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Chapter 1

 

The heel of Martin’s broken boot flap-flap-flapped loosely against the mud as he trudged along the road. He had no coat to keep the rain off his shoulders—not anymore. The thick canopy of trees to either side blocked out the dim late-afternoon light that filtered through the clouds, but did nothing to keep the rain from his back. His clothes were so heavy with water that it was like wearing lead weights. Mud squelched in his boots, soaking his many-times-mended socks, leaving his feet numb with cold.

No coat. No horse and cart, either. And certainly not the hoped-for haul of rare spices. Even the last of his gold was gone—the very last, which he had meant to use for next week’s food and perhaps a new pair of boots. Gone, and him with nothing to show for it.

He shouldn’t have trusted the rumors. The ones that spoke of a rare shipment coming into port at midnight, with fine exotic spices aboard, and sailors eager to unload them on the first merchant willing to pay a fair price. But his fortunes had been low for years, lower with every year that went by. He could no longer afford to turn up his nose at an opportunity, no matter how suspicious it seemed in retrospect.

When he had heard the rumor, all he could think was that if he was the first person to find that shipment, he could turn his fortunes around. His daughters could live comfortably again, with more than two dresses apiece and never a question of whether there would be food on the table. He could raise them the way Melinda—rest her soul—would have wanted them raised. They could return home again, home at last, and leave behind this small village with its small people.

But it was not to be. The rumor had been a trick. No ship had been waiting for him at the port at midnight, only a gang of robbers. They had taken his money, taken his horse, taken even his threadbare old coat. His only luck—if luck he could call it—was that they had left him the shirt on his back.

And now it was another three days’ walk home. In the rain, awash in his shame, without the money for a bed or a hot meal on the way.

Lost in gloomy thoughts, he didn’t realize the woods had grown denser until he heard the howl of a wolf. He looked around and saw dense branches to all sides, stretching toward the road as if they were reaching for him. If it could be called a road anymore. The bare dirt under his feet was only a walking path now, not wide enough for a single horse.

He had taken a wrong turn. This wasn’t the road home.

He would have to find the road again soon. It would be dark before long, and there would be no moon tonight, not with these clouds. Once full darkness fell, he would have no hope of finding his way. And the wolves were already coming out.

He turned around and tried to retrace his steps. But the path only grew narrower, and the trees loomed closer. The raindrops tap-shush-tapped off the leaves with a sound like sharp whispers. A sudden cold wind sliced at him; he drew his arms around himself, but it did nothing to block out the chill.

Occasionally, he heard the scamper of feet: some small animal hurrying to get out of the downpour. He told himself it was that, and not footsteps following him down the twisting path. But he couldn’t resist looking over his shoulder every few steps.

As night fell, the forest turned murky, the sharply defined leaves becoming splotchy suggestions of shadows, oil on canvas. He could barely see the path ahead of him. He had not found the road. By now, he had to admit the truth—he was hopelessly lost. But he kept going, because the only alternative was to stop. If he stopped in the middle of these woods, his heart might explode like a frightened rabbit’s.

Then, a break in the shadows: a light in the darkness, a steady yellow glow. A cottage? Perhaps whoever lived there would take mercy on a pitiful stranger. His feet lightened as he hurried forward.

A sudden break in the trees revealed a vast, crumbling stone structure directly ahead. It was taller than any cottage, with moss-covered walls and half-broken towers. A castle.

A castle? Here in the middle of the forest?

From the look of it, the place had long since gone to ruin. But in its time, it must have been as grand as any royal seat. He shook his head at the oddity. He liked to think of himself as well-read, but never had he heard of an entire lost castle mere days from his home.

In one of the castle’s windows, the yellow glow shone through the darkness.

A tall stone wall had clearly once surrounded the castle. But most of it had crumbled away by now, revealing an overgrown garden within. A dried-up fountain in the shape of an angel with outstretched wings stood at the center, barely visible through the tangled rose vine that climbed over it. The vines also covered what was left of the stone wall, as well as much of the castle itself. Clearly no one had tended these roses in years—centuries, most likely. And yet they bloomed with the enthusiasm of any flower fussed over by the most attentive gardener.

They bloomed in all shades, from purest white to velvety black, from a pale blushing pink to a rich blood red. He quickened his steps without meaning to, drawn by their beauty. Drawn by memory.

He thought of Melinda—about how carefully she had attended the roses outside their old home, the home that they had lost when he had lost his fortune. He thought about his youngest daughter, who had dutifully taken care of the roses after Melinda had passed. She had brought cuttings with them to their new home, where they bloomed even now.

He stepped through a gap in the crumbled wall and caressed the soft, rain-smeared petals of a blood-red rose.

