
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


BEAUTY AND THE DRAGON

AN OLYMPUS EVER AFTER NOVELLA

Eva Pohler

Copyright ©2024 by Eva Pohler.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.

Eva Pohler Books

20011 Park Ranch

San Antonio, Texas 78259

www.evapohler.com

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

Book Layout ©2017 BookDesignTemplates.com

Book Cover Design by Lori Jackson

BEAUTY AND THE DRAGON/ Eva Pohler.—1st ed.

“Beauty is not in the face; beauty is a light in the heart.” ― Ralph Waldo Emerson
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The Oracle’s Message
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P

syche looked up with surprise from where she was sitting in bed over her letters when Nico entered with his broom and pail. 

“Where’s Kiera?” she asked, causing the candle beside her to flicker.

Nico opened the wooden shutters in her bed chamber to let in the morning light. “I paid her to give me a private audience with you.” He began sweeping some of the soot and charred wood from the hearth into his pail.

“If you’re caught, you’ll be sent to the fields, or worse.”

He stacked new logs into the hearth. “Kiera is by the door. She’ll vouch for me, as will you. Or are we no longer friends, Princess?”

She didn’t know what to say to that. Her duty had been made clear: she was to find a husband.

Her parents were anxious for an alliance to be made between Psyche and a neighboring prince, not only because her two recently married sisters had not yet produced an heir, but also because the threat of war from abroad cast a shadow on the island of Kythira. The people had grown restless, fearing the kingdom was vulnerable.

Nico stacked the last of the logs into the hearth and turned to face her. “Your father will soon be home from Delphi. Do you think he will have an answer from the oracle? The name of a suitor?”

“Your Greek has improved.”

“I’m working on it, my lady.” He stooped over the hearth to light the fire.

She wished she could kiss him, like they used to before her older sisters had married. “He won’t have a suitor for me. My sisters married the only brave men left.”

“I’m brave.”

She knew he was. He took enough chances to prove it.

“Though it’s not surprising that there isn’t a nobleman on Crete or Naxos—not to mention the mainland—who will risk a curse from Aphrodite,” he added before spitting twice into his hand. “They say you are one and the same.” He wiped his hand on his tunic.

Psyche rolled her eyes. “People say crazy things.”

It had become a source of contention between Psyche and her sisters. When people started sending offerings to Psyche, sometimes in Aphrodite’s name, her sisters began to treat her differently. Although it had been thrilling at first to be the focus of so much attention, it soon became an annoyance. Psyche would rather have her sisters’ affection. She stopped trying to wear the nicest clothes and popular colors and was instead satisfied with her sisters’ castoffs. But when they accused her of trying to mock them by looking better in their old rags, she felt her efforts were in vain and turned to her horse and her archery for solace.

Most days, however, she was lonely. Her horse, Windchaser, had become her best friend.

“When they say you’re the most beautiful creature alive, they aren’t so crazy,” Nico commented.

He gave her that smile that always made her want to touch him. His cheeks crinkled just beneath his dark eyes, and his lips parted with the abandonment of the social rules that governed them.

“I look nothing like the goddess.”

“While it’s true that you have copper skin where hers is fair, emerald eyes where hers are blue, and obsidian locks where hers are golden, you are nonetheless the definition of the word beauty.”

He should have been a poet, she thought as she heard footfalls in the corridor outside her room.

“Someone’s coming,” she warned.

Nico hastily gathered his broom and pail.

“We’ll always be friends,” she promised before he left through the servant’s door.

From the other side of the room, her mother entered, wearing her purple cloak and crown of amethyst.

“Is he back?” Psyche asked of her father.

“Just arrived. I haven’t greeted him yet, but I saw him from my bedroom window. He looks agitated.”

Psyche bit her lip. Had the oracle foretold something dreadful?

Her mother took her hands and gave them a squeeze. “My darling daughter, please know that whatever is to happen, your father and I love you and want you to be happy.”

Psyche knew her parents loved her. The anxiety fluttering in her chest came from the fear that they loved their kingdom more.

