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      This one is for the readers who’ve been with me on the journey through this entire series. Aurora wouldn’t exist if you hadn’t loved Etta, Helena, and Amalie. Thank you.

      

      And for Melissa - you’re a part of this series too. Thanks for helping me create something I’m proud of.
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            About Cursed Beauty

          

        

      

    

    
      So, if you’ve read the rest of the Fantasy and Fairytales series, you know that this is the seventh book.

      Aurora and Phillip were such a pleasure to write. I was worried, like I know some of you will be, that I wouldn’t be into it as much because it happens 200 years before the events of the other books, meaning it doesn’t feature any known characters.

      BUT, I was wrong. This book quickly became my favorite. Just don’t tell Etta and Edmund.

      Here’s the skinny. In Golden Curse, Etta suffers under a family curse tying her to the Durand heir. You get a little bit of the back story and a few mentions of her ancient ancestors, Aurora and Phillip, but nothing more than some cursory information.

      Well, tada! This book explains everything. It’s the only true standalone in the series because it’s its own story with no influences from the others. In fact, it’s the other way around. Cursed Beauty shapes everything that happens in the first six books. And we get to see what makes La Dame such a big bad!!

      This is the story of the Basile curse and how it came to be. I hope you love it as much as I do.

      If you haven’t read the others in the series, hopefully this will leave you hungry to start from book 1, Golden Curse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sometimes to understand the end, you have to go back to the beginning.

      

        

      
        Welcome to Bela, 200 years before the events of Golden Curse.
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            Chapter One

          

          Phillip

        

      

    

    
      The drums of war held a foreboding rhythm Phillip Basile would never forget. The general prince—as they called him—had stood on bloodstained fields many times before. This time was no different. He still saw no end to the continuous wars between his kingdom of Bela and their greatest enemies, the hordes of Gaule.

      Phillip stood atop the eastern tower of one of the border fortresses watching the savages streak across the hillside in the distance. Gaule was a crude land led by a cruel king who had attacked Bela’s border villages for too long. They lacked Bela’s sophistication and common decency.

      Shaking his head, Phillip turned to the men at his back. They’d die for him. He knew that. The warriors of Bela had always been loyal to the crown, and the crown was loyal to them as well.

      “Call the archers to line the walls. This fortress will not stand another assault. I want my best magic wielders to meet me at the gates. We will ride out to face them. Once the fight begins, prepare those inside these walls to make for the forest.”

      One of the armor-clad men dipped his head. “Yes, General.” Among his men, Phillip was not a prince, not royal. To them, he was a seasoned fighter, one of their comrades. The general.

      He strode back into the tower and thundered down the stairs with his guards following behind. Alfred and Chandler were magic wielders who’d been with him since they were all young boys spying on soldiers in the palace.

      “General,” Chandler called as Phillip marched across the courtyard. He didn’t pause, so Chandler tried again. “General.”

      “Phillip,” Alfred barked. “Stop for a darn minute.”

      Phillip turned, his jaw clenched. “There is no time. Within the hour, they will overrun us.”

      “You can’t ride out. What will protect you?”

      Chandler nodded in agreement. “Phillip, the entire Gaulean force is out there. Even with our magic, we can’t match them. You’re the heir to the Basile magic. We can’t risk you.”

      Bela was the least populated of the six kingdoms by more than half, but each person born in their land held magic in their blood. The only other kingdom that could boast such a feat was Dracon. Magic had protected Bela for centuries, yet only when the ancient power of the kings was also present. Each Basile king possessed a magic matched only by that of the dark sorceress of Dracon.

      And the king was dying. Phillip thought back to the last time he’d spoken to his father. The old man had wanted to make the journey, to ensure they won the day, but he wasn’t even able to stand. He wouldn’t have had the strength to travel, let alone wield his own magic. If he died, Phillip would inherit the power, allowing him to protect Bela.