He could not bring his daughters back the family’s lost wealth, as he had hoped. But he could bring his youngest daughter something simple and beautiful, a token of his love for her. She deserved something beautiful, after all her years of tending Melinda’s roses, all her years of keeping the house tidy and their bellies fed. He loved his two older daughters very much, but even he had to admit they were… well… lazy. He couldn’t remember the last time either of them had lifted a finger to sweep a floor or cook a hot meal. But his Beauty… she did it without complaint, and without expectation of thanks.

He closed his fingers around the stem of the rose. Beauty deserved this.

Memory whispered softly at the back of his mind. Did she? Did she deserve this?

He slammed the door on the whispers, as he had since that terrible day. Yes, he told himself firmly, she did deserve this gift.

He plucked the rose—and cried out as a thorn pierced his thumb. Blood ran down his wrist before the rain washed it away.

Rose firmly in hand, he glanced up toward the light in the window, then over his shoulder, back the way he had come. Maybe he would be better off traveling through the night, and not chasing strange lights in the woods. Something about this castle—the fact that he had never heard so much as a whisper about it, perhaps—set him on edge.

But darkness had fallen in earnest now. What lay behind was only inky shadow. No matter how he searched, he couldn’t find even the thin ribbon of a path he had followed here.

His choice made for him, he crept along the edges of the overgrown garden, trying to avoid any further thorns, until he found a door.

The thick wood of the double doors looked remarkably untouched by rot. He grasped a golden knocker in the shape of a wolf’s head and gave a hesitant knock. When no one answered, he followed up with a stronger one.

Still no answer.

He looked over his shoulder once more, at the dark and the rain, and the disappeared path. There was nothing out there for him tonight.

He tried the door.

It swung open easily.

Inside, the castle was warm and dry. And yet he saw no evidence that anyone had lived here recently. The furniture was draped in heavy cloth; the candles in the wall sconces were nothing but burned-out nubs. When he called out softly—”Excuse me, I don’t mean to trouble you, I’m only a traveler seeking shelter from the storm”—only echoes of his own voice answered him.

But then where had that light come from?

If he concentrated, he could see the darkness lifting slightly ahead of him—a dull gray rather than an inky black. He followed that faint light down long hallways and through grand rooms full of impossible wealth. The sconces alone, with their inlaid gems, had to be priceless. And the art on the walls, ancient canvases painted with unknown figures dressed in fashions from times long past… what might a discerning lover or art or history pay for a collection like this?

A lesser man might have thought about everything he could steal from this place. But although Martin had always been a shrewd merchant, he had never been a thief. He sought only a hot meal and a warm bed. It didn’t seem likely that he would find either of those here, but at least, for now, he was dry.

At last, he entered a small study and found the source of the light: a fire crackling merrily in the fireplace. A small woman was bent over the fire, adding another log. She wore a simple dress and house slippers. Her hair was neatly tucked under a bonnet.

Martin cleared his throat. “Excuse me,” he began.

The woman jerked up. She spun to face him, wide gray eyes round with terror. But when those eyes landed on him, the expression that passed across her face looked strangely like relief.

Who had he expected to see?

“I’m sorry to disturb you so late,” Martin said. “I was traveling home along the road, and seem to have gotten terribly lost. If you could find it in your heart to give me a place to sleep for the night—”

“Leave,” she hissed, her voice tight with alarm. “Leave now.”

“I mean you no harm,” he said quickly. “I regret that I have no payment to offer you, but I would gladly work in exchange for—”

“Get out of here!” she urged, gesturing wildly. “Before—”

A wolf’s howl, much closer this time, cut off her words. The floor underneath him shook with the force of it. The paintings rattled in their frames.

The woman gathered her skirts and disappeared into the darkness.

Martin turned around, looking for the woman—and instead saw a dark silhouette in the doorway, large enough to fill the entire frame. The figure had the shape of a man… almost. He stood on two legs, and two muscular arms hung at his sides. But he was covered in dark, bristly fur. His knees bent at a strange angle. Claws glinted in the firelight at the ends of his fingers and between his toes. And his head, with two large pointed ears and a protruding muzzle, was not the head of a human.

The figure stepped closer, into the light.

Martin screamed.

The beast’s red eyes burned. He lifted his muzzle to the sky and let out another howl—this one filled with pure rage.

Martin tried to run. But the only way was past the beast. He never had a chance. The beast caught him easily by the arm with one large, furry paw. Claws pierced his skin, drawing blood.

Martin trembled in the thing’s grip. “Please,” he babbled. “I’m only a poor traveler. I was lost in the woods, and I saw a light. All I wanted was a place to sleep, and maybe a hot meal. And if you have neither to offer, I will gladly be on my way.”

“You wanted more than that, it seems,” said the beast in a low rumble that did not in the least resemble a human voice. He looked down at Martin’s trembling hand, where he still clutched the rose.

