. I was just teaching him how to perch on the pedestal, when you happened by.”

      I smile down at the small gargoyle who is still hiding behind his mother, but his silver eyes flash with curiosity. “Pleased to meet you, Chester.”

      “The pleasure is all mine, milady.” Chester squeaks, before scurrying backwards out of sight, and down the hallway to the left, his claws making clicking noises against the floor as he goes.

      My gaze goes back to Marymagglyn. “I apologize for interrupting your lessons. I was just trying to find a kitchen.” I reach out and rub my empty stomach, and it lets out a loose growl. My cheeks flushed crimson.

      The female gargoyle chuckles and motions with an extended claw. “I thought you would be hungry at some point. I will lead you to the kitchen. Would you care to climb aboard my shoulders?”

      I hesitate, and she beckons me closer. “Do not worry. I will not drop you.” She grins, flashing a row of jagged sharp teeth. I shudder even as she helps me settle atop her shoulders. Her wings are spread out, and she urges me to wrap my arms around her stiff neck.

      “I do not know about this . . . AH!” I scream and tighten my hold against Marymagglyn’s stone body as she jumps from the top of the stairs and stretches out the velvet black wings of hers and glides in the air, before landing on all fours at the bottom of the stairs. I gasp a few times, preferring my feet on the ground, but she moves forward before I can even begin to try and climb off of her back.

      Marymagglyn carries me past the grand foyer where I’d been brought in by the lord of the estate, she takes a sharp right, and pushes a dark heavy oak door, enough for us to pass through, before scuttling down the small stairs. There’s a light at each end of the tunnel as she comes to a halt, and my arms ache with holding on so tightly. She sits on her haunches and the gargoyle allows me to slide down from her cold back.

      Once my feet are on the ground again, she turns and gestures for the few gargoyles in the kitchen where there are two stone hearths on either side of the room–which is long and wide, bigger than the two huts in the village that belonged to Grant, my dead fiance’s family home combined. The gargoyles cluster together in front of a cast-iron stove and a long table stretches out to the right of the stone creatures that already has the morning meal prepped and ready to go.

      “My friends, this is Bella. She is our honored guest. She’s in need of some food.” Marymagglyn says and gestures to me.

      “Pleased to meet you.” I mumble shyly and wrap my arms around my waist, hugging myself from the bitter chill. My eyes darted to the hearth on one side of the room, and I swallow back the urge to vomit when my gaze is drawn to the flames. Averting my eyes away from the fire, I take a seat when a gargoyle offers me a wooden chair.

      “The master won’t be happy about this,” one gargoyle that has a red sash tucked around his waist says, as he moves his spectacles up the bridge of his nose with a clawed hand. He turns to Marymagglyn, “he was very specific that our guest could only dine with him.”

      The female gargoyle waves a clawed hand in the air of dismissal. “Oh, hush! You’d be wise to allow the girl some food. It’s not as if she’s going to run away.”

      The thought did cross my mind about running away.

      Marymagglyn continues, “Besides, Cogin, she’s our guest. Regardless of what the Lord of the Castle has to admit, he would not wish for her to go hungry.”

      Cogin frowns, as the other male gargoyle comes up beside him, wearing a yellow vest that looks too tight in the chest. “Cogin,” he begins and claps Cogin on the back. I flinch at the sound, but nothing seems to crack. “Don’t bother Ms. Mary or our honored guest. You’ll get a feather up your nose while they dust you on the mantle if you break the Lord’s wishes.”

      Cogin’s stone face turned ashen white, and I stifle the urge to giggle when I realize that the other gargoyle is mainly just teasing his friend. “Do not talk so brandish about such things, London. I don’t wish for the master to have my head.”

      Marymagglyn chuckles as she turns to me, tilting her head towards me. Ears point and flicker as she waits for me to tell her what I want. “Just a slice of bread and some cheese,” I say, before adding a ‘please’. She moves off to fetch my food, while the two male gargoyles banter back and forth.

      I lean back against the chair and shut my eyes; unaware of the looming dark presence hovering behind me that makes the others quiet, until I open my eyes and see the shadow.
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      My heart beats hard against my breast-bone, and I swallow loudly, when the shadow hovering behind me rumbles loudly. The gargoyles in front of me remain still as stone, but they do not seem afraid. I don’t know if the beast behind me knows that I’m afraid of him, even as he stalks around the chair and moves towards the gargoyles, barely sparing me a glance. I sag against the chair in relief that his anger won’t be taken out on me.

      “What is going on here?” the beast spits, and I flinch at his condescending tone. I would much prefer him have the soft-spoken voice that I know is probably somewhere deep down inside him. What am I thinking? My hand comes to my cheek in shock. I’d never think that about him, he’s a monster!

      “My lord, we were just about to serve the lady some breakfast,” Marymagglyn says with sourdough bread and a small brick of cheese in her claws. She stares up at him, but does not flinch. “Would you care to break your fast, and join her?”

      A flicker of hope expands my chest, at the thought that perhaps the beast would care to join me in breaking our fast before the morning dawn. “No.” The word is sharp on his tongue, and my chest seems to deflate as if I’ve sunk down into the dark depths of a river, as he turns on his heels and doesn’t bother to acknowledge my presence, before strutting out of the room on all fours.

      I try not to scowl, even as Marymagglyn hands me my food. I rip a small piece of bread free and stuff it in my mouth. “I cannot stand him. He is rude and arrogant,” I say as I chew.

      The female gargoyle’s wings twitch as she folds them against her shoulder-blades. “Don’t take it personally, my dear. He’s always been like that.”

      “Why is he this way? What caused him to become . . .?” I stop and swallow, feeling the bread wanting to get caught in my throat. I swallow harder and it goes down, but I don’t bother continuing to finish my sentence.

      Cogin huffs as he steps forward, wrinkling his sharp nose. “Do not bother to tell the lady Ms. M, she does not need to know the master’s secrets.”

      My back straightens, and my eyes widen in surprise. Curious now, I leave the food untouched in my lap as I tilt my head, “Secrets? What secrets?”

      “Oh, now you’ve done it! Cogin, the master will surely have your head served on a silver platter.” London grumbles under his breath as he moves over to smooth out his wrinkled yellow vest.

      I frown, “I didn’t mean to cause any offense. I am merely curious about the lord of the estate.”

      Marymagglyn nods, her eyes turning sad. “It was a very long time ago, I doubt I remember too well. The master will tell you when he is ready.”

      I slump against the chair and find myself not as hungry as I once was. “Might I explore the estate a bit? I need to stretch my leg.” I motion to the bandaged ankle, and Marymagglyn agrees, but not before sending Cogin and London along with me, giving me the grand tour that I, unfortunately, wanted by myself.
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        * * *

      

      The grand tour is agonizingly slow and brutal on my poor injured foot. I do not once complain as I think the gargoyles would surely escort me back to my chambers, and I don’t want that. I want to find out where the stupid rose is hiding, but in all the rooms they show me, I limp around, trying to figure out if I had stolen a piece of property, where would I hide it?

      Then, perhaps, it dawns on me when I ask about the west wing again, and the two male gargoyles look nervous and refuse to speak up about it. I feign tiredness and begin to climb the stairs one at a time. They watch as I round the corner to head to my chambers, and then I stop, waiting for them to disappear back to the servants quarters.

      When their voices are long out of earshot, I poke my head around the corner and smile seeing they are gone. I move and glance around, finding the west wing will not be easy. But I have no choice, the witch and my family are counting on me, and I don’t want them to think that I am a failure and a disgrace.
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      I fear I am lost. I know I’m lost, I have to be. The main hall looks exactly the same as the grand hall. I internally groan as I twirl slowly on my good heel, mumbling softly under my breath. The estate is too dark, and the flickering candles aren’t helping me find what I need. The west wing could be anywhere in this overbearing castle.

      I leaned against the railing that has a small set of stairs leading upward. What am I to do? Everyone is counting on me to find the rose. I’m supposed to save my family and friends, marry Grant–even if I don’t want to marry the brute captain of the guard who saw more of his reflection than he saw me. I didn’t want to marry Grant to begin with–a brute who always wanted the best just because his job was to be a leader in the small village; he sought my hand, despite my not wishing him to, all because he saw me as a trophy wife. Just like the antlers of his kills hanging on the walls of his townhouse, I would just be a trophy collecting dust right along with the poor animals.

      A breeze stirs at the base of my neck, and I repress the urge to shiver. I reach up to rub my arms, hoping the goosebumps will go away. “Strange,” I whisper, as I angle my head to look up at the small staircase leading up to a section of the estate that I could have sworn I’ve walked around at one point during the tour. The section of the stairway is dark, no candles flickering. I straighten up, turn, and grip the railing, pulling myself up the stairs one at a time.

      When I reach the landing, I glance to my left and see a dead end. I turn to the right and have to squint through my line of sight to find a simple door at the end of the hall. My heart begins to beat like a drum. The west wing.

      I hesitate when I near the door. There’s a draft coming from behind the closed door, which leads me to believe that there must be a window open, and very few rooms have windows open in this weather. There was a fine layer of snow coating the grounds when I had last checked out the window. On the outskirts of the Forbidden Forest, it was only merely summer. Now, inside the Forbidden Forest, in an estate ruled by a monster and a thief, it is winter. The Forbidden Forest has a different weather pattern, always the opposite from the outside world.

      Reaching out, I touch the handle, and give it a hard yank. The wooden door creaks open on squeaky iron hinges, and it’s pitch black inside the room. I swallow back my fear and straighten my spine as I move into the room, the door shutting me in, keeping me from running away.

      “Hello? Milord?” I asked softly, glancing around. I stumble into something and almost lose my balance. Reaching out my hands in the dark, I spy a few feet away what I assume is an opened up set of glass doors that leads outside to a balcony. Once my eyes adjust to the darkness, I turned around to see what I’d almost tripped over. A broken table?

      I frown, shaking my head and look around. The dark curtains that are swaying in the breeze are ripped to shreds. The furniture in the room is broken into shards of wood and marble scattered across the floor, like a maze so that I have to deliberately watch where I step for fear of injuring my good foot. The bed, pushed up against the wall to my right, is empty, and I let out a low sigh of relief when I realize he’s not in the room.

      Turning back towards the balcony, I sidestep a broken chair and maneuver myself near the balcony doors and see a flash of red on the side of his bed that I hadn't seen from the door I'd come through. I reach out to steady myself against the four-poster king-size bed, and squint when I see the color red encased in a glass dome.

      Blinking in surprise, I reach out to touch the glass and hear loud footsteps behind me. Startled, I whirled around, wincing at the pain in my injured ankle briefly as the beast roars his protest at me. I gasp, as he shouts for me to get out. I turn, nearly galloping like a colt learning how to run for the first time, as I fly out of his room, and down the stairs.

      I do not know how I managed to find my chamber before I barricade myself and move the heavy dresser near the bed to stand guard in front of the doors. I hear loud banging, and I flinch backwards, moving towards the only small window across the room. “Bella? Bella, come out this instant!” The beast pounds on the door.

      “Go away!” I shout back, wondering where the bravery has come from. Now that I’ve figured out where he is keeping the rose, I don’t have to pretend anymore. I’m just grateful that I managed to find it in a single day.