“Shouldn’t you be dressed by now?” her mother asked. “Why haven’t you called for your maid? Your fire has been lit.”

“I was reading.” Psyche gestured to her letters scattered beside her on the bed, “and lost track of time.”

“Letters from suitors?”

“Admirers, but they will not ask for my hand.” She climbed from her bed and rang for Kiera, who promptly entered the room.

Her mother sighed. “Your father blames the instability of his kingdom on your beauty, my dear. He thinks we’re cursed.”

Psyche gawked. Although she’d suspected as much, no one had said so. “Mother, what do you believe?”

Before the queen could reply, the doors to Psyche’s room burst open, and two guards entered and took Psyche roughly by the arms. Their metal breastplates and helmets gleamed in the morning sunlight coming in through her windows.

“Don’t harm her,” the king commanded.

“Father? What is this?” Psyche cried, looking first at the guards and then at her father.

“Husband? What are you doing?”

“Stand back, woman,” the king said to the queen. “We have no choice. The gods have spoken.”

“An oracle is not a god,” the queen insisted.

The king frowned. “Silence. You will not curse us further.”

“Father!” Psyche cried, writhing against her captors. Was this the same man who had told her bedtime stories of great battles, who had on countless occasions kissed her tenderly on her cheek?

“Take my daughter to the dungeon,” the king said to his men. Then, to Psyche he added a little less harshly, “I will follow shortly to explain what must happen next.”

Psyche sat on a bench in her dungeon cell waiting for her father to bring her an explanation. Although her cheeks were tear-stained, her eyes were dry.

She’d been frightened when her father had first ordered his guards to imprison her, but now she was angry. How could he treat her so cruelly, especially when she’d been nothing but a loyal daughter to him?

In fact, her skills on a horse had proved useful to him more than once. Most recently, it was she who had delivered a message to the priest in the village when her grandmother—the king’s mother—was on her deathbed and in need of the rites, after their own priest had died.

He had lauded her for that service for weeks.

She had also made him proud just last year at the annual tournament in the archery division by taking first place, beating every nobleman in attendance. If this year’s festival hadn’t been canceled due to the recent threats to the kingdom, she would surely have won it again.

It was embarrassing, too, to be looked upon by the guards and other prisoners while she was still in her dressing gown. She hated the way they stared at her, as if they wanted to eat her.

If Nico were a guard, he’d find a way to rescue her.

Nearly an hour had passed before her father arrived, his face ashen and his head bowed. He sat on a stool outside her cell and ordered her guards to leave them.

“I can think of nothing you could possibly say to justify this,” she spat.

“The oracle spoke of your husband.”

She leapt to her feet. “What?”

“I knew you would not go willingly.”

She gripped the iron bars of her cell, the anger frothing in her throat. “You don’t think this an overreaction?”

“Be silent and listen for once.”

Psyche heaved a sigh and waited.

“People depend on me. You cannot know how heavily this crown sits upon my head.”

“I’m familiar with this speech.”

“I’ll cut to the chase: You’re to marry a fearsome dragon, my love. I’m to take you to the top of Mount Kythira tonight to await his arrival.”

“Do not jest, Father.”

“I wish I were jesting.” He stood up and moved near the bars.

Psyche was speechless. She felt a numbing sensation bloom in her chest and spread to her limbs and to each of her fingers and toes.

“I do this without malice, daughter.”

“I wonder why you do this at all.”

“It’s not your father who ordains it, but the gods. We’re at their mercy.”

“Must we be?”

His eyes widened. “Hold your tongue. Haven’t you done enough?”

“What exactly have I done, Father, other than be a good and loyal daughter who loves you?”

Tears pooled in her father’s eyes. “You’re right. I am sorry, and I never apologize, but I am. I’m sorry you must endure this for the good of our kingdom.”

“I’d rather kill myself than marry a fearsome beast, who will probably devour me. What a horrible death.”

Her father covered her hand with his own. “The gods would punish you in Tartarus for all eternity if you were to take your life. Better to suffer temporarily as a living mortal than forever as a shade in Hades.”

“What would befall us if we ignored the oracle?” she asked as new tears slipped down her cheeks and her teeth chattered with terror.