“I’m sorry,” Martin said. “I didn’t know those gardens belonged to anyone—they looked abandoned, you see. It was simply a gift for my daughter.”

The beast went still. He sniffed the air, as if catching a sudden scent. “A daughter, you say?”

“Yes. Yes, I have three daughters. I’m all they have left in the world. Please, have mercy on me and let me return home to them. I promise, I meant no disrespect. This place looked like a ruin, long empty.”

Except for the light in the window.

“My kingdom has not been abandoned,” the beast rumbled. “Only lost.”

“Your… kingdom?” Martin could almost understand a lost castle slipping out of memory, but an entire kingdom?

“It was small, but prosperous,” the beast said, his strange voice full of sorrow. “And now it is gone. Forgotten. While I am cursed, no one may speak of it, and all memory of it shall remain beyond human knowledge.”

“But perhaps I could tell someone,” Martin said desperately. “You say you were cursed… I could help you break the curse. If only you will let me go.”

Yesterday, if anyone had asked, he would have said he didn’t believe in curses. But now that he had stumbled on a lost kingdom, and seen this strange man-beast, anything seemed possible.

No,” the beast said, “you will tell no one. For your theft, you will die before you have the chance.”

His paw tightened around Martin’s arm. The claws dug deeper.

Martin let out a soft whimper.

The beast’s red eyes studied him with a shrewd human intelligence. “Unless,” he said, “you’re willing to make a deal.”


 

Chapter 2

 

Beauty absently pushed a lock of chestnut hair out of her face as she chopped chicken for tonight’s simple stew. Behind her, Maelyn groaned. “There goes Beauty,” she said, pronouncing the name with a sneer. “Showing off again. Playing with her hair, as if we don’t already know it’s so much shinier than ours.”

Beauty didn’t respond. She just hadn’t wanted hair hanging in her face when she was trying to cook, but try explaining that to her sisters. If anything, the reminder that she wasn’t vain like them, always primping and preening and doing what she could to remind people of her best features, would only have made them angrier.

She was beautiful—it would have been pointless to deny it. Everyone kept telling her so, and so it must have been true. When they had moved from their grand mansion into this simpler home, everyone in their new village had called her Beauty, forgetting her name as quickly as they had learned it. Her family had soon followed suit, until even Beauty herself had a hard time remembering the name she used to be known by.

She was not, after all, the type of person normally known by name, or even known at all. She was a pretty face, a demure smile, a pair of busy hands hard at work. She was forever in the background, never the center of attention.

That was how she liked it.

“Claude certainly thinks so,” Celena said, responding to Maelyn. “I saw him watching her when she was coming back from the market today. I tried to say hello, but he was so focused on her, he never even spoke to me. The nerve!”

“You know you would still marry him in a heartbeat if he asked,” Maelyn said with a note of playful teasing in her voice. “You’d forget all his rudeness in a heartbeat.”

Celena giggled. “Oh, I don’t deny it. And you would do the same.” Her voice went sour. “But we’ll never have the chance. He only has eyes for one person.”

Claude was the one person for whom Beauty didn’t fade into the background. He had been watching her when she came back from the market today—that wasn’t jealous paranoia on Celena’s part. He watched her every day when she walked to and from the market. And when she was outside tending the garden. And replacing the broken shingles. And…

She shook her head. If she could have figured out a way to transfer his attentions to one of her sisters, she would gladly have done so. Yes, he was handsome, pleasant to look at in the same way a statue or painting was pleasing to the eye. But she had no interest in him. If only her sisters would understand that. If only he would understand that.

“Oh, well,” Celena sighed. “At least we can still admire him from a distance. The rest of this backwater may be dismal and horrid, but that piece of scenery is almost worth leaving home for.”

“That’s like looking in the window of a bakery and never being allowed to have a taste,” Maelyn grumbled. “Or admiring all the fine gowns in the shop window and never so much as trying one on.”

“So, our normal circumstances, then,” Celena sighed. “How I miss the excitement of a new dress! Beauty does the mending well, but this old thing has been mended so many times I’m not sure how it’s still holding together.”

“Father will be back any day now,” Maelyn reminded her. “Perhaps bringing our old fortune back with him. Our lives could be about to change.”

He should, in fact, have been back days ago. Beauty had spent the past few days quietly fretting, although she hadn’t mentioned her worries to her sisters. What good would it have done? Instead, she kept on with her duties and told herself he would walk through the door at any moment.

Unlike her sisters, she didn’t care whether he returned with enough wealth to return them to their former station. All she wanted was for him to return alive. She clutched the silver locket at her neck, the one that held her mother’s portrait. She had already lost one parent. She could not bear to lose another.

Not before she could atone to him for what she had done.