      “You’d better come out or . . .” He stops.

      I narrow my eyes at the dresser, wishing that it will protect me. “Or what?” I yell out. But his footsteps walking away are my only answer. I slump against the window, almost wishing I could climb out of it. I won’t be able to leave until my ankle heals, even with the rose.
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      “Lady Bella, will you please allow me to come in?” the female gargoyle shouts from the other side of the door.

      Unable to sleep, unable to eat, I’ve become a lunatic in the room. Barricading the door with a dresser had taken all my strength, and now I’ve become limp sitting on the bed like an overgrown pine tree, desperate for sunlight, warmth, and food. For the past two days, I’ve allowed no one to enter, even if my stomach is gnawing at my insides to eat. I refuse to allow the door to open in case the beast decides to torment me.

      “Lady Bella?” Marymagglyn knocks on the door softly. “Please m’lady, you must eat something.”

      I wipe a shaky hand across my face, unable to sit still, unable to stop my body from trembling from the cold. Even the blankets have little warmth to offer, and I still refuse to light the hearth for fear of the flames. “I am well, please leave me be,” I croak out. I hear the female gargoyle sighed loudly, before the clicking of her claws against the stone floor goes away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is ridiculous!” he snaps, though the female gargoyle just allows the beast to stave off his temper. “She is going to die if she doesn’t get food!” He growls loudly.

      “You frightened her, milord. She wouldn’t be acting this way if you hadn't told her to get out,” Marymagglyn points out and the beast growled bitterly.

      “I had no choice. She almost touched the rose. If anything happened to it . . .,” he trails off, clenching his teeth, and looks away from the gargoyle that resembles so much a mother that it causes his chest to ache.

      “I know, milord. Perhaps talk to the girl; she’s afraid. Get to know her better, and for all that is good and holy, control your temper!” she snaps, and the Lord of the estate nods, before taking a deep breath and going up to the girl’s room.
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        * * *

      

      He hesitates before knocking on the door. “Bella?” When she doesn’t answer, he knocks a little louder and says her name again. When she doesn’t answer again, he begins to worry, and after several more attempts, he pounds his fists against the wood doors until they give way and the dresser topples forward.

      The beast saunters into the room and growls loudly, spying the girl curled up on the bed, pale as the snow on the ground. He strolls forward and picks her up, turns, and leaps out of the bedchamber, hurrying down the stairs to the servants’ quarters.

      When he arrives, he places himself in a chair, still carrying Bella bridal style and is given some broth to help Bella regain her strength. Her body feels cold against his warm fur, and he gently spoons the broth into her mouth, with his clawed hands. She is unconsciously unaware that he is holding her and feeding her.

      Eventually, after feeding the girl, he takes her to his room, no longer concerned about why she’d dared to walk into the west wing. He lays her on the torn bed and crouches near the edge, keeping a watchful eye on her. He doesn’t even bother to notice that the red rose that he was so protective of, had lost another petal.
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      Three days have come and gone, the lord of the estate always brings me my food, and spoon feeds me as if I am a child. Although I am too weak to lift up my arms and too weary to do much of anything else other than to barely sit up, I do not mind that he is tending to my needs, especially after the way he spooked me like a frightened doe.

      “Do you need anything else?” His voice is soft, gentle even, as he holds the small pottery bowl that had been filled with some broth and vegetables.

      I go to shake my head but then hesitate. “Um,” my cheeks flush red with embarrassment. “I do have a small request.”

      “Name it, and it is yours,” he answers quickly, blue eyes blinking rapidly. His bedchamber has been lit with candles and now it does not seem quite as dark as it had been before. The floors have been swept clean of debris, and the doors to the balcony have been closed shut. I stare at him, before biting my lower lip, thinking about what could possibly take the longest to get him out of the room long enough for me to take the rose.

      “A book,” I blurted out.

      He raises a bushy eyebrow, tilting his head. “You read?” He looks at me in surprise when I nod. “Anything in particular?”

      “I will read anything,” I mumbled shyly. It is true that I love to read; my adventures never ceased to amaze me with where the books took me to far away lands. It was my only safe haven, until the village burned down, and I became a prisoner here in this estate without actually being considered a prisoner.

      He nods before turning towards the door. “Oh, before I forget. I have prepared for us to ride later on this afternoon, if you feel up to it.”

      “A ride?” I perk up, loving the idea of being able to ride a horse. I glance at my foot and try not to frown. “Will my ankle be well enough?”

      “You won’t get better lying in my bed,” he says, and my cheeks flush crismon with the knowledge. I had been trying not to think too much about it, with my being in his bed. The thought alone was scandalous!

      “I apologize, my lord. I will try to get well soon,” I mumbled meekly.

      The beast chuckles as he moves closer to the door, but still allowing me to see his face. “I do not see why not. As prince of this fine castle it is my job to be sure that you heal properly.”

      I straighten up against the pillows, my eyes widening in surprise. “You’re a prince?” When he gives me an odd look, my cheeks flush crimson again. “I mean. . . . .Uh . . . ,” I stop, ashamed of the fact that here I am lying in a prince’s bed, and I hadn’t even been made aware of it!

      The beast nods, but doesn’t bother to comment on my odd behavior. “Yes, I suppose I was afraid you would hold it against me, were I someone less below than my social status.”

      I bow my head, averting my gaze. “I meant no offense . . . Your highness.”

      He scoffs, “Do not bother with formalities. I despise being what I am.”

      “You do?” I lift up my head, my eyebrows pulling together into a frown. “Why?”

      He hesitates, then shakes his head, ruffling his fur in the mix. “It does not matter. I cannot change the past.” He turns to head out the door, before adding, “I shall retrieve your book.” Then he closes the door behind him.

      I lean against the pillows. Perhaps he feels guilty for taking the witch’s rose? If a prince has so much to offer, why did he take the rose from the witch, and why is he a beast?
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      As soon as the beast prince shuts the door to his chambers, I push the coverlet off of me, and throw my legs over the edge. I wince at the sharp pain when my feet touch the cool marble and I stand up, having to lean against the bedpost. The prince had moved the rose before I came to lie in his bed, and now I would have to begin my search all over again, it would seem.

      Scowling at myself for being clumsy, I limp around the room. I check behind the new drapes, out on the balcony, and the two little boxes on either side of the bed, it only contained a private small book and a candle wick. Mumbling under my breath, I climb back into bed.

      The beastly prince returns moments later, a book in his hand. I lean against the pillows as he strolls in and hands the book to me. “Thank you,” I say, accepting it with a smile, although on the inside, I am furious with him for hiding the rose.

      “You’re welcome. I hope the book is to your liking?” he asks, tilting his head.

      I glance down at the cover spine and read the title. Poetry by a Fair Lady. My gaze goes to the prince. “Poetry?”

      He shuffles on his feet, clearly embarrassed. His blue eyes flash with a look that I am not expecting. “I hope you do not mind. It is my favorite.”

      I pull the book to my chest, biting my lower lip. “It is mine as well.” The beastly prince beams. “I promise to care for the book.”

      “Keep it, it is yours,” he says.

      I blink in surprise. “Thank you, Your Highness!” I hug the book closer. After the fire started, I was unable to retrieve not just my family, but the few possessions I had. This particular book had been on my pillow after I had gone to clear my head about what to do with Grant and my betrothal.

      “Augustine,” he says softly, though it sounds almost like a growl.

      I look over at him, “What?” I furrow my eyebrows.

      “My name is Augustine,” the beastly prince mumbles and turns to the door. “I will send Marymagglyn to help you prepare to ride.”

      “Y-Yes, thank you . . . Augustine.” I blink in surprise as the door shuts. I lean against the pillows, still holding the book as if it could protect my heart. My heart thrums in my chest like a bird’s wings. “What is wrong with me?” I whisper and shake my head, opening up the book and began to read.

      I want to forget about the rose and how evil Prince Augustine is supposedly to be.
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        * * *

      

      “Ms. Bella?” a female gargoyle voice echoes out in the hallway.

      I shut the book and shout for her to come in. Once Marymagglyn shuts the door, she turns to me, with a light blue riding dress. “Oh, the dress is lovely!” I exclaimed as she drapes the dress over the edge of the bed near my feet.

      “I designed it especially for you, Ms. Bella.” Marymagglyn smiles, and her face crinkles up in happiness.

      “It truly is lovely, but I cannot wear that while riding.” I say, even as she pulls the coverlet off me and has me stand. She pulls the nightgown over my head, and I stand there, naked, while she smooths out the wrinkles of the dress, then helps me put it on.

      “Do not fret about such things.” Marymagglyn says as she moves behind me and laces up the back with her claws. “The dress is just the right fit!” Her claws clap together and create a little screeching noise of stone against stone. I wince, as she apologizes then moves in front of me. “Now, you are all ready to go riding! And once you return we shall wash you up and have you ready in no time.”

      I furrow my eyebrows as she has me leaning on her for support as we make our way to the door. “In time for what, Marymagglyn?”

      “I am not to utter a word! The Prince will tell you himself.” She smiles before escorting me down the stairs.
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      I have not felt this much freedom in such a long time. The wind whips against my face, and I close my eyes, tilting back my head. Sitting on my horse, letting him lead feels like heaven. Then my heart sinks when I realize that my family might never again feel such bliss. I somber and let my horse trot after Prince Augustine. It is hard to imagine that such an imposing creature had once been a prince, now forgotten among the stone walls and gargoyles belonging to his keep.

      His shoulders are stiff beneath his heavy cloak that he has donned, and the hood is up, covering his horns, fur, and snout. Much as he had a week ago it seems like when he had rescued me from those hungry wolves that were going to devour me right outside his estate. I shudder to think if he had not gotten there in time, what could have become of me.

      Snow dances on my eyelashes, as we urge the horses to a slow, steady trot. The heavy wet snow clinging to the skeletal tree branches high above our heads. My breath fogs whenever I part my lips, and I shiver in my thin cloak, wishing for the fur that is on the prince’s back. My cheeks flushed red, even as my poor ankle pounds. My body feels relieved that I do not have to move around as much as I am sitting on my mount, however, I know I will feel the pain of saddle bruises on my thighs once I climb off.

      “My lord, where are we going?” I desperately want to ask him if we ought to turn back. We have urged the horses to climb up a small hill, and I fear that the horses might have a bit of trouble going back down the same way, even with all the extra snow that has seemed to never stop since I have arrived.

      Prince Augustine turns his cloaked head towards me and says in a loud voice. “I want to show you something, do not fear, we shall not tarry long.” Then he turns back and urges his black stallion to move a bit faster, my horse keeping pace. I bite the inside of my cheek, even as he leads us to a small little outcropping field house just a few miles away.

      I have to squint beneath my hood to even see the field house even as we approach closer. I am not sure as to why the prince has brought me here, but I will not show shame.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Augustine helps me dismount, after being sure that the horses are tied up. The prince claims we will not tarry long at the field house, but that he has something he wants me to see. I am confused as to what he wants to show me, even as he helps escort me into the house, where the walls are comfortable and it is not freezing as it is outside. He leads me to a small wooden chair and helps me sit down, before going outside to check on the horses. When he returns, he shuts the door a little, and takes the empty space across from me.