      What would his father do now? Would he abandon the last remaining border fortress? Would he try to protect the few people Bela had left?

      No. Phillip stood taller. His father would fight until he couldn’t any longer. He met the worried gazes of his two oldest friends. “I won’t force you to join me, but I’m not allowing those savages to cross into Bela.”

      He turned on his heel and marched to the stables, barking orders as he did. “Ready the horses.” All those who wished to fight gathered their weapons. Steel flashed in the early morning sun, but it was only a tool, a ruse. Their greatest weapons lay inside them.

      Each magic-wielder’s power was different. Some could call on the heat of the sun, others forced the winds to obey their commands.

      And Phillip? His greatest weapon was his protective shields against the enemy. A king should have been able to do more in battle. He’d always thought it ironic that his gift wasn’t more.

      One day, it would be. One day, he’d know what it felt to be invincible, to harness the power of his ancestors, the magic that belonged to the Basiles, transferring to each new generation as they stepped up to rule.

      And when that time came, Gaule would regret the day they made an enemy of Bela.
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      Phillip knelt down in the middle of the battle, digging his fingers into his thighs as he tried to hold the parts of his invisible shield that hadn’t already fallen. An arrow sailed for Alfred’s back. Phillip clenched his teeth, pulling in his little remaining energy to expand his shield, throwing it out toward Alfred. The arrow hit the invisible force and snapped in two, sending a tremor through Phillip. The prince slumped forward.

      “General!” Chandler ducked away from the arc of a sword before slicing his attacker across the back—not with his own blade, but with his magic. His power was an extension of his sword.

      He sprinted toward Phillip and grabbed his arm to haul him to his feet. “I told you not to use your shield to protect all of us. You can’t hold it that wide.”

      “You don’t give me orders.” He sucked in a breath, and it rattled painfully in his chest.

      Chandler scanned the battlefield where many of their comrades had fallen. Horses darted from the fight. The Gaulean savages continued to come.

      “You need to order a retreat.” Alfred joined them, wiping his dripping blade on the grass.

      Phillip shook his head. A retreat meant defeat. It meant allowing their enemies to have a piece of Bela, to encroach upon their land. He lifted his eyes to the hill where the Gaulean king sat atop his horse, never joining the fight. Such was the way of the Durands.

      Alfred gripped Phillip’s shoulder. “We’ve already lost. Now is the time to save what little we can.”

      He was right. There was no denying it. Enough people had died this day. Phillip nodded and Alfred lifted his chin. “Retreat.” His voice carried on the strength of his magic. He could make himself heard at great distances. Those on the battlefield and in the fortress would hear his call. “Retreat.”

      “We have to get to the woods.” Phillip looked toward the Gaulean king once more, and the man’s dark eyes turned in his direction as if he could see the Belaen prince amidst the chaos.

      The woods were their only chance. The Gauleans were a suspicious sort, fearing the dark forests that stretched across Bela.

      Phillip tried to pull his magic forth, to shield them as they ran, but it was no use. He had no strength left for it. His feet thundered across the open land. His head turned each way to make sure the rest of his army followed. The remaining Belaens fled for their lives, abandoning a fortress they’d held for centuries.

      But some things were more important than buildings and land.

      A man collided with Phillip, knocking him to the ground. The prince tried to roll him off, but the Gaulean was too strong. He held a knife in one hand and slashed it across Phillip’s stomach. Pain radiated from the point of attack, and then someone hauled the man off him. Chandler stabbed his sword through the savage and pulled it out in one movement. As the dead man collapsed to the ground, Alfred pulled Phillip back to his feet.

      Phillip pressed a hand to his wound, trying to stem the bleeding. Crimson life seeped between his fingers.

      Chandler and Alfred both yelled his name, but he didn’t hear them as he fell to his knees. Agony seared through him.

      The end. It comes before you’re ready. It never takes into account how much you have left to accomplish.

      Death cares little if you’re the prince, if the Basile power should one day belong to you.