She carefully spooned the chicken into the stew pot. There—nothing left to do now but wait for it to cook through. She picked it up the book she hadn’t had time to open for days. Perhaps she could lose herself in the words for a few moments before another chore crossed her path.

“What are you doing?” Maelyn snapped.

“Only a bit of reading while I wait for dinner to cook.”

“Have you forgotten that my coat needs mending? If I try to do it myself, the stitches will tear the first time I wear it. You know I’m hopeless at sewing.”

She was hopeless at sewing because she always passed that work off to Beauty, along with any other work that might roughen her delicate hands. But Beauty said none of this. She only set her book down with a soft sigh. “I should have time to finish that before the stew is cooked. Just tell me where you’ve left it.”

She did not allow herself the luxury of anger, even within her own mind. She didn’t dare.

“It’s where the mending always is,” Maelyn said impatiently. “By the—” But before she could finish her sentence, the door swung open.

When Beauty turned, her father was standing in the doorway.

Maelyn and Celena raced to greet him with identical squeals. Beauty stayed where she was, her troubled gaze taking in the gauntness of his face, the absence of his coat, the bloody tears down one arm of his shirt. “I didn’t hear the cart,” she said.

Her father looked at her with dull and weary eyes. “The cart is gone. The horse, too. And the money. All of it.”

“Because you spent it on the spices,” Maelyn said with an uncertain tremble in her voice. “The spices you’ll sell for enough gold to restore our fortune. Right?”

But their father shook his head. He had a few new gray hairs Beauty didn’t remember him leaving with. “It was a trick. There was no shipment. I was robbed.” He hung his head. “We have nothing left.”

Maelyn raised a hand to her lips. “Villains!” she exclaimed. “Monsters!”

“To rob a defenseless old man!” Celena added.

“Are you all right, Father?” Maelyn asked. “Did they hurt you?”

Then, their sympathy exhausted, they returned to the real questions on their minds.

“What about the gifts you promised us?” Celena asked.

“What about our fortune?” asked Maelyn. “Our grand return home?”

“I’m sorry,” their father said, his voice as haggard as his face. “But I did bring you one thing.” He did not look at his older daughters as he said it, but at Beauty.

He crossed the kitchen to her with weary steps and held out something she didn’t notice he had been holding: a blood-red rose. It was larger and more perfect than any of the roses in her own garden, and as fresh as if he had plucked it only moments ago.

She took the rose, careful to avoid the thorns, and smiled. “Thank you, Father,” she said. “It’s beautiful.”

“What about our gifts?” Celena demanded.

“I didn’t think either of you would be satisfied with a plain rose,” their father answered. But his voice trembled in a way that told Beauty there was more to his answer than he was saying. Beauty frowned.

“Something else happened on the road, didn’t it?” she asked quietly. “Something more than a simple robbery.”

Their father sank into the nearest kitchen chair, his face drawn. A moment ago, it had sounded strange for Celena to refer to him as an old man. But he looked old now, as if the thieves had stolen his years along with his gold.

“I have a story to tell you,” he said. “It is a wondrous tale, and a terrible one. And you will not, I think, be glad to hear it.”

He told them of impossible things. Of a crumbling castle in the forest that was still warm and dry, with a fire lit in the hearth. Of a half-man, half-beast whose howl was terrible enough to shake the walls. He mentioned a lost kingdom, and a curse… but whenever his words found their way to that topic, he found himself gaping, helpless and silent, like a fish. As if something had stopped his tongue.

And then he came to the end of the tale—the terrible end. “He offered me a deal,” he said, “and it is a deal I regret taking. Either I send him back one of my daughters, to live with him in his castle… or I return to him myself, and my life is forfeit.”

Maelyn and Celena drew back with horrified gasps. “Tell me you didn’t, Father,” said Maelyn. “Tell me you didn’t sell us to some monster in the woods.”

Beauty said nothing. She only observed. And what she saw was that their father was not looking at either of her older sisters.

He was looking at her.

“I won’t force any of you to go in my place,” he said. “Nor will I ask it of you. I will return to the castle myself, unless one of you agrees to go willingly—and you have no obligation to do so.”

Beauty tore her gaze from her father. She looked down at the single perfect rose in her hand.

She brought her nose to the blossom. It smelled just like her mother’s roses. They had never given off as sweet a perfume after her mother’s death. It was as if they missed her.

“I’ll do it,” she said. “I’ll go.”

Her sisters turned their horrified gazes on her. “To live in the woods?” Maelyn asked in disbelief. “With a horrible beast? Forever?”

“But if she goes,” Celena said, “who will do the cooking and cleaning and mending?”

Maelyn smacked her. “Shush! This is our sister’s life we’re talking about. Aren’t you worried about her?” But she, too, was worried about the housework more than about Beauty herself. Beauty saw it in her eyes.

“Are you sure?” their father asked, sounding far older than his years.