      “What did you wish for me to see?” I asked curiously.

      Prince Augustine smiles, his snouting wrinkling and his teeth flashing in the dim lighting. “This.” He reaches underneath his cloak and pulls out the most intricate piece of silver I have ever laid eyes on. He turns it over and hands it to me so that I might further inspect it.

      “It is a looking glass!” I say, surprised. I brush my fingertips over the upraised vines and feel the rose on the back. My reflection looks haggard, awful even. Dark bruises underline my eyes, my dark-brown mousy hair is out of place even with the black hair net, and my brown eyes are wide.

      “Yes. I received it when I was cursed,” Augustine says, and I lower the looking glass to study him.

      “You were cursed,” I say the words slowly as if somehow it might cause him fear to talk about his past.

      Augustine nods, his blue eyes are troubled, and I am not sure what he is thinking about. “Yes, I was cursed. I was at the prime of my youth, wanting nothing but the best. Even if my kingdom suffered for it.” He leans on his knees, staring at the wood floor. “I taxed the townspeople, so much so that they revolted against me, and sent a letter to neighboring kingdoms asking to rally against me, so that I might step down as their future king,” he says bitterly.

      “How tragic,” I whisper. To know that his own people would try to forcefully have him step down was shocking. But how had he been cursed?

      “The people won, and I stepped down from the throne. Running to the estate where I now live, I went into hiding. And then she came.” He sighs and shakes his head. Fur flying up into his eyes, but he does not seem to mind.

      “She?” I ask, my eyebrows pulling together into a frown.

      “Yes. ‘She’, more importantly named Sarabi. I thought her beautiful, until she cursed me.” Augustine looks sad and I wish to comfort him, but I do not know what I would say.

      “Why would she curse you? What had you possibly done to deserve it?” I question.

      Augustine looks at me, and my pulse races. “I do not know. I have been mulling over this for years. I not only cursed myself, but I cursed the people that cared about me as well.”

      “Marymagglyn, London . . . all of them?”

      He nods, “Correct.” He sighs and gets up. “I want you to have this looking glass.” He says, reaching out to tap the curved edge with his claw. “It will show you anything you desire, anything at all.”

      I look down at the looking glass mirror and then clutch it to my chest. “Why bring me here, for only this gift?”

      “Sometimes,” Augustine says, and then sighed, before continuing, “Sometimes, it is best not to bring up the past.” Then he beckons that we take our leave.

      He helps me mount the horse, before climbing atop his stallion, as we leave the field house, I whisper to the looking glass when I am sure he is not looking. “Show me my family.” When nothing but ash is shown in the looking glass, I stifled a sob and bring it closer to my chest, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from crying out.
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      Back at the estate, Prince Augustine helps me to my own quarters, letting me lean on him for support as we go up the stairs, taking them painstakingly one step at a time until we reach my quarters at the end of the hall. I am out of breath, nearly panting at how much pain I am experiencing.

      “Bella . . .,” Augustine starts to say, then stops when I go to step forward and push open the chamber door. I glance back over my shoulder to peer at him curiously. “Bella, I . . .” Blue eyes avert to the floor, his tail scuffles against the stone like a broom sweeping up dust.

      “Yes, Prince Augustine?” I ask.

      “Will you dine with me this evening?” he blurts out, his ears going back to his skull. He does not meet my gaze.

      I blinked in surprise, “You wish for me to dine with you?”

      “Yes, of course!” he says rather quickly, blue eyes focusing on my face. “It would be a grand honor. There will be a seven course meal, music, dancing . . .”

      “Dancing?” I say, my face pales just at the thought of hurting my already protesting ankle. “But my ankle . . .”

      “Do not look so troubled, my dear. I plan to care for you this entire evening.” Augustine reaches out, hesitating before cupping my hands into just one massive paw. I stare at our hands, unafraid of the beastly prince standing before me. If anything, I wish to step closer and seek his warmth. “Please say you will join me?”

      “Well . . . I . . .” My gaze travels to his, and my cheeks fill with warmth. All I can do is nod my head. Augustine’s snout crinkles into a smile, revealing his sharp teeth that could tear into my flesh if he so desired. I try not to shiver as he backs away, giving me an elegant bow, before heading to his own chamber.

      Unable to process what I just got myself into, I turn and limp into my quarters. Marymagglyn is already in my room, her claws sink into the red carpet as I lower myself to the bed. “What are you doing, Marymagglyn?”

      “Hm? Oh, Bella! Looking for a gown for you to wear.” She clicks her tongue in disapproval when she glances at the dark-blue riding dress she had allowed me to wear. “You must wear something more emaculate than that!”

      “Whatever for?” I furrow my eyebrows, glancing down. The dark-blue dress was sophisticated and something I could easily wear; to wear a gown that probably cost more than the entire village square at the marketplace would surely have left me baffled.

      Marymagglyn’s face crinkles as her stony expression gives another sour disdainful look at the dress. “The master just invited you to an extravagant dinner. You must dress the part!”

      I stifle the urge to roll my eyes heavenward. “For goodness’ sake, Marymagglyn! I have never been dining with a man before.” My cheeks warm at the thought of being alone in a grand ballroom with him. A meal, dancing, music, it was nearly enough to make me swoon.

      “Never dined?” she asks in surprise. I nodded my head, and her eyes blink a few times, before her wings flicker behind her. I lean back against the pillows, propping my injured foot up onto the coverlet to stretch out. “How odd to think of such a thing as never having dined before.” she scoffs, shaking her head with a frown on her face. “Not to worry, dear! I know just the dress.” Marymagglyn scampers out of the room before I can tell her that I do not wish to wear another dress.

      She returns moments later with the most beautiful gown I have ever feasted my eyes upon. She holds the gown bridal style, hoisting it up near the bed to show me the fabric of the material. “Oh, it’s lovely!” I say, breathless at the sight. For a common girl such as I, to wear such a beautiful dress was pure torture.

      “Do you like it truly?” Marymagglyn smiles, her stone face wrinkling. “I made it myself a few years back for the master’s fiancée. Sadly, she never got the chance to wear it.”

      I blinked in surprise, “The Prince had a fiancée? Whatever happened to her?” I could not believe what I was hearing, Prince Augustine had been betrothed to someone before? How odd that he did not mention that to me.

      “Yes, it was quite a while ago.” Marymagglyn shakes her head, before giving another smile, and completely ignores my question about what had transpired to the poor woman that had captured the beastly prince’s heart. “Now then, let us get you into this gown at once!”
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        * * *

      

      I stand in front of a tall long-length looking glass, staring at my reflection in awe. Shifting from one foot to the other to ease my tender ankle, I cannot help but reach out to touch the looking glass to peer more closely at who has become mistakenly myself. “Is this truly me?” I asked, baffled that a beautiful gown could transform my looks almost naturally as if I had been born and made to wear this dress.

      Marymagglyn finishes lacing up the back of the gown and peers over my shoulder, giving my reflection a smile. “Truly a vision, milady,” she whispers, standing back to admire my backside. I shuffle sideways to get a better look, then glanced down at my stockinged feet.

      “I cannot wear shoes, my ankle is too swollen. I had trouble getting the riding boots off my calf,” I whisper, feeling a tad bit sad.

      “Not to worry, you will not be needing shoes. My lord plans to escort you around all evening,” Marymagglyn says with a nod of her head.

      I glance back at the looking glass, once again in awe of myself. Running my fingers against the silk material, it feels soft and cool to the touch. The dress I am wearing is tightly cinched around the waist, but flares out in an oval shape where the hem of the egg-blue fabric touches the floor. The neckline dips low enough to reveal a mound of flesh but giving away nothing but a modest appearance. Small little stitching designs of flowers trace along the outer skirt, looking like dancing flowers swaying to the music. “It is simply breathtaking,” I whisper.

      “You are truly a beautiful moon flower,” I hear a deep voice say and turn my gaze to the looking glass reflecting the chamber door where the beastly prince awaits with a sparkle in his blue eyes.
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      The female gargoyle curtseys before the Prince and skirts around him to shut the door to my chambers as the beastly prince steps further into the room. I turn completely around so that I am staring at the Prince. I go to curtsey myself, but my ankle throbs in protest. My eyes roam down his beastly form. He wears a crisp white silk shirt beneath a bright-blue tunic. Gold buttons trail along the edge of the long coat that he has buttoned up to the best of his abilities with large paws. He is not wearing shoes for his legs are too big, and his tail swishes back and forth behind him. Prince Augustine’s fur has been cleaned and cut, he looks pristine. Although he does not wear any jewelry as is the custom to show his sign of wealthy establishment in the social class, I find that I do not care so easily about that.

      “A moon flower, Your Grace?” I asked, arching an eyebrow at him, when my eyes settled upon his face.

      “Yes, blooming only in the rare moonlight, a flower indeed. A rare sight to behold.” Prince Augustine mumbles, his voice coming out in a purr. I take my lower lip between my teeth and gnaw on it gently, averting my gaze as my face grows hot. “I have something for you,” he says, holding up his left paw in the dim lighting. A silver chain dangles from his claws, a beautiful gold pendant charm at the bottom of the necklace.

      I blink in surprise. “It is beautiful.” I exclaim but then merely shake my head. First the dress and now a necklace? He does not seem evil at all; not at all what the witch described him to be! “But I cannot accept such a treasure.”

      Prince Augustine rolls his eyes, and I try not to smile. “It is a gift. Will you accept it?” He steps forward, his blue eyes studying me as he holds out the necklace. I hesitate before reaching out to take the dainty chain. “I would put it on you myself, but I am afraid . . .,” He stops speaking, and his gaze is drawn to his claws.

      “Do not trouble yourself,” I say, before placing the chain around my neck and fastening it properly. The pendant feels cool against my breasts, and it feels as if it has always belonged next to my heart.

      The prince offers me a smile, his snout crinkling. “Shall we go?” he asks, offering me the crook of his elbow. I nodded with a smile of my own, and rest my hand against his forearm, and he leads me steadily out of the chamber and out into the hallway.

      “How will I get down the stairs–?” I go to finish speaking, but he drops his elbow, turns and scoops me up bridal style. I let out a small gasp, throwing my arms around his neck as the beastly prince balances down the staircase, while holding onto me.

      “Did I not say that I would help you all evening?” Prince Augustine questions, his blue eyes sparkling as he glances down at my shocked facial expression.

      “You did, yes. But I did not think you would carry me.” Him carrying me reminded me of a few weeks prior when he rescued me from the wolves outside his castle gates.

      Prince Augustine’s chest rumbles against my right side that is pressed up against his body, as he does not put me down at the bottom of the stairs, but carries me into the dining hall and helps me take a seat across the long oak table from where he would sit. Once I am properly comfortable in my chair, he pushes me against the edge of the table, and takes a few long strides down to the table, and takes his seat.

      The servants begin to serve out the seven course meal and honestly, I wondered how many stomachs would have been filled in my village if all had survived the fire.  gargoyle places a cooked pig with an apple in its mouth, resting on a silver platter, at the center of the table. A roasted pheasant rests near where the Prince sits. A few dishes of apples, peaches, and acorns, as well as berries in small bowls are scattered around the table. Wine is poured into two silver goblets and passed to myself and the Prince.