      It takes everything and leaves you with only darkness to call your own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Aurora

        

      

    

    
      Aurora Rose Brynhild never imagined the kingdom’s battles would come so close to her home. Since she was a child, she’d lived among the trees with only her grandmother for company. But her grandmother was gone now, and she’d been alone for over two years. Had it really been that long since she’d spoken to anyone other than the dark sorceress?

      Her grandmother told her people were dangerous. When she was a child, the subject came up frequently in conversations with her father. He would leave her for weeks, and then one day he never returned.

      She knew who’d taken him. The sorceress over the wall—the Draconian queen. She held Aurora’s life in the palm of her hand, never letting her experience true freedom.

      Aurora pressed herself against the tree in her perch high in the branches as men trampled through her beautiful woods, leaving blood in their path. Most weren’t followed. Those they’d fought stayed at the edge of the forest.

      Something caught her eye, and she leaped from one branch to another until she could get a closer look. Two men huddled over a third, trying to lift him. Their voices reached her.

      “He’s dying.” One looked to the other.

      A scream tore through the air, followed by a mass of large men in leathers breaking through the trees at the edge of the woods. Soon, they’d spot the dying man and his companions.

      “They can’t find him.” The first man lifted his eyes. “We have to lead them away.”

      The second shook his head. “And just abandon him?”

      The first stood and gripped the injured man under the arms, hauling him into the thick underbrush. He covered him.

      “He needs a healer.” The second man gripped his sword.

      The first man met his eyes. “And we’ll get him to one. We won’t let him down. But we won’t be any good to him if we’re overrun. Don’t you think the Gaulean king would love to have him as a prisoner?”

      Together, both men turned and ran back the way they’d come.

      Aurora leaned against the tree, listening to the sounds of battle, waiting for the men to return.

      After a few moments, she gripped the branch in front of her and dropped down onto a lower one before jumping to the pine-covered ground. She approached where they’d hidden the man and ripped aside the bush covering him.

      The face that greeted her was younger than she’d expected. Dirt and blood streaked across his tanned skin and into his sun-bleached hair.

      His eyelids twitched but didn’t open. Aurora bit her lip, considering the man. She felt for injury, finding a hole in his leather tunic. Wadded fabric lay pressed against his skin, bulging behind his shirt. Yet, blood continued to run free.

      They were right about one thing. This man needed a healer, and he needed one fast. Glancing up to make sure no other soldiers remained in this part of the woods, she made a decision. Her father would scold her for her compassion. Her grandmother would worry, trying to hide the pride on her face. She could picture them now, waiting for her at the cottage.

      Tears threatened to prick her eyelids, but there was no time for sentimentality. She dragged the man into the open, past thick pine trees, and across the clearing to where she’d hidden her only friend. Lea’s soft brown eyes bore into hers. The mule shifted as Aurora dug through the bags on her friend’s back, looking for the length of rope that was an ever-present companion to the girl who spent her days climbing trees looking for the freshest fruit and setting snares for rabbits.

      She pulled the rope free and tied an end to each of the man’s arms before looping the middle around a hook on Lea’s saddle.

      “Come on, girl.” She patted Lea’s neck before untying her. “I couldn’t just leave him.” She took the reins and led Lea into a deeper part of the woods where very few people ventured. It was too close to the walls of Dracon, and the only thing that frightened Belaens more than the hordes of Gauleans was the Draconian Queen, La Dame.

      Aurora grimaced as the man’s body hit a bump in the road, but she reminded herself there was no other way home. It took the better part of an hour to reach the small cottage where she lived alone. Thick pine trees shielded it from anyone who didn’t know the way. A field of white lilies came into view before the stone structure.

      Aurora breathed out a relieved sigh as she pulled Lea to a stop and got to work untying the man she’d brought to her sanctuary. It was probably a mistake. Her family wouldn’t have approved, not with the curse inside of her. They’d claim it was too dangerous, that she risked activating La Dame’s threat. But wasn’t it also dangerous to leave a dying man alone in the woods? Soon after she was born, her mother grew ill, and her desperate father turned to the dark queen of Dracon for help.