She nodded. “I’m sure.” Her voice, as ever, was small but steady.

“You know I would never ask this of you.” But his eyes slid away from hers as he said it, and she knew she was the one he had been thinking of all along.

“I want to,” she said, trying to convince herself it was true, that she was eager to make this selfless sacrifice. “I want to do this for you.” And then she said something she wasn’t supposed to say, something that crept perilously close to the thing she and her father had vowed by silent agreement never again to speak of aloud: “I owe you this. I owe all of us.”

Her father pressed his lips together and drew in a ragged breath. He would not respond, she knew. He would never breathe a word of why she owed them this—and neither would she.

But he knew what she meant. He knew it was true.

Which was why he didn’t argue any further, as she had known he wouldn’t. He rose from his chair and wrapped his arms around her in a trembling hug. “Thank you, Beauty,” he said. “Thank you.”

Even he hadn’t spoken her true name in years.

When his arms fell away, she wrapped her hand tightly around her silver locket, and the other around the stem of the rose. She gasped sharply as a thorn pierced her flesh. Thick red blood spilled through her fingers. She hastily looked away.

“Well,” she said, “I suppose I had better start packing.”


 

Chapter 3

 

The forbidding ruins jutted up toward the sky like a set of jagged teeth. Against the flat gray backdrop of the sky, crows wheeled in a circle around the remnants of a crumbled turret before breaking off with a cry of alarm. Even in the middle of the day, the trees all around the ruins seemed to block out the daylight. And the castle itself dwarfed the trees, rising high enough, it seemed, to blot out the sun.

“Are you sure?” Beauty’s father asked beside her.

She didn’t let herself look at him. If she looked at him, she might be tempted to give him an honest answer. “I told you, I’m glad to do it.”

“I don’t know how we’ll manage without you.” Her father’s voice trembled precariously. Was he crying? No, no, he couldn’t cry. If he cried, she would start crying, and then where would they be? She couldn’t go in to meet her fate with her face a blotchy mess.

“But you’ll be alive.” Her voice betrayed her with a tremble to match his own. “That’s the important thing.”

“So will you,” he assured her, or he tried, though the uncertainty in his voice nearly broke her. “He said… he said he wanted one of my daughters to come live with him. To live.”

She didn’t point out to him that whatever fate awaited her in the ruined castle could well be worse than death. She had been trying very hard not to think about that all the way here. She had to keep her tears at bay somehow.

But then his arms were around her, his hot tears wetting her skin, and all her efforts were no use, because now she was crying too. “I’ll be okay,” she murmured, trying to believe it herself. “It will be okay.”

“Goodbye, my Beauty,” he said, and turned away before she could be tempted to study his face a moment longer.

Before she could figure out whether his eyes held not only grief, but relief that he would at last be rid of her.

She didn’t let herself look back. She strode past the broken stone wall and up the crumbling steps to the wooden doors. She raised her hand to grasp the knocker—but before she could, the doors opened. She stumbled forward, but caught herself quickly, smoothing her skirts to cover her brief clumsiness.

The servant who had opened the doors was young, perhaps no older than Beauty herself. She had a sweet heart-shaped face dominated by big gray eyes. Her lips were the pink of a fresh-picked Rose—sunset pink, her mother had called it, her most prized variety. The pale and hopeful pink of the first glimmer of dawn.

A wisp of a curl popped free of her bonnet, and she pushed it back with seeming self-consciousness. If she had asked, Beauty would have told her to leave it be. If the people of her village could see this woman, Beauty would lose her nickname in a heartbeat, for surely she would appear plain next to this simple servant.

The only thing that marred her beauty was the fear that lurked deep within those gray eyes.

“Come in,” she said. “Please.” She swung the door wider.

Beauty had imagined the castle would smell like mold and rot. Instead, it smelled clean, if old—the air was heavy with dust and the smell of mothballs, but there was nothing organic in it. The floors, too, seemed freshly swept and mopped. And none of the ornate furniture held a speck of dust, despite the heavy odor of dust in the air.

But although the castle was clean, homey it was not. As the servant led her through the grand front room and down a long hallway, Beauty felt like she was walking through a museum, or the home of royalty. Much of the furniture was covered in thick sheets, making every room look as if it were filled with immobile ghosts. The rest was inlaid with gems and accented with elaborate carvings that made everything look like something her oldest, meanest aunt would have slapped her hand for touching. She was supposed to live here? 

The portraits on the walls, a series of solemn faces, seemed to stare out at her curiously as she passed. None of them looked like anyone she would be glad to have over for dinner. Except, perhaps, the man on the end. She paused, studying his face. It seemed more of a contradiction the longer she looked at it. His face was gentle, all the sharp edges rounded off. It was the face of a scholar, perhaps. The face of a man with a soft voice and kind hands.