      “I am grateful that you chose to dine with me this eve, Lady Bella,” Prince Augustine’s voice rumbles.

      My cheeks flushed crimson. “I thank you for asking, milord. It is a high honor to be seated here.”

      Then we begin to eat, as we do, musicians silently flow into the dining hall and over by the hearth of a grand fireplace, the gargoyles play softly on their violins and flutes. Even with claws, their music is truly enchanting. Not even halfway through the meal, I begin to sway in my seat to the music, the wine taking effect to making my head spin.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Augustine getsup from his seat and is at my side before I can blink. He holds out a paw, palm facing up. “May I have this dance?” His blue eyes sparkle when I stare at his face. I accept his invitation, and he pulls me gently to my feet, before scooping me up and carrying me to the center of the dining hall.

      Candles lit along the walls, cast a mysterious glow around the ballroom. The blue of my skirt with the flower designs along the hem sparkle as he begins to spin us slowly around. My hand find their way to the nape of his neck, his fur soft to the touch. He lets out a rumble of pleasure when I run my fingers through his coarse brown hair. He stops for a moment as the room stops spinning. “Bella, if you continue to torment me so, I will have no choice but to claim you as my own.”

      My heart pulsates in time with the music, and I stop instantly, even as he begins to spin us again. He jests, he would never do such a thing. Yet, I have to wonder if he truly jested about claiming me as his own.

      Four tall arched windows on each side of the huge ballroom have curtains that are pulled back so that we dance bathed in the moonlight. A golden chandelier hovers above our heads with soft candles lit. “A moonlight flower, indeed,” his voice whispers and sends goosebumps in a wake across my skin.

      My eyes turn to his, and the room has stopped spinning. He stands in the center still holding me bridal style. His face has a look of awe, and I cannot help but to wonder why his previous lover abandoned him in such a way. The musicians warm up for the next song and then he begins to gently sway in time to the soothing lullaby that I grew up listening to my mother sing every night before my siblings and I went to sleep.

      When the lullaby comes to a slow halt, Prince Augustine strides towards the arched windows and two double door windows open up to a decent-size balcony. Even though it is cold and snow covered, the estate grounds look beautiful bathed in the moonlight. He sets me down on a stone bench that has been cleared of snow. I take my arms from around his neck and place them on my lap.

      He does not sit down next to me, but leans against the stone railing, overlooking what might have been a magnificent place to live. “Bella, are you happy here . . .?” he hesitates before adding, “With me?”
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      At first, I do not answer. I have not been at the estate for very long, who is to say I am even happy? Yet, I find myself wanting for nothing. I have no life back home in the village, for there is no one there. And even if the witch promised the lives of my family back, who is to say that is not going against the Lord’s desire? So many thoughts circle around inside my mind, that I do not speak up for a few minutes.

      When my eyes find his tall, dark beastly form, his blue eyes are transfixed on my face. For he studies me as I contemplate my answer. I have only been here for a fortnight, yet I feel at peace in a way that not even the village had made me feel before it had all been burned down. “You are unhappy,” his deep voice rumbles.

      I blink and shake my head, “I am saddened sometimes,” I admit, averting my gaze.

      “What troubles your heart, Bella? I will give you anything you desire,” Prince Augustine says, moving to drop to his knees in front of me. I look at him in shock, as he gently takes my hands in his paws, warmth seeping into my skin.

      He cannot give me what I desire, only the witch can. The unbidden thought comes to my mind, and I have a hard time focusing on the beastly prince kneeling before me. “My family . . .” My lips stop moving, and I realize that the spell the witch cast on me before I left is still in effect. I cannot reveal my true purpose of my being here.

      “You miss your family?” Augustine asks, tilting his head. His horns gleam under the pale moonlight. I hesitate, before giving a tiny nod. “The looking glass I gave you . . . did you use it?” I nod again. “Is your family well?” he questions.

      I think back to looking at the tiny looking glass mirror he had bestowed upon me yesterday in the afternoon during our visit to his home away from home. Smoke. Fire. Ashes. Flames. Gone. I shake my head, my heart aching with the thought that they’ll never be alive again.

      “Perhaps you should go to them, be sure all is well,” he says. Standing up, he turns towards the balcony windows.

      “Augustine,” I manage to blurt out, “how were you cursed?”

      His back stiffens, his ears fall flat against his skull, and his tail flickers nervously. He does not turn around even as he speaks. “That is not something I thought you would like to hear. I told you about the townspeople revolting and Sarabi coming to curse me, I did not think you would need more information on the matter,” he says bitterly.

      “Please,” I plead with his back still towards me. “I have to know why.” And I spoke the truth, I had to know why a Prince had been cursed, was it because Sarabi had been jealous of his wealth and social status? Was it because he denied his love for her? What was her reasoning behind cursing him?

      Prince Augustine sighs softly, his shoulders slumping forward. Then his head tilts back to stare up at a stone fixture that I had not realized had been hanging off to the side near the edge of the balcony windows. “Do you see this stone angel?” he asks, pointing at the only stone figure I had laid eyes on that was not a gargoyle.

      “Yes,” I mumble softly.

      “I was like this angel that weeps. I was young and naive, in love with a woman that I barely knew. Back then, I thought beauty was the most important aspect of a woman.” His head drops from craning up to stare at the stone angel. “I was a prince who wanted a woman with beauty and elegance to rule by my side one day. I threw lavish parties, and took all the pretty women to bed.” I frown, not liking where this story was heading. “Then during a grand celebration, I found a woman. Enchanted by her beauty, I was captivated.”

      “Love at first sight, like Romeo and Juliet?” I ask.

      “Yes, something along those lines. Her dark-violet eyes beckoned me to her side immediately. The desire to have her in my bed was overwhelmingly painful. After courting her for three days, I was ready to make her my wife and queen, and then I angered her one night. Sarabi did not enjoy the fact that I was a man with needs.”

      My cheeks flushed crimson with how descriptive he had become, although he could not see my facial expressions he could probably sense my discomfort.

      Augustine continues, “Sarabi refused to bed me, and I had needs, so I allowed another woman to share my bed.” My nose wrinkles in disgust. “Sarabi came into my chambers that same night and found the woman next to me. Angry and hurt, Sarabi wove her spell, revealing herself to being an enchantress. Sarabi had tried to see the good and just in me, but found only an empty shell and a cruel heart belonging to a prince.”

      My eyes widened in shock. An enchantress?

      Augustine lets out a soft sigh, turning to face me with his eyes downcast. “Sarabi was no longer the woman I claimed to love. As a punishment, she cursed me to remain twenty-one forever, and to show how angry she was, she turned the woman in my bed into a weeping stone angel.”

      A hand flies to my mouth, my eyes flitting up to the weeping stone angel. That poor woman! If only she had known the trouble she would have caused.

      “Shortly thereafter, the people revolted against me, and I came here to the estate to hide. My dutiful servants that wished to remain at my side became gargoyles as another part of the curse, for they would remain stone for as long as I lived as a beast.”

      My eyes go back to Prince Augustine. He stands in the center of the balcony in defeat. Reaching up, I rub at my arms that are beginning to tremble from the cold or the story of his curse, I do not know. Blue eyes fixate on me. “You are cold, I will take you inside.” He takes a step forward, holding out his paws for me to take if I wished.

      “Did you ever try and talk things out with Sarabi?” I ask, even as I take his paws and he helps me stand up.

      “No,” he replies bitterly. “I went to her cottage in the woods, near a lake, after sending a couple of gargoyles to search the area for her. I wanted to be changed back, I told her I had learned my lesson. For two centuries I had been cursed.” He scoops me up bridal style again, and carries me inside the ballroom. His claws make little click-clacking sounds along the tiled floor. “And she told me to go away, that I had done enough damage to her heart. So, after she left her cottage for a bit, I snuck inside and stole something very precious to her.”

      Sarabi lived in a cottage, in the woods near a lake? Why did that sound familiar?

      “What did you take?” I asked, sounding breathless.

      Blue eyes look down at me, as he whispered, “I took the only thing an enchantress needs the most to weave her spell. I’ll show you what I took.” He takes me out of the ballroom, through a maze of hallways, and up to his private west wing quarters. Opening up the door, he points with a claw to the glass dome sitting atop a tiny table. “I took that.”

      My heart sank with the knowledge. The witch had been right, he had taken something from her.

      The rose wand.
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      Prince Augustine sets me down on my feet, the dress tangling up with his claws. He lets out a small curse as I turn sideways and reach up to gather the material and pry it gently out of his hands. He watches me with those piercing blue eyes. “You are not mad.” His bushy eyebrows furrowed in confusion.

      “Should I be?” I asked curiously, as I move the material back down in place near my ankles.

      “Yes. No. I do not know,” he admits, averting his gaze. “I stole from Sarabi. I am truly the monster she cursed me to be.”

      Shaking my head, I touch his thick furred forearm. His gaze is drawn back to my face. “I do not believe that for a moment. A true monster would have left me to be eaten by wolves. A true monster would have allowed me to writhe in pain, instead of taking the time to be gentle and allow me to heal.” Augustine lowers his head and I realize how close we have become. My head tilts back a little, my heart in my throat. His ears flicker back and forth a few times, then he straightens up. He was going to kiss me.

      I watch him as he backs away a step, his beastly form shrinking into the shadows. I turn around, my shoulders slumping forward a little. I could not allow him to think that I was just another lady that wanted to be bestowed a kiss. Even Grant had not been able to plant a kiss upon my lips. Courtships meant everything to the villagers, and even the thought of their dead eyes watching us from the heavens sent a chill down my spine.

      My eyes flicker to the rose that is in a tiny glass dome, sitting atop a small end table. The rose seems alive, the red petals bathed in a soft glow. It’s the same rose wand that the witch had described, and my heart thuds against my chest. Sarabi is the witch, and she cursed Augustine, no wonder the two have such dark pasts. They’ve both been hurt.

      “You ought to return the rose to the enchantress,” I say softly.

      His deep growl echoes behind me. “I cannot do that, she would turn me away. Just as she has done in the past.”

      I chew on my bottom lip for a second, thinking. “What if I took it to her? Then she would have no reason but to lift the curse upon your household . . .” I take a few steps towards the glass dome homing the rose wand, limping towards the table, and reached out my hands. My hands touch the glass and warmth blossoms across my palms.

      A loud snarl echoes behind me, and I turn my head, blinking as Augustine raises up his arm and hits my side, I let out a cry as I am lifted up in the air and thrown through the glass doors leading out onto his balcony. I roll on the shattered glass, gasping with the breath knocked out of me. Tears blurred my vision, and I try to move my body, but the pain is so immense, I feel on the verge of fainting.

      My gaze moves to where the beastly prince stands frozen with the glass dome pressed up against his chest; his eyes wide. “This is my curse, Bella. I will not allow anyone else to touch it.” His upper lip curls back, the way a predator does right before snapping its teeth in a warning tone. His nostrils flare, and then his eyes move to where I feel pressure against my arm. I look down and body trembles at the sight of blood trickling down from the wound where the glass has punctured my skin.