“The oracle claims that the red dragon ravishes the countryside and must be pacified, or he will bring ruin on the kingdom.”

“Am I so easily expendable?”

“No, darling, but,” her father clenched his jaw. “If you do not do this, hundreds will perish.”

Psyche allowed that to sink in. She would be saving countless lives by sacrificing her own. She stepped back from the bars and straightened her back, wondering what she would do in her father’s place. Would she allow an entire kingdom to fall to save her child?

The words weren’t easy to say as nausea crawled up her throat. “Fine. I will not resist. Do with me as you must.”

Chapter Two
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P

syche sat in a warm bath of lavender water and oil. Her two sisters, mother, and servant Kiera surrounded her tub, washing her. There wasn’t a dry eye in the room.

“I would have agreed to marry a dragon years ago,” Psyche teased, “if I’d known I’d get this kind of treatment from my sisters.”

“You are strong,” her older sister, Aglaura, told her with a renewed wave of tears. “I could never be so strong.”

“I have little choice,” Psyche admitted, unused to compliments from her sister. “Even if I wished to let the kingdom fall in my stead, Father would not allow it.”

“It seems you would perish either way,” her other sister, Cidippi, pointed out, her dark eyes large. “Thank you for saving our lives.”

Their mother covered her face. “Talk of other things, darling daughters, please. I cannot bear to dress my youngest for both her wedding and her funeral. I cannot bear it!”

“Help me out of the tub, Mama,” Psyche said sweetly.

“Kiera?” The queen pointed to a towel hanging on a hook.

Psyche allowed her mother and sisters to pull her up to her feet. She stepped from the tub, where Kiera wrapped her in a thick, soft cloth. Together they walked across the room to the dressing area. Psyche’s knees were weak. She clung to her sisters’ hands.

From the corridor, Nico cried, “What if the oracle is wrong?”

Kiera gave Psyche a worried look before calling, “Nico, you can’t be here.”

“He isn’t saying anything we haven’t wondered about ourselves,” the queen admitted.

The boy entered the room, causing the ladies to gasp. He held his hands over his eyes.

“Kill me if you must, my Queen, but hear some sense. How can we know with certainty that this dragon threatens the realm, and that Psyche must die to save us? What if it’s all a lie?”

“What would you have us do?” Aglaura challenged as she pushed an errant dark lock from her face. “Risk the kingdom on the chance that the oracle is false?”

With his hands still covering his eyes, Nico said, “If this supposed red dragon does appear and take his revenge on us, we can offer her then, but not until we’ve seen firsthand that the threat is real.”

“What if our hesitance also means our demise?” Cidippi asked.

The queen covered her face again and moaned. “I would rather risk dying together than send my youngest to her certain death.”

“Then send me in her place, my Queen,” Nico insisted. “Dress me in her gown, cover my head with a veil, and send me to the mountaintop.”

For a moment, Psyche was elated by the prospect of being spared. But no sooner had the idea rushed through her mind like a white bird than realization set in.

Psyche met the look of hope on her mother’s face with a frown. As much as Psyche wished to escape the fate her father had laid out for her, she said, “No, Mama, I can’t allow it. What if we further anger the dragon when he discovers our trick? Besides, this is my curse, not Nico’s.”

“It is our curse, my dearest,” her mother replied solemnly. “If you do this, a part of me will die with you.”

Psyche embraced her mother. “And a part of me will live with you.”

Psyche’s wedding feast felt like a farce. Subjects brought her gifts she would never use, and servants brought her plates of food she could not eat. Even her exquisite, white dress and the lovely wreath of flowers that adorned her head would soon be ripped to shreds. Only the wine was useful, and Psyche drank her fill of it.

At dusk, they began their ascent up the mountain. Psyche was carried on a skiff full of flowers by four guards to the beat of the royal drum. Whether her father meant it as an honor or a means for preventing her escape, she did not know. The tonic she’d been given by her nurse had mingled with the wine, and she was spinning and unafraid. She blew kisses to her weeping mother and sisters who trudged up the mountainside behind her.
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