Except for the eyes. They were impossibly dark, and yet the painter had imbued them with a strange life, as if she were staring into the depths of the forest. Those eyes were not kind. They were sharp, mysterious. Deadly, perhaps. They were eyes that held secrets.

A blur of movement ahead of her jolted her attention from the portrait. She glanced quickly to the side, hoping to see that her guide had moved. But the gray-eyed servant was still waiting patiently for her to finish her examination of the portrait. Only her hands, twisting together in front of her, betrayed her eagerness to move on.

Then what had Beauty seen?

She thought of man-shaped beasts, fangs, claws. She thought of ghosts. She stepped a little closer to the servant—although really, what reason did she have to believe this woman was an ally?

“What is it?” the servant asked.

“I saw something move,” said Beauty, feeling foolish as she said it.

The servant looked where she gestured. “It’s only Alistair,” she said, as a man in simple servant’s garb stepped out of the shadows.

Alistair gave her a slight bow. “Your things,” he said, holding out his hand.

Instantly, she felt silly for her jumpiness. This place had her on edge—and after all, why wouldn’t it? It was the stuff of children’s stories that ended badly, and she hadn’t even seen the beast yet. The beast. Such a creature couldn’t possibly be real. But everything else was exactly as her father had said, so why not that part?

She felt the fear closing in—felt it as a flutter in her chest and a dampness in her palms. She wiped her palms off on her dress and told herself sternly to stop it. Yes, she was afraid, and she wouldn’t deny it. Who wouldn’t be afraid, in her position? But she had made her decision, so she might as well be brave about it.

It was no different from cleaning up a mess one of her sisters had made, or doing anything else she didn’t feel like doing. Well, she thought wryly, perhaps there was a difference in degree. Cleaning up one of Celena’s vile messes would at least not bring her face to face with fur and fangs and claws. But what it required from her was the same. She would keep her chin up and do what she had to do without complaint.

Beauty was very good at doing what was expected of her.

She understood all too well the consequences if she ever let herself stop.

“Your things, my lady?” Alistair prompted, his hand still outstretched.

“Oh! I’m sorry,” she said, hastily untying the small bag she had strapped to her back. “And you don’t need to call me that. I’m a village girl, that’s all.” At least that was all she was now, and unlike her sisters, she didn’t waste any time pouting about her family’s lost wealth. She missed other things more. “I didn’t bring much. A spare dress, a hairbrush, some basic sewing supplies…”

None of her books, she thought with a twinge. She supposed now she would never have a chance to finish the one she had tried to read while cooking dinner that night.

Alistair took her bag and, with another bow, scurried back into the darkness. Beauty watched him go with a frown, the combination of skittishness and perfect courtesy unnerving her.

“Is he taking my things to my room—wherever that is?” she asked. “Can we go there now?”

“Later,” the gray-eyed servant told her. “He wants to meet you right away.”

She gave the word he a strange weight. But even without that, Beauty would have known who she was talking about.

“The beast,” she said softly.

The servant’s hands, still twisted together in front of her, clutched at each other for dear life. “Don’t call him that.”

“What should I call him, then?” The last thing she wanted was to inadvertently offend someone who could rip her limb from limb. The sooner she figured out what he did and didn’t want from her, the better it would go for her—for both of them.

“We try to call him nothing at all,” the servant said.

Beauty frowned. “While working for him? How is that possible?”

“We stay out of his way as much as we can,” the servant answered. “When we can’t, gestures suffice. He cannot bear the sound of his human name. It reminds him of everything he’s lost. It’s a blessing, in a way, that his curse keeps us from speaking of most of it. His name remains, but it will never pass our lips. Never ask him for it.”

Beauty remembered his father’s strange, gaping silence. “But you know his name,” she said. “Will you tell me?”

The servant shook her head. “He might hear.” Then, as they approached a doorway with the warm glow of a fireplace on the other side, she pressed a finger to her lips. “Don’t speak unless he asks you to speak,” she said under her breath.

The flutter returned to Beauty’s chest as she lagged behind the servant. She lifted her chin, told herself to be brave, and crossed the threshold.

It was not willfulness, she reminded herself. Only simple courage. There was no danger to it.

The only danger here came from the one who awaited her.

A well-tended fire burned in the fireplace, throwing long shadows across the room. This room was less grand than the others she had seen. In fact, it was almost homey. The fire radiated a cozy warmth. The rug, though woven in an intricate and no doubt expensive design, was worn by the passage of many feet over many years. A bookshelf took up an entire wall, floor to ceiling, packed full of thick books that woke an old hunger in her.

To either side of the fireplace stood an overstuffed armchair. One was empty. The other…

Beauty deliberately hadn’t let herself look at the figure in the chair. She didn’t want to see. She preferred to focus on the warmth of the fire, on her desire for those books. But she would have to look sooner or later.