      “Bella, I . . .,” he stops speaking when I turn my gaze back on his face. He takes a step backwards, and shouts for Marymagglyn. He does not reach out to touch me or apologize, only sinks away from the broken door windows and leaves me in the bitter cold. Swamped in blue and red.
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      Sunlight filters in from behind the dark curtains and shines into the room. I have barely slept with everything that happened last night. Prince Augustine leaving me alone outside his chambers on the balcony, in the cold and wounded. Marymagglyn had to help remove the pieces of glass from my arm and had to bandage my forearm to stop the bleeding once she had gotten me back into my chamber. Marymagglyn had been quiet throughout the entire ordeal. My heart ached about what Augustine had done. The female gargoyle had left soon afterwards, leaving me with my unbidden thoughts, and I barely slept; tossing and turning in bed.

      A soft knock sounds at the door, I turn my face away from the noise and burrow deeper amongst the blankets. If anything, I do not want to see who is at the door, even if I can probably guess who was on the other side. “Bella?” My assumption is correct, and I choose to ignore his voice that echoes in my room. “May I come in?”

      “If you are going to apologize then you might as well leave,” my voice croaks out. The other side of the wooden door is quiet, and then the handle turns before the door creaks open. I narrow my eyes, but do not look towards the door. “I told you to leave.”

      “At least give me the chance to explain,” Augustine begs. My lips purse into a thin line. My eyes settle for the crease in the blankets in front of me instead. “My behavior was unacceptable. I am aware that I hurt you, and I am sorry. It is my animal instincts, I could not help it.” I find my heart thawing and tilt back my head to stare at him. “That rose is the only reminder to me that this is real, that this curse I am living in is real.”

      I stare at Prince Augustine longer. He had not been cursed for his misdeeds, Sarabi had cursed him because she was jealous yet did not truly love the Prince for who he was. “Augustine . . .” My breath hitches when he drops down to his knees.

      “Please, say you will forgive me?” His blue eyes are wide and bright. I nod, and his shoulders sag in relief. “Thank you,” he thinks for a moment before adding, “how does your arm fare?”

      I look down at the bandage, “It will be well in a day or two, the wound was not deep.”

      “Good, and your ankle?” he asks.

      Moving my right foot, my ankle does not hurt as badly as it first had. “A little better. Walking will not hurt it as much.”

      “Then this will make it all the more easier,” he says softly.

      My dark eyes move to stare at his face. “I do not understand.” I say, looking at him confused.

      Prince Augustine does not meet my eyes. “You may return the rose to Sarabi, and you may return home.”

      “I do not understand,” I mumble again. “You wish for me to leave?”

      “I think it would be best, yes,” he admits, turning away from where I lay propped up on the bed. My fingers curl against the blankets. “I will send Marymagglyn to help you dress, and I will have her send the rose along with you.”

      “You are allowing me to give back the rose?” I ask, bewildered.

      “Yes.” He lets out a heavy sigh. “I feel it would be in your best interest to give it back, seeing as how Sarabi will not allow me within her sights. Perhaps you will have better luck.”

      Without another word, he walks out of the chambers, and my heart protests loudly to stay here with the beastly prince.
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      Marymagglyn helped me dress an hour later after Prince Augustine had shown up at my door, demanding that I return home. To a home that did not exist any longer. “You look ill, child.”

      My eyes flicker to the looking glass mirror, looking over my shoulder to where the female gargoyle is hunched forward to pull the strings to the back of the dress tight together. I came to the estate wearing a tunic and leggings, the only thing I am allowed to wear back are the leather boots that the witch had given me.

      “I am saddened by the idea of leaving all of you,” I admit, averting my gaze away from the female gargoyle.

      “We are as well, but, Bella, you have a home and a family that are probably worried sick about you.” Marymagglyn finishes tying the dress and hobbles back away from me. I turn and climb down from the pedestal stool.

      “My family . . .,” I choke back a small gasp, feeling my lips go numb. I shake my head, and Marymagglyn pats my shoulder with her curved claws.

      “They will be glad to see you, I am sure.” She smiles, and the wrinkles in her stone face crack, but her smile dims. “The master has his intentions at heart.”

      My lips return to normal, even as I whisper, “Your master wanted me to stay, did he not?”

      She nods, her horns catching the light’s attention and shine brightly against the sun. “Yes. But the master has his stubborn ways. Even if he cannot admit that the thought of bringing you harm hurts more so than allowing you to leave.”

      My eyebrows furrow, “Even though I was not a prisoner?”

      “Yes, even though.” Marymagglyn agrees. “However, he will forever remain stubborn about wanting you to stay.”

      “What if I wish to stay?” I ask.

      The female gargoyle shakes her head, “Unfortunately his mind is made up. What he did last night…. He did that without a rational thought in his mind. The beast within his heart cannot be easily swayed by a lass as beautiful and radiant as you.”

      My face flushes with warmth. “Surely, you jest about such a thing.”

      “His words echo what his heart cannot bear to say.” Marymagglyn says as she gives me her backside and allows me to climb across her back once more. My arms loop around her stone neck as she walks out of the chamber I had called my own for a fortnight and carries me down the grand staircase.
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        * * *

      

      I stand outside the entrance to the estate. The air is bitter cold, and my breath clouds my face when I let out a tiny sigh. The clouds hanging above my head have cast out the sunlight and bring the promise of snow. Tilting back my head to stare up at the sky, the promise is kept as it begins to snow big chunks of white.

      A horse neighs loudly, and I turn my head to the left to where the sound is coming from. A small gelding is being led by the reins by the female gargoyle. She is the only one wishing me a farewell; not even the rest of the servants nor the prince himself are seeing me off. My chest aches when my head turns to look up at the tallest tower where, no doubt, the beastly prince is watching from behind the curtains.

      Putting my left foot in the stirrup, I sling my injured leg over the other side of the brown gelding, even if it is not very ladylike. At this point in time, I could hardly care less. Marymagglyn watches me as I clutched the reins tightly in my grasp. “Once you leave this estate,” she says, “you will not be able to return. It was by chance that you found us once, do not expect to locate us again.” Her face falls as she pulls away.

      My head once again turns to look up at the forbidden estate castle. The highest tower where Prince Augustine watches but does not bother to wish me a proper farewell. I scowl when I drop my head to the path in front of me. I nudge the mare in the ribs and she begins to trot down the stone path that has been cleared of snow as the horse takes us to the open iron gates.
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      The edge of the Forbidden Forest comes into view after spending the better part of the day riding the gelding through the snow and landing in the woods where it became spring once more. Being left alone with my thoughts for hours was making me wish I could turn the gelding around and bolt back to the estate castle. My ankle is sore, my arm throbs from the movement of having to steady the horse countless times, and I am pretty sure that there is no direction I am actually heading.

      I pull on the reins, letting the mare came to a halt when the tree line gives way, and the crystal lake where I had first met the witch comes into view. Her hut is still in the exact same spot. “Witch!” I shout, as I climb down on shaky legs from the gelding and keep a tight hold of the reins. The sky had darkened with a storm on the horizon. The wind begins to howl, almost cutting off my next words, as I limp to the hut. “Witch!” I shouted again, “I know you’re in there, open up!” My fist pounds on the door to the hut.

      “Who is trespassing on my land?” I hear the voice say within.

      My eyes narrow as the wind smacks my hair around. “You know who is trespassing. Come out, I have something that belongs to you.” I back away from the door as it slowly creaks open, despite the wind howling in my ears and tugging at my dress.

      “Have you brought what I desired?” the voice asks. ,

      I nodded, “Yes, yes, I did. Now let me in.” I push past the door. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and a flash of lightning illuminates the inside of the hut as I stumble inside. My teeth began to chatter as a downpour lets loose outside. The door slams shut behind me.

      “If you must, please do come in and warm yourself by the fire,” the witch said sarcastically, hissing out her words. She sounds more like a snake and less like the nice witch I had met two weeks ago.

      I look around the hut’s interior, as I hang up the cape she had given me on a hook near the door. My eyes stray to the table in the center of the hut, where the same platter of food had been left untouched, and it looked in pristine condition, as if it had just been picked and cleaned this very morning.

      I moved over to the hearth and put my palms outward to face the crackling flames to warm myself up. With riding the horse for the better part of the day, I felt exhausted beyond measure. Tapping echoed from behind me, and I knew the witch was growing impatient. “Produce to me what I have lost, and you shall have your reward,” she said simply.

      I angle my head to look over my shoulder to where she stands near the table and a platter of food. “If I give you what I have found . . . then we have to switch the deal we made prior.”

      Her violet eyes blink in surprise. “What on earth would make you think I would agree to such a notorious idea?”

      “Because unless you give me what I ask for, then you will not be getting your grimy hands on this,” I say, as I tug open the flap to the tiny satchel that contains the rose wand.

      The witch’s eyes light up with excitement, “It would depend on the offer, child.” Her lips curl into a sinister smile.

      I hold up the bauble in my hands, still near the hearth as I turn completely around. “I want you to free Prince Augustine and his servants from the curse you put him under. Your rose wand, for his curse.”

      The witch pulls out a nearby wooden stool and has to take a seat. I think I have shocked her beyond words. Her violet eyes blink rapidly. “You wish for me to break the curse over the monster that has dared to defy me?” Her eyes narrow and her lips purse into a thin line. Then she’s standing up, knocking the stool behind her. “Do you think me a fool!?”

      Lifting up her hands, the interior of the hut crumbles, and I nearly stumble forward when the ground begins to shake. Behind me, the stone hearth is no longer standing, but the flames of the fire still flickers with life, as they begin to dance around me in a circle. I let out a scream and cover my face with my hands, beginning to inhale the smoke.

      Coughing, I try to find an opening, but my eyes are beginning to water. “Witch!” I shout over the sound of the roaring fire. The thatched roof over my head is gone, and with it, the mysterious rain cloud that is now only producing lightning.

      “Did you honestly think I would honor this end of the deal?” The witch cackles above the sound of the roaring flames.

      “We had a deal!” I shout, then bend at the waist coughing. The flames do not move any closer, and, for that, I am grateful, even if smoke is billowing in my face.

      “I never agreed to the promise, you little wench!” She laughs again. “I never promise anything, and now you shall die!” When my bleary eyes focus in on the witch, in her hands she clutches the rose wand, the wand that had somehow escaped from my satchel. The witch waves the wand in the air, even as she shouts in Latin, “Behold my thunder, rain of fire and torture!”

      The flames around me in a circle flicker to purple, before they begin to rise up to encase me in a dome of fire. I scream at the top of my lungs, “AUGUSTINE!”

      The witch laughs as she backs away, “He will not come for you, he is a true beast! I only changed his outward appearance that showed the monster beneath!” She turns and walks away, leaving me to my fiery fate.

      I get down on my knees and clasp my hands together to pray even as the flames do not disperse nor do they let up with their heated gazes. I could feel their eyes on me, those of my village of people that I have failed. I cough and shut my eyes, not wanting to see their disappointment in choosing to save the Prince’s life over an entire village.

      Prince Augustine

      I pace the quarters of my chambers, stepping on pieces of broken glass near the shattered windows of my balcony. The cuts on my paws are deep, and small pools of blood leave tracks as I pace, but I can hardly deem them enough to care for the wounds. The pain I feel in what I thought was once a stone cold heart, is nothing to what I feel like I am experiencing. The pain comes at me like a wave beating against the shore, swift and graceful, yet leaving power in its wake.