      But her aid had come at a cost, a curse on the family.

      On Aurora’s eighteenth birthday, she would fall into a magical slumber that would end when one hundred winters had passed.

      She only had one short month remaining of her young life. Slumber wasn’t death, but the uncertainty of it might prove to be much worse.

      Aurora looked to the stranger once more. At least with her final act, she could do something good.
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      Aurora stepped out her front door and turned to examine her home. The magic pooled in her fingertips just as it did for all Belaens. She’d inherited the same power her grandfather once had. Not all types of magic ran in families, but the power of growth lived strong in their line. Her grandmother called it a power over life. She didn’t know if she believed that, but it allowed her to remain hidden in the woods.

      She curled her fingers in, pressing them against her palms as vines snaked up the sides of the cottage until she could only see the door. Someone would have to be looking for it to find it. The solitude suited her. If she had nothing in her life, then sadness couldn’t overwhelm her. No one would miss her while she slept, no one besides her would live with the anguish of her curse.

      With a sigh, she brushed her hands down her pale pink dress. The laces frayed, but each time they broke, she repaired them. The only clothing she owned was that which she made herself or that which belonged to her long-dead family.

      She picked up a bucket she’d left by the side of the house and smiled at Lea as she passed her. The walls of Dracon stood ominously close, but they’d never frightened her as they had most other people. Not even La Dame herself scared Aurora. She’d already done her worst when she set the curse on a newborn baby girl.

      Aurora had resigned herself to her fate. Nothing in life could hurt her now.

      The best berries hung on the bushes at the base of the wall. Purple and juicy, they were one of the few pleasures she had left to enjoy in her remaining days. She walked through the woods until a line of thick and thorny bushes stretched out before her.

      A small smile played on her lips as she pulled the first berry and popped it in her mouth. An explosion of sweet juices had her closing her eyes. It had never taken much to bring Aurora joy. She didn’t need fancy clothes or a handsome prince to show her how lucky she was to be alive.

      The fresh breeze stopped, and she snapped her eyes open. It was the first time she noticed the absence of birds singing overhead. The berry she chewed turned sour, and she spit it out before pivoting on her heel and coming face to face with the tormenter who’d become a frequent visitor in the woods.

      “Oh.” Aurora crossed her arms. “It’s you.”

      La Dame flashed her a smile. Aurora always got the impression she amused the sorceress, and it always irritated her.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      La Dame’s long inky hair hung in waves down her slender back. Her beauty was no secret, but the stories said little else about her. She continued to stare.

      Aurora bristled. “I asked what you wanted. You’ve already set my curse. Can’t you leave me alone and let me enjoy the little remaining life I have left?”

      La Dame reached forward, and her icy finger wiped at Aurora’s chin. “It isn’t proper to let the juice dribble down your skin, my dear.”

      Aurora pushed her hand away. “I’m not your dear. If you have no important reason for infringing upon my solitude, then I’ll be on my way.” She turned and walked away.

      La Dame followed her. “But I’m not the only person interrupting your peace, am I?”

      “Go away.”

      “I think I’ll stay and meet your visitor.”

      Aurora froze. “He’s not capable of conversation right now. Go get your entertainment somewhere else.”

      For a moment, she wondered if the sorceress had listened to her because she heard no further pursuit. When she reached her home, however, La Dame stood at the door.

      “How did you…?”

      La Dame’s eyes danced. “You have no idea what I’m capable of, Aurora.” Without another word, she ducked her head and pushed through the door.

      Aurora ran after her, stopping inside when she saw the strange man struggling to sit up in bed. When she’d brought him to her home, she’d removed his dirty, blood-soaked clothing and cleaned him as best she could.