He was taller than a man, but she might have mistaken him for a man at first glance, if she hadn’t known what to expect. His thick fur could have been a heavy coat, a bushy beard. What looked like claws could have been neatly kept nails—some vain men, Claude among them, liked to keep theirs buffed and polished. And the strange shape of his face… well, everyone had a few oddities in their appearance. It was polite not to look too closely.

But look she did—and as she did, the illusion broke down. He had the muzzle of a wolf, though broader than any wolf, with thick yellow fangs that jutted past his jaw. His legs bent backward, like a dog’s. His claws looked long enough and sharp enough to slit her throat. And his eyes were a dull red she had never seen before on man or beast.

“Step into the light,” he said in a guttural growl. “Let me look at you.”

She forced herself forward. As she did, she noticed that the gray-eyed servant had disappeared. Beauty felt a pang—she had forgotten to ask the woman’s name.

Those red eyes swept over her, studying every inch of her. At last, he nodded, letting out a satisfied noise somewhere between a growl and a purr.

Beauty opened her mouth. Then, remembering the servant’s warning, she shut it again.

“You look as if you have something to say,” he said. “What is it? Speak.”

Beauty swallowed and reminded herself once again to have courage. “If you’re going to eat me,” she said in a small voice, “might you do me the favor of making it quick and painless?”

Those red eyes went wide. “Eat you?”

“You’re a wolf,” she said. “Or something like a wolf. And that’s what wolves do in all the stories.”

He shook his head slowly. “No,” he said, his voice growing deep with sorrow. “I am a man. And I have no wish to eat anyone.”

“Then why…” Her voice caught on the question. “Why did you bring me here?”

“Because, dear one,” he said, “I need your help. But we can discuss that later. First, let us discuss your life here. You are far more afraid than you need to be, I think.”

Her life here. So her father had been right—he did intend to let her live.

She hoped that would prove to be good news.

“You have made a noble sacrifice in coming here,” said the beast. “Clearly, you are a dutiful daughter. An obedient daughter.”

A thick droplet of saliva dripped from his fang to glisten on the rug.

“In exchange for that obedience,” he said, “I intend to treat you as a priceless treasure.” He extended a thick, furred paw toward her. “Dear one, you have nothing to fear from me.”


 

Chapter 4

 

Before

 

Claude was waiting for Beauty again when she came back from the market with food for tonight’s dinner.

She should have expected it. He was always waiting for her, these days. But the warmth of the sun was so pleasant, and the flowers by the side of the road so beautiful, that she thought perhaps nothing would come along to mar this lovely day. She walked slowly, and told herself she was savoring the beauty of the day, not avoiding what might await her ahead.

The villagers smiled as she passed. Some were tending their gardens, while others hung their washing or took advantage of the weather to air out their bedding. She gave them all the smile they expected from her.

And then she turned onto her road, and there he was—waiting just around the corner, like the terrifying clown from the jack-in-the-box her father had bought her at the city market when she was a child.

She jumped back, nearly dropping her bag. It held fresh vegetables for a light summer soup, plus a costly yet succulent whole chicken she hadn’t been able to resist.

He let out a gently teasing laugh. “There’s no need to be so jumpy, my Beauty,” said. “It’s only me.”

I’m not yours, she wanted to tell him. But she’d had that argument with him before, and it had never come to anything. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be here again, waiting for her.

“Let me lighten your burden,” Claude said, reaching for the bag. “Such a delicate creature as you shouldn’t have to carry so much.”

She angled herself away from his grasping hands. “It’s not so heavy,” she said. “I’ve carried heavier. And it’s only a few minutes’ walk back from the market.”

But he was already closing the distance between them, prying the bag from her protesting hands. Her fingers clenched around nothing as he hefted the bag under one arm. Not gently, either—likely he had already crushed the delicate peaches she had bought for dessert. And they hadn’t been cheap.

He started toward her house, with her bag in hand, so of course she had to follow. “Have you given any thought to my proposal?” he asked, punctuating the last word with a wink.

She blushed at the word proposal, or maybe at the wink. “I’m sorry,” she said, hurrying to match his stride, “but my answer is the same.”

He shook his head at her, smiling. He was always smiling. And yet his smiles never made her want to smile back. “It isn’t as if you would be committing to a marriage,” he said. “Anything like that is still a long way off. All I’m asking is that we take some time to get to know each other.”

“We talk every day, it seems, when you wait for me after I do my shopping,” said Beauty. Then she offered him the smile she didn’t want to give him, lest he take her words as criticism.

“All the more reason we should find other ways to see one another,” he said, instantly ready with his answer. Of course he was. “It’s hardly fair, is it, for you to ask me to put in so much effort just to steal a few moments of your time between the market and your home?”