      She had left. The only girl I truly got to know and did not bed the fortnight I rescued her, had become precious to me. A precious gift that I took for granted and let her slip through my claws. I look out to the land below my balcony and stifle the urge to roar my fury when I see Bella climb aboard a gelding and take off, flying away like a baby bird taking flight for the first time without a parent to guide them.

      And I had let her go, I had to, for it was the right thing to do. Growling under my breath, I turn away from the balcony and continue to pace. “Giving her the rose must have been the most foolish thing I could have done.”

      “I would have thought the foolish thing to do was letting her leave,” a female voice says as her claws make clicking noises against the marble flooring. I stop pacing to bend my head to be eye level with the female gargoyle that still chose to remain at my side, curse or no curse.

      “You think me a fool, Marymagglyn?” I asked curiously. She has never been one to fear my temper, human or beast. Her courage is remarkable.

      “Aye sir, I do,” Marymagglyn states, before moving to sweep up the broken glass near my feet. “But I understand why you let her go.”

      “You do?” My question must reflect the surprise in my eyes when she looks up to give me a stony expression.

      “Aye, that I do. When you love someone enough to give them what their hearts desire, then they know you trust and honor them,” Marymagglyn says as she bends down and sweeps at the broken glass.

      I hesitate before mumbling softly. “You think I love her. A girl like her cannot love a beast like me.”

      “Do not sell yourself short, Your Highness,” the female gargoyle says as she straightens up, dustpan and broom in her claws. “Bella thought about staying here, regardless of your outward appearance. What she found underneath, was a better treasure than returning home.”

      My eyes light up in excitement. “You really think she would stay here?”

      Marymagglyn smiles, “Yes, I do believe so.”

      “Then what am I standing around here for?” I mumble, a smile twisting my snout in an awkward state. “I have to find her!”
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        * * *

      

      My snout to the ground, my nostrils flare as I come across the scent of jasmine and pine. Bella, hold on, I am coming for you! Digging my claws against the frozen earth, I journey past the winter of where I am forever doomed to live during the only season, before entering the Forbidden Forest.

      I am not afraid, for I am the biggest thing in the woods. I surpass fallen trees, uprooted bushes and leave lesser animals terrified as I run on all fours. My breath is hot and heavy, and the matted fur is weighing me down, but I will not slow down. Not until I find Bella and can bring her back to my estate home safely.
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        * * *

      

      Smoke rises in the north, the same direction I am headed. Heart pounding against my chest, I fear the worst. A scream tore through the air, and my heart nearly gives out. “Bella, hold on!” I howl my response as I dash forward, slamming into tree trunks half my size, jumping over large boulders, and racing through sharp prickle bushes that leave tiny snags in my fur.

      When I enter the clearing of the trees, I stumble to a halt for a split second. In the middle of the clearing is an entire dome made of purple flames, and kneeling inside the small circle of fire is none other than Bella. “Bella!” I howl, moving swiftly to her side.

      Her head jerks upright, and her eyes snapped open as I draw closer. “Augustine!” She coughs, bending her head as she holds up her hands to cover her nose against the plumes of smoke. She should have perished by now, but I cannot think of another reason as to why she would still be alive, unless the witch plans to torture her by roasting her alive.

      “Bella, I swear I will get you out of here!” I shout, trying to find a way inside the fiery dome. Her face has ash strewn across her cheeks, and her eyes are bloodshot as I stalk closer, trying to find a way in. She still kneels in the center of the dome of fire. “Bella, listen to me, I swear I will find a way, just hold on a little longer!”

      Bella watches me for a few seconds, before her entire body begins to shake. “Augustine . . . I . . .” She goes to say more, but then her brown eyes roll into the back of her head, and she faints, the end of her hair catching on fire.

      I curse and lunge forward, fire be damned, and look around inside the dome, grasping at Bella’s limp body in my arms. I put out the fire on her hair and look around. I cradle her face to my chest, hoping to stop her from inhaling any more smoke. Cursing louder, I try to jump out of the dome of fire, but my fur is already crispy in certain spots and my tail almost lost against the flames.

      “Well, what a lovely surprise. I did not expect to see you here.” A loud female voice sends the fur along the back of my spine rising; my eyes dart to where the female is speaking, a voice that I thought I knew so well when I was a young, naive fool of a man.

      “Sarabi.” My upper lip curls back, and she lifts up her dainty hands, her smile sending my stomach twisting into knots, and when she drops her arms, the fire dome extinguishes.

      Sarabi

      The fire dome flickers out, and the beast is cradling the little wench in his grasp. Narrowing my dark-purple gaze at him, I step forward and hold out my hands. His sharp blue eyes flicker to me, and he bites back a loud growl, his upper lip curling back to reveal those sharp teeth.

      Ravonette remains unconscious in his arms, and I fight a smile. I wanted her to be burnt to ashes, but having Augustine watch her burn would have been more delightful.

      “Sarabi.” His voice says my name again and leaves goosebumps across my exposed skin. “Why did you do it?”

      “You will have to be more specific, darling.” I cannot help the smile that graces my lips.

      “You know what I mean!” he snapped at me. “Why did you put her there, what had she ever done to you?”

      “She demanded that I help you, and I was not about to let all my hard work go to waste on a simple peasant girl,” I say, holding up the rose wand in my right hand, I stroke the red petals tenderly. “It took me years to get the potion just right, and it took all my power to put you there, I was not about to let it all be ruined by a peasant girl who happened to see the good in you.”

      “You were going to kill Bella simply because she asked to break my curse?” he asks bewildered.

      “No, you fool!” I snap at him, losing my patience. My hair floats around as the wind begins to stir. “The wench made a deal with me, but she didn't know I did not intend to keep my promise.”

      “What did you promise her, Sarabi?”

      I press a kiss to one of the petals, a smile still on my face. My gaze settles on the beastly prince. “This rose is special, and you took it from me. She was willing to do anything, even go to a castle filled with a horrible, mangy beast, in the hopes to save the thousand souls I murdered in a village fire.”

      Augustine gives a surprised look then roars loudly. “WHY WOULD YOU DO SUCH A HEINOUS ACT?”

      “No need to shout, dear,” I use my left hand to tap my ear. “I am not deaf.”

      “Answer my question, witch,” he snaps, flashing his teeth at me again.

      “Your threats are harmless to me, Augustine. Or did you forget who created you?” I give him a smug smile, when he does not try to advance towards me. Not with the girl nestled in his arms. “That is what I thought.” I hold up the rose wand for further inspection. “You took great care and kept the rose in pristine condition. I admire your tender care. Now,” I continue to speak, and he watches me through heavy-lidded eyes. “Hand over Ravonette, and I will turn you back into the human prince you once were.”

      “Ravonette?” He blinks a few times in confusion, then glances down at the girl in his arms. “Ravonette,” he purred softly, almost nuzzling her face affectionately, it is enough to make me sick to my stomach.

      “Yes, yes, the girl’s name is Ravonette. Now, hand her over, and you will be a human prince once more,” I say bitterly.

      His eyes stray to my face, trying to see if he can call my bluff. “You will not harm the girl?”

      I give him a wry smile, “Why, Augustine, do you not trust me?”

      “No. I don’t,” he says sharply and without hesitation.

      I frown, “Good. I suppose it’s for the best. I do not need her, anyhow.” I hold up my hands, and the wind begins to whip against my hair and dress, lifting them both up, and the beastly prince lets out a snarl.

      “Witch, what are you doing?”

      “Putting an end to this happily ever after!” I spit out, before beginning to chant out a spell. “Bubble, bubble, toil and trouble. The girl who stole a beastly king’s heart is a fool. Create a monster from her inside out, and let her rot under the reflecting sun. By dawn of three days time, she shall prick her finger on a silver spinning wheel, and die!”
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      I feel something soft caress my cheek. My eyes slowly open as if they have been closed for a long time. When my eyes focus after spinning for several seconds, I stare up at feverish blue eyes. "Augustine?" I ask, my voice is hoarse.

      "Ravonette," he says in a hushed growl. "You are awake, I was beginning to doubt you would ever wake again."

      I feel my eyebrows pull together in a frown. My head feels heavy as if there is a pressure against my skull as I try to sit up. I look around behind Augustine and find myself back in the estate castle. Perhaps my time with the witch was only a horrible nightmare?

      I let out a small hiss of pain and glance down. My arms are covered in soot and ash, some parts of my skin are raw and covered with multiple blisters. "It was not a dream," I whispered to myself.

      "No," Augustine agrees, "it was no dream." When my eyes return to his face, his blue eyes are dark and ringed with anger.

      "What happened to me? I do not remember much," I admit, wanting to know what had happened after he had came to my rescue. I recalled passing out, but that was about all I could remember.

      "Sarabi took away the fire and placed a curse upon your head, for wanting to help me," Augustine says bitterly.

      My eyes widened in surprise, "A curse? What curse?" I go to throw the coverlet off my body and realize that beneath the blanket, I have no clothing. My cheeks flush crimson red as Augustine stands up, and turns to the satchel that I had left behind at the witch's cottage, near my bedside.

      He pulls out the looking glass mirror that he had given me as a gift, and then held the mirror up to my face. I stare at the mirror in confusion. "I do not understand, did you ask to see something?"

      "No," he growls out softly as he hands me the mirror. I accept the silver handle and swallow back the tears that were threatening to crawl up my throat. "This is Sarabi's curse."

      "I do not see anything," I say softly, my hands trembling.

      "Then you realize you are cursed?" Augustine asks gently. I hand the mirror back to him and he turns to tuck it away in my satchel once more.

      "But I do not see anything," I murmur again, confused as to what he means by 'cursed'. "There is nothing wrong with me."

      Augustine shakes his head, his fur bristling in certain spots along the curve of his large neck. "You do not understand, you are not yourself. You have been cursed."

      "You keep saying, 'cursed', but I do not comprehend the 'how'?" I question, feeling my head began to throb. I reach up to touch my head and notice how unnaturally pale my skin has become. "What . . .?" I blink in shock, marveling at how smooth and blemish-free my hand is, I lift up my other hand and inspect them both at the same time.

      "Now you understand," he says softly, but it comes out in the form of a low growl. "You are cursed. Your eyes are no longer brown, but gold. Your hair is longer as are your fingernails. Your skin is white, whiter than snow. Your face is all sharp with no features." I touch my face, running my hands across the edge of my jaw, feeling the bone stick out as if I had tried to starve my body. "And," he continues to add the last part that sends chills down my spine. "After Sarabi left from cursing you, the sun broke through the clouds, and your body began to burn as if you were on fire from the inside out."

      My eyes flicker to his face, confused. "I began to burn?"

      "That is what the blisters are from," he says, reaching up a paw to point with a clawed finger at the welts lining my arms. "After taking you out of the sun, your skin began to heal."

      Swallowing back the tears clawing their way up my throat, my chest feels tight. "How long have I been asleep?" I ask in a whisper. I am afraid to know, afraid to know what I have become.