      He stilled when he saw them. “Who are you?” His voice was deep and rich and so utterly male it took Aurora a moment to realize he’d asked a question.

      He didn’t wait for an answer as he lifted the blanket she’d covered him with. “And why am I naked?”

      A blush crept up her cheeks. “Umm…” She rubbed the back of her neck. “You…”

      La Dame laughed. “I think what my dear Aurora is trying to tell you, young man, is that she found you injured and alone in the forest before bringing you here where she had to cut away your shirt to tend to your wound. And the rest of your clothing was wrecked from the battle.”

      Aurora snapped her gaze to La Dame. “How do you know all of that?” The sorceress hadn’t been there when she’d brought the stranger home.

      La Dame shrugged and stepped closer to the man. “I am watching you, young man. Nothing you do goes unnoticed in Dracon.” Before Aurora could stop her, La Dame uttered a few unintelligible words and placed her hand against the man’s head. He struggled against her touch, uttering a few curses that only made La Dame laugh.

      “No,” Aurora gasped.

      The man slumped back on the bed, his eyes closed.

      “What did you do to him?” She dropped to her knees beside the bed.

      La Dame walked toward the door. “He wasn’t needed any longer. Be careful, Aurora. One month.” She glanced back at the man. “This one might be the one.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      La Dame tapped her chin. “You’ll soon find out, I think.” Without another word, she disappeared as if she’d never been there at all.

      A tear slipped down Aurora’s cheek. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, leaning over him.

      When his chest rose, she sucked in a breath. Not dead. She closed her eyes, thanking the stars La Dame hadn’t taken this stranger’s life. He was only here because of her, and Aurora couldn’t stand to see La Dame take someone else’s life. She already had hers, but it gave her some comfort knowing the people of Bela would go on with their lives, never knowing she’d been there, never missing her.

      La Dame required payments for deals she made. She didn’t want deaths. No, nothing so simple as that. She wanted lives. Aurora would sleep for one hundred years, and when she woke, she’d become just another servant of La Dame’s.

      Sometimes, Aurora wondered if La Dame only wanted the entertainment her curses provided.

      Aurora sighed. “Only one way out,” she whispered to herself. La Dame’s curses always held something twisted. There was a way to break the curse, but it was up to the curse bearer to figure it out, and, once she did, she was sure she’d regret it. No one ever liked the consequences of breaking a curse.

      La Dame’s cruelty knew no ends.

      She sat back on her heels, watching his chest rise and fall and wishing the world had let her fade into the sleep as her curse demanded. Instead, it had given her one final test.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          La Dame

        

      

    

    
      A cry pierced the solitude of La Dame’s slumber. How dare the child wake her at such an hour? She rolled from her bed, planning to yell for one of her servants to care for the baby down the hall. Rapunzel. What a stupid name.

      What possessed the sorceress to bring the girl back to her palace? Images from the night before flickered through her mind, moving pictures she cared little for. A fire wound through one sector of the village nearest the palace. The commotion pulled their queen near to see what was happening.

      She could have stopped it. She could have saved the people who didn’t survive the raging flames.

      But no one in Dracon would have been surprised at her inaction. Then she found her. A tiny baby someone had thrown from an upper balcony. La Dame caught the child and hadn’t let go until she returned to her home. No one would miss the babe. Her parents were now nothing but ashes.

      All La Dame remembered of them was a woman wailing for her Rapunzel.

      Where were the maids? Didn’t they hear the obnoxious piercing wail? La Dame pushed out with her magic, forcing the door to Rapunzel’s room open. The child thrashed in the crib one of the servants provided.

      As soon as La Dame hovered over her, crystal blue eyes popped open, and the wailing ceased.

      “It’s been a long day, little one.” She sighed. “You interrupted my sleep.” She’d spent the day on the other side of the wall in Bela visiting Aurora, the girl who would one day be hers. When she’d first placed the curse on the Brynhild family, she hadn’t imagined the relationship she’d develop with the Belaen.