I never asked, she wanted to say, but didn’t.

“Invite me over for dinner,” he said. “I’m sure you’re a fantastic cook. Better yet, come over to my house and meet my family. My sisters will simply adore you.” He let out a low sigh, his eyes full of longing. “Let me court you in earnest, Beauty. That’s all I ask.”

It seemed quite a lot to ask, in the Beauty’s opinion. “I have two eligible sisters, you know,” she said. “Either of them would be eager to spend the time to get to know you.”

“I know your sisters,” he said, his voice full of dismissal.

“I’m sure you’d like Maelyn if you got to know her a little more.” Beauty struggled to find something positive to say about her oldest sister. “She loves to sing. She does so with great enthusiasm.” Enthusiasm did not, in this case, equal talent. But Beauty saw no reason to clarify that point.

“I’m not interested in Maelyn,” said Claude.

“And Celena has the heart of a romantic,” Beauty doggedly continued. “She loves beautiful things. Flowers, sunrises, baby animals…” Beauty faltered, having come to the end of her praise. “And I know she’s interested in you,” she finished.

Claude responded with another, more enthusiastic wink. “Oh? So I’m beautiful, am I?”

Beauty had nothing to say to that. She averted her eyes, staring down at her trudging feet rather than at the gleam in Claude’s eyes.

“I’m not interested in Celena any more than I am in Maelyn,” Claude said. “I only have eyes for their sister. The sister who has no need to admire the sunrise, for her beauty rivals that of the sun. The sister who shames every other maiden in the village with her innocence and her unfailingly good heart. The sister who finds joy not in squawking out a song at the top of her lungs, nor in chasing after beautiful things, but in caring for those she loves, without complaint, day after day. That sister is the only one I want.”

Every word of praise sank in her stomach like a stone, until she felt like she might vomit all over the road and bring them all back up. She didn’t know why his description of her revolted her so. After all, which of his words was untrue? That was who she was—her innocence, her good heart, her cheerfulness at doing her duty. She had worked hard to become that person. Why recoil at hearing her efforts described?

Maybe it was only because of the one doing the describing.

She couldn’t say what, exactly, set her so on edge about Claude. He was kind enough, and courteous, and no one can say he was stingy with his complements. But his enthusiasm made her tired. She had told him, quite politely, that she did not share his interest. Why couldn’t he go chase off after one of her sisters, who would be far happier with his attentions?

Sure enough, as they approached their modest house, she saw two faces crowded together in the front window. Maelyn and Celena, watching the two of them together, their jealousy plain in their eyes.

“If you think me beautiful,” she tried again, “clearly you haven’t spent enough time looking at my sister Celena. And Maelyn is as dutiful as I am, always taking a few spare moments to tidy the house—”

Claude laughed. “Oh, come now, Beauty. You know that’s a lie.” He gave her another of those soulful sighs. “And you shouldn’t cheapen yourself by comparing yourself to your sisters. It hurts my heart to hear you treat yourself so unfairly. A diamond should not compare herself to common river stones.”

Her next step brought her to the stone path that led to her front door. At last—she was done with Claude. For another day, at least. She turned down the path.

Claude, though, kept right on going.

He was still holding her bag. She glanced over her shoulder at him. “What are you doing?”

“I told you,” he said, “I think it’s time we got to know each other better. I’m tired of waiting, Beauty. I’m tired of making do with these stolen moments. Come with me.”

The last thing she wanted to do was follow him. But she had her family’s dinner in his arm. And those peaches, which were a treat for her father, even though they were no doubt ruined by now. She turned reluctantly and hurried after him.

“I need to get that food home,” she protested. “That chicken won’t keep forever. And I have to darn my father’s socks—he doesn’t have a single good pair left—and see if there’s anything I can do about his boot that sorely needs repair. And then—”

“You see?” Claude’s eyes shone with adoration. “Your dutiful heart puts everyone else in this village to shame. But surely your duties can wait a little longer. Relax, Beauty, just this once. Take a few moments for yourself.”

If she were to take a few moments for herself, they wouldn’t be with him. But she hurried after her disappearing dinner.

He paused in front of the old Malthus barn, which had lain empty, along with the farmhouse beside it, ever since the Malthus family had left the village to seek their fortune elsewhere. The barn door creaked as he pushed it open. The smell of rot and stale rainwater assaulted her nose, and she coughed. “Why bring me here?” she asked.

“It’s so hard to find a little privacy in a place like this, where everyone knows one another’s business,” he said, stepping into the barn. Old straw crunched under his feet. “Maybe that’s part of our problem. Maybe you feel as if you can’t open up to me because of all those watching eyes—and who could blame you? We need a place where we can be alone.”

He held out his free hand to her. She didn’t take it. But she did step into the shadowy barn after him.
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