      "Two days, during the night, you ask for blood," Augustine says, averting his gaze.

      "B-Blood?" I stuttered, feeling my throat close up with the need to grab a chamber pot and puke up all the supposed blood that is residing in my body. "Do I ask for food, water?"

      "No." His voice is firm. "And tomorrow . . .," he hesitates and stops speaking altogether.

      "What am I? What happens tomorrow?" I ask, feeling anxious and nauseous to my stomach.

      "Do not worry about it, I am sure it means nothing. And I am not sure what you have become," Augustine admits.

      I swallow hard, "I know what I have become, a monster."
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        * * *

      

      Augustine does not say a word, even as he leaves to go speak with the gargoyles about my current state. Marymagglyn is told not to disturb my chambers unless I ask, although I am puzzled by how the prince is acting. When it is dark outside my window, I feel restless after dozing for two days without waking. I climb out of bed and put on the blue dress, before moving to the open window.

      A cool breeze beckons me to stand outside, in the snow, under the bathing moonlight.
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        * * *

      

      Hurrying outside in only the blue dress, I feel as if I am flying. My feet do not seem to reach the marble flooring as I race down the grand staircase, the ends of my hair whipping against my face once I stand outside. It begins to snow, and I do not feel the biting chill to return inside where I can warm myself near the stone hearth in my chambers.

      "Ravonette." I hear my name being called, and I whirl on my heels, my skin prickling with unease. I recognized the male voice speaking, his voice echoing all around me as he repeats my name. His voice whispers against my skin and makes me shiver.

      "Grant? Where are you?" I ask, my eyes flickering all around me. It may be night, but my eyes are swimming with color, and I do not feel the least bit tired, cold, hungry. It is as if someone has turned nighttime into day, for I do not need the sun to be my guiding light.

      "I am here, my Bella, I am waiting for you." Grant's voice startles me as I quickly turn in the opposite direction and look around for my dead fiance, not spying him anywhere.

      "Waiting . . . waiting where?" I ask.

      "Follow my voice, my Bella. I will take you to where I wait."

      Prince Augustine

      Marymagglyn watches as I come down the grand staircase. "How does the lady fair?" She asked, concerned for Ravonette's well-being.

      I hesitate, my tail flickering nervously. "She has finally awakened." I continue down the final steps before my claws begin to click against the marble flooring.

      The female gargoyle trails behind me. "This curse placed upon her, the enchantress will release Bella, will she not?"

      "She is no enchantress." I snapped, feeling my upper lip curl back. "She is what she is, a wolf in sheep's clothing. A witch." The fur along my spine bristles the more I think about Sarabi. "She will not release Bella, not until she gets what she desires,"

      "And what pray tell would that entail?" Marymagglyn asks when I come to a halt, noticing the main entrance door is sprung wide open.

      "Until everything I love is destroyed," I say bitterly, before I move swiftly to the open door and stare out in the blizzard that has taken residence outside the estate castle.
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        * * *

      

      "You won't find her here," the seductive female voice says, and I turn on my heels, baring my fangs at her.

      "Why are you here?" I demand, staring down the woman with eyes that are shining purple in the dimly-lit corridor. The female gargoyle is nowhere in sight. "Begone, witch, I am through with you!" I snap my teeth for good measure, hoping she will not call my bluff as she had two days prior.

      "But I am not through with you yet, my pet." Sarabi's lips curl into a sinister smile. "How does the wench like her curse?"

      "She thinks herself a monster." I growl loudly. "All because you cursed her simply because she wished to break mine."

      Sarabi narrows her eyes, "Every soul deserves a curse, regardless if I actually cast the spell or not. Tomorrow she will die, just as she should have in that village fire."

      "Why did you burn her village?" I demand.

      Sarabi's smile fades, and her lips purse into a thin line. "I thought it obvious, a thousand souls to collect, and I will have the ultimate power to rule the kingdom!" She raises her hands for a dire effect, and I scowl.

      "You are a fool if you think you will rule my kingdom." I tell her, scolding her like the womanly child she is.

      Sarabi drops her arms, and a sly grin spreads across her face, changing her appearance from one of beauties to an ugly hag. The hag that I now saw for who she truly was, inside and out. "Oh? And if I told you that I could take away Ravonette's curse, in exchange for your life and your kingdom, what would be your answer?"

      Sarabi

      "You would take away Ravonette's curse?" The beastly prince asked, his blue eyes widening in surprise.

      I nod, "Of course, after all, who wants to be a monster for all eternity?"

      His eyes narrow and his upper lip curls back, but he does not try to defend the words that his little wench had muttered. "Only if you take away her curse, then you may have my life."

      "Excellent!" I slap my palms together excitedly. "Find her and bring her to my cottage. I shall be waiting for your return." Gathering dust in my hands, I twirl my finger and disappear from the estate castle as surely as I had come inside without alerting the gargoyle servants.
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        * * *

      

      I arrive at my little hut, my cottage that was small enough to look like a tiny shack on the outside, yet the interior could be portrayed as a large cottage with a thatched roof and a stone hearth.

      Flinging off the dark-red cape around my shoulders, I watch as it dances in the air like a phantom before hooking itself to a nail along the wall near the door off to my left. I stalk further into the cottage, whistling softly at the broom. The broom comes alive and begins to sweep away the ash that had been left over from the fire that I had unfortunately tried to set aflame the little wench only a few days prior.

      “Soon,” I say aloud, the word dancing upon my tongue. My lips form into a genuine smile. “Soon this kingdom and it’s king will all bow down to me.” Throwing back my head and waving my arms, I spin around the room of the cottage, laughing with glee.

      Prince Augustine

      I have searched the entire estate castle and the small cottage up on the hill in the woods. No trace of Ravonette has been found. There is no sign that she took a horse, nor any footprints, at least not with the continuous blizzard that has swept across the land since Sarabi’s departure.

      “No sign of her?” I snap my teeth at Cogin who bows, although his entire stone body is shaking.

      “N-No, sire. No sign of the girl,” Cogin replies. I waved him away, not wanting to deal with him.

      Growling under my breath, I stalk to where I can barely peer out from the balcony, “My Bella, where are you?” My breath hangs in the air as I look out into the white winter that has never ended. I could only hope that she had not frozen to death or been eaten by wolves.

      Sarabi

      Today is the day.

      Throwing the blanket from on top of me, I climb out of the small bed near the stone hearth and stretch my limbs over my head. A smile makes its way onto my face, my bare feet hit against the wood flooring as I move to the center of the cottage and mumble a few words in Latin.

      I drop my hands as a beautiful carved golden spindle wheel appears in front of me. Inching forward, I reach out and caress the edge of the wheel. “My beautiful Draken, it has been some time since I last had need of you.” I purr, the wheel begins to turn as I take my hand away.

      “Do you have need of me again, Enchantress?” Draken, the spindle wheel asks in Latin.

      I give the barest of nods. “Yes, my enchanting one. The prince has finally made me an offer that I shall not refuse. When he hands over the wench, his life and his kingdom will be mine.”

      “Beautiful dawn,” he whispers in Latin, “you will find the horizon peaking when it’s your time to rule once more.”

      The smile fades from my face, and my purple eyes narrow. “Do not call me that name.” I snap at Draken. The wheel stops spinning for a split second, then he continues to spin. My gaze flickers to the closed door. “He will be here soon….”

      “You are aware that I had three fairies to help seal away the first queen. Without their help, what makes you so sure I can seal away her beastly son?” Draken asks.

      I take a deep breath, then turn away from the spindle wheel. “The first queen got what she deserved. She ruled with an evil hand. Even if the three good fairies no longer exist in this world or the next, I will not stand for the beastly prince taking what rightfully belongs to me.”

      “Aurora, one day you will find that ruling a kingdom is not what you long for,” Draken says softly.

      I turn and snap my fingers. The spindle wheel disappears. My upper lip curls back. “I am Aurora no longer,” I growled out before beginning the proper spell to drain Prince Augustine’s life away.

      Sarabi

      The spindle wheel appears again after a few hours have passed. At the stroke of midnight, Ravonette will be free of her curse, and Prince Augustine’s reign would cease to exist. “Draken, everything is prepared.” When he does not answer, I scowl, before moving forward to kick one of his legs. “No sleeping when we have so much to do!”

      “I was not asleep, I was resting my eyes.”

      Rolling my violet eyes heavenward, I mumble under my breath. “You do not have any eyes.”

      “Nay, I do not. For if I still did, they would be hindered on sight by you,” Draken admits.

      “Prince Charming, indeed,” I say softly. “However, flattery is beyond useless at this point. Now, tell me what I must do.”

      The wheel begins to turn slowly, and then Draken speaks. “Take my needle to the water below, where the vampire breathes slow. Reveal your true intentions of uniting the kingdoms as one and let her decide her fate.”

      My eyes widen, “You wish me to inform her that I plan to take the throne?”

      “And you will be given the land promised to you. She must touch the needle and fall asunder, only then will you be a conqueror–” Draken abruptly stops speaking, and the wheel has stopped moving.

      Pursing my lips into a thin line, I reach out and yanked the golden needle from where it rests to help spin thread into gold, before waving a hand and vanishing from the cottage.
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      “Hello, Ravonette. How are you faring?” My eyes flicker to the woman who had trapped me, all by luring me away from the estate castle with a mere trick. The voice of my ex fiance, Grant, whose voice I had followed until I had been unable to see the large mouth of a pit swallowing me whole. Sarabi peeks her head over the edge of the pit and kicks a small rock down, I shuffle backwards so as to not be hit.

      “I fare wonderfully. Especially for one that has trapped me down here,” I hissed between clenched teeth. There is a burning, a deep ache in my bones, and it makes my body wants to shrivel up like a spoilt grape left in the sun. The ache causes me so much pain that it makes my teeth hurt, and I can feel my top two front teeth growing longer than the average human teeth, and it frightens me so.

      “Unfortunately, caution is sometimes needed, pet,” Sarabi says, and I tilt my head back to stare up at her through narrowed eyes. “I am surprised you have managed to live while being out in the sun, does the light not bother you?” she asks, seeming troubled.

      I shake my head, my hair sticking to my skin. “No, it does not bother me. The only thing that bothers me is being trapped down here.” No matter how many times I try to climb out of the pit, something sinister pushes me back down and onto my back so that it feels as if someone is sitting atop my chest, and I am unable to breathe.

      “I do so apologize for the inconvenience, however I had to be sure that my plans remained in motion. And because they have gone smoothly, I believe you no longer need to remain down there.” Sarabi crouches down and reaches out her hand, holding a firm grip around a golden needle.

      I blinked in surprise at the beautiful object. “What do you plan to do with that?”

      She laughs, “My dear, it’s merely a gift. A wand that will allow you to leave and go anywhere you wish. The future, the present, even to the past.” Sarabi gives me a knowing smile.

      “The past?” My heart leaps to my throat and quivers in excitement. I could return to the past, and stop the fire from destroying my village! My thought is short lived, when I think about Augustine, that I will never have met him.

      “Yes my pet,” Sarabi cooed, “you can travel to the past, but it comes with a price.”

      “What is this price?” I asked curiously.

      Sarabi still holds out the golden needle and in the glowing pre-dawn light, the needle shimmers like a precious jewel. “You remain cursed, even I have tried to break your curse, and it cannot be undone. However, if you take this needle, your beloved Prince will be human again.”

      A smile forms on my lips, then it vanishes just as quickly as it had come. “Why should I believe you? You have lied in the past.”

      Sarabi bends her arm, and the needle falls to the ground at my feet. I do not move to touch it, still keeping an eye on the witch. “Augustine betrayed my trust. I refused to be one of his lovers that only warmed his bed.” She stands, smoothing out the wrinkles in her dark-purple dress. Her violet eyes flash in the sunlight. “He betrayed my love by doing whatever he pleased. Rightfully so, I turned him into a beast, so he could see with his eyes for himself the true monster he came to be. Some call it cursed, I call it a lesson that needed to be taught.”

      “But he has changed!” I say, looking up at her with wide eyes. “I have seen it!”

      Sarabi waves her hand, dismissing the idea. “So he has, which is why I am able to undo his curse, only because the curse can be broken. Announce him as the love of your life, and his human form will become his again.”

      “Love of my life?” I stutter. “I have barely known him for long. . . .”

      She turns to go, “Whatever you wish, know that only you can be saved. Your curse will soon be at an end when the sun reaches high noon.”

      “Wait! What happens at high noon?” I ask, my heart gallops like a horse in my chest.

      “You will remain a vampyr, forever.” Sarabi vanishes in a plume of blue smoke.

      “Vampyr?” I look at where Sarabi had disappeared in confusion. “What is that?” I wonder out loud, as I glanced down at the golden needle and bend down to study its fine craftsmanship. I hesitate before reaching out to touch the needle, straightening up I hold up the needle for further inspection.

      The world blurs around me, and my eyelids grow heavy. My head feels as if there is pressure building up behind my eyes. A small gasp escapes past my lips and then the world goes black.

      Sarabi

      “The needle has been touched, the young vampyr girl slumbers,” Draken says as the wheel turns in the center of the cottage. I had just returned briefly, and a smile lights up my face, when I hear this good news.

      “Excellent! I must say, I am very pleased with this turn of events.” I step forward, reach out and caress the wheel. The spindle wheel hums beneath my touch. “Now, we just need to wait for the beast, and all will be as it rightfully should.”

      A loud growl echoes behind me, and I turn to find the beastly prince soaked to the bone, fur matted to his monstrous form. “Well, well, what a lovely surprise. Right on schedule. Please do come in.” A wry smile plasters across my face.

      “Where is Ravonette?” Augustine roars. The spindle wheel stops moving behind me. I stand in front of it protectively.

      “I believe I told you where she went,” I offer, still smiling.

      “No, you said she was not at my castle nor in the area. Where is she?”

      “Safe,” I say, narrowing my eyes. “For now. Until the end of our bargain is completed.”

      “Where is she?” Augustine demands for a second time, taking a step forward, a growl emanating from his throat.

      “She slumbers,” I admit, though the smile still remains on my face. “And she will continue to sleep until you hand over your life and your kingdom.”

      “Slumbers,” Augustine says, his blue eyes appearing puzzled. “Slumbers where?”

      “A young vampyr girl lies in a death-like sleep. Beyond the trees and river be, to where the glass coffin reflects the sea,” Draken mumbles behind me.

      I whirl on my heels, “Do not utter another sound!” I snap at him. The spindle wheel stops turning immediately. Turning back around, I face the beastly prince. “You have your answer, now give me what you stole.”

      Augustine growls again, sinking down to all fours. “I have taken nothing that does not belong to you!”

      “A kingdom that your mother gave you, that should have belonged to me!” My frustration is made clear.

      “My mother gave to me, because I am heir to the throne,” Augustine says, no longer growling.

      I roll my violet eyes. “Do not dare to question what I already know. Your mother was not fit to rule. Malif had no place ruling when she was cast out by the fairies.”

      “What are you implying, that my mother was one of the Fae folks?” Augustine ruffles his matted fur and bellows out a laugh. “Malif might have been a Queen, but she was never one of the Fae.”

      “She stole my kingdom from me, and I aim to reign as the rightful ruler.” I tilt back my chin. “Malif murdered my parents and turned my beloved prince into this.” I gesture to the spindle wheel. “I will take back my kingdom even if it is with my dying breath!”

      Augustine watches me as I lift up my hands. Wind batters against the cottage walls, howling like banshees as a storm begins to brew. “All ye listen well, I will tell you once a simple tale. A Princess of the Briar Wood, forced to live with the Fae. She pricked her finger on a spindle of a spinning wheel and slumbered for seventy years. True love’s kiss did not break her spell, for no longer was she good, but became evil. Malif ruled all, and alas, she bore a son, now the princess of the wood has finally won!”

      Prince Augustine

      “All your troubles begin anew, say goodbye to the old you. Whence you came from stone and timber, now return to briars yonder!” The spindle wheel shouts over the sound of Sarabi’s chanting, and then she lets out a silent scream, before disappearing.

      I straighten immediately, eyes wide when the spindle wheel forms into a man with short brown hair, dark-hazel eyes and is dressed in armor. “What did you do?” I ask the man.

      “I sent her back to the Briars, she is in no condition to be ruling a kingdom that has long since forgotten their Princess,” The man says, as he stretches his arms over his head.

      “She was speaking the truth? What forgotten princess is she?” I asked curiously.

      “Princess Aurora,” the man says, slumping his shoulders forward. He lets out a small sigh. “She will not be pleased that I have returned her there. It was my mistake for allowing her to dabble in the dark arts that Malif once used.”

      I frown, “My mother never would have used any magic to hurt anyone.”

      “A time before you were born boy,” the man says, his green eyes turning cold. “She turned herself into a dragon and tried to kill me. I slayed her beastly form, and in return for not killing her completely as I probably should have, I was granted magical powers. I learned spells and in turn, taught Aurora.” He reaches up to run a hand through his hair. “However, that did not bode well. I apologize if she has caused you a great misfortune.”

      “It is in the past,” I state simply, even if I wished to wring his scrawny neck.

      The man nods, “I am Prince Phillip Draken.” He takes a gallant bow. “I lost my prince title the day I became a spindle wheel.” He straightens, “Now I go by Draken.”

      I nod in return. “Where will you go, if Sarabi is back where she belongs? And what about Ravonette and my curses, can they be undone?”

      “I will return to the Briars, to try and teach Aurora the true meaning of love and friendship once more. She, too, slumbers away, and she will remain that way until I see fit.” Draken gives a wry smile. “However, as for the curses, she was correct, no one can undo curses. Only true love’s kiss can break free of yours, but Ravonette’s curse is difficult to say.”

      My shoulders sag, “So, she will remain cursed as a vampyr?”

      “It might wane over time, but one can never be so certain. You should know, she will live a great deal longer than you,” Draken admits.

      I give a small nod, “I am well aware.”

      “Good,” Draken says, “She is in the glade, where her village used to thrive.”

      I turn and hesitate to leave, angling my head, my blue eyes find Prince Phillip Draken, his eyes watching me intensely. “What happens if my curse does not come undone?”

      “That I am not allowed to say,” Draken mumbles before he, too, disappears from my sight.
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          SIX YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      I finger the beautiful red gown that is draped across my body that feels like I am wearing rippling water with the waves rolling downward as it pools onto the floor with a train in the back. A sweetheart neckline curves against my chest, a white satin ribbon wrapped around the bodice that shimmers with sparkles. Small swirls of flowers are in patterns across the bottom of the dress.

      A stout woman rushes around the room, calling for her son to bring her more pins so that she can probably address my long hair that seems to continue growing no matter how short it is cut. “Chester, I need those pins!” she hollers, and I have to fight the urge to wince. My hearing has become impeccable with sensitivity and the range of motion and activity in the castle is in an uproar with the final preparations for the ceremony that is about to take place.

      “Marymagglyn,” I say, reaching out to catch the older woman’s arm. As my cool fingers touch her skin, she gives a small shudder that I try not to notice. It has been over six years since she became a human again, and her body is still unaccustomed to the temperatures of cold and warmth. No longer a gargoyle, she has been quite the little spitfire since I told Augustine that he was the love of my life, after he had woken me from a slumber that nearly had put me in an early grave. “The boy can only move so quickly, I could fetch them. . . . ”

      “You are not leaving these chambers until you are properly dressed!” Marymagglyn says, giving me a shake of her head. Her gray hair is long and curls around the top of her shoulders. Her fingers are nimble as I drop my hand from her arm, and she fusses with the long sleeve of my wedding dress.

      Augustine had proposed and although it saddens me that I can never venture outside during the daylight, he thought perhaps a beautiful sunrise ceremony would be perfect for us. I was overwhelmed because we had known each other for five years after my awakening as the first vampyr in creation, all thanks to the lovely witch who is still sleeping in her own curse to this day.

      Prince Draken did not want to take any chances that Sarabi would come back with a vengeance. After all, she did not get what she wanted in life, to rule the kingdom that the villagers had forgotten about their begotten princess of the briar wood.

      Cogin and London, both come inside my chambers to assist me as I walk out of my chamber once my hair is properly adorned with jewels and pins, and helped me walk down the grand spiraling downcase to meet Augustine.

      However, the strength in my legs could have helped me through the long wedding procession. My eyes focus in front of me, and my heart pounds against my chest, when I see Augustine standing in the center of the ballroom. He cannot see me, but I can see him clear as day.

      The ballroom has been lit with a thousand candles, and everyone is excitedly whispering in hushed voices as I descend the stairs. Blue eyes are sparkling, beautiful brown hair tied to the nape of his neck, a smile on his lips. Wearing golden armor that symbolizes his wealth and social status, as now king of his kingdom, he holds out a hand as I leave Cogin, London, Marymagglyn, and Chester behind.

      For my legs have carried me to the man of my dreams, even as they did over six years ago, after losing all my family and friends to a village fire due to a jealous princess who just wanted to rule.

      “Here is to forever,” Augustine says, as he grabs a wine stem glass and hoists it up in the air, to toast our ceremonial vows. My eyes flicker to his as I grab my own glass. Fear stabs at my heart like a blade, twisting with Augustine’s words.

      I will not have forever, because as a vampyr, Prince Draken says I will live forever as an immortal. Augustine is on borrowed time. Already his human body is beginning to wane, while I remain young, beautiful, and dangerous; raving blood and solitude of night. His curse had been broken, and even now Prince Draken searches for a cure, although he has yet to find one.

      But that does not matter to me, for I will find a way to be with Augustine forever, even if my new body does not tire.

      A smile graces my lips as I raise up my glass, “Forever.” I raise the glass to my lips and watch as Augustine drinks his wine, and my eyes zero in on the glass in my left hand. The drink is murky and smells divine. I down the glass before Augustine finishes his and give him a bashful smile. Blood is now the main thing I want, sometimes more than Augustine.

      However, blood will not stop me from loving Augustine. Sometimes, I find myself often wondering how my life became this way. All because of one rose. I was the last petal to fall into place in a world filled with monsters and magic.

      Augustine pulls me into his arms, and we dance the night away. Maybe a cure to the curse could be found. Maybe not. Either way, forever I will take as long as my beloved is by my side.
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