      Aurora hated her, but that was nothing new. La Dame couldn’t remember a day in her life when she hadn’t been hated.

      One day, Aurora would be like a daughter to her, a family she’d never had. But only after the curse played itself out.

      “Rapunzel.” She tested the name out. The girl looked up at her like she understood. “I don’t like having anyone else living in my palace.” She expected her servants to be mostly unseen unless called for. “Your parents died a horrible death, I’m afraid.” Yet, the baby was here. “So did mine.”

      The difference was La Dame held full responsibility for what happened to her family. She angered her father every day of his life. He’d been a revered and loved king in Dracon decades ago, but when it came time to choose the successor for his magic, he’d chosen La Dame’s younger brother. The only way for him to inherit the magic was for her to die.

      Her mother tried to stop the events that happened next. She tried to save her only daughter as a mother should, warning her of her brother’s treachery. But in saving one child, she doomed the other.

      “I drove my brother’s own knife through his back, severing his spinal cord.” She smiled at the memory. “He couldn’t even move in his final moments. Then I went for my father.”

      Her family was torn apart by their lack of love, as many families were. Her mother eventually succumbed to self-inflicted injuries, leaving La Dame alone in the world with untold power in her hands.

      And a promise.

      She’d take care of children whose parents chose themselves over their kids.

      Which brought her to Aurora and Rapunzel. Leaning in, she dropped her voice. “You’re mine now, Rapunzel. And one day, once her curse has finished, you will have a sister.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Phillip

        

      

    

    
      A dull pain throbbed in Phillip’s chest as he opened his eyes and took in his surroundings. Right, he’d been injured. He remembered nothing other than seeing Alfred and Chandler jump into a fight with Gaulean savages. After that, everything went dark.

      No light lit the room save for a fledgling fire in a small stone hearth. He scanned the room, noting the windows were covered with what looked like… branches? He lay on the only bed, but a small form huddled under a blanket in front of the hearth.

      Phillip tried to ignore the intensifying pain as he slid from the bed. The blanket fell, revealing his state of undress. He picked it up and wrapped it around his waist before walking across the tiny room. A privy sat to the right with a small simple kitchen to his left. Whoever lived here had everything they needed in this one room.

      His brow creased as he moved close enough the see the girl. An orange glow from the fire lit her pale face. Straw-colored hair fanned around her head. She mumbled something and pursed her full lips.

      Phillip’s blood rushed in his ears as he watched her, unable to look away. This was his savior? He bent down to get a better look at her high brows and rosy cheeks.

      Memories flashed through his mind. Had he woken before? Had he met her? An image of a tall, dark-haired woman came to him. What had she said?

      She’d called her Aurora. That was all he remembered.

      His legs wobbled beneath him as he breathed deeply. Blood dripped down his chest, and he looked down to see his wound had opened up and soaked the bandage. He stumbled back, crashing into a small table. A chair clattered to the floor.

      The girl he’d been watching only moments before shot to her feet, her eyes wide. “You’re awake.” Her voice had a breathless quality he wanted to hear again.

      He nodded. “I can’t sleep forever.”

      A dark look crossed her face, but it was gone so quickly, he thought he’d imagined it.

      She shook her head. “No, but you can sleep this night. You shouldn’t be out of bed.” Her eyes drifted to his bare torso. “And you’ve opened the wound. Go lay down. I’ll get a new bandage.”

      He obeyed her without question, lowering himself to the bed. “I’m really okay.”

      “No, you’ve lost a lot of blood. You need a few days’ rest.”

      “What I need is to return to my men. They’ll be searching for me.” He tried to sit up, but she pressed a strong hand against his shoulder.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t know who I am. I will go where I please. There’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

      She raised an eyebrow and lifted her hand. After a moment, she met his eyes again. “Go ahead. Try to leave.”

      He pushed her away and got to his feet, holding the blanket around his waist, and stumbled to the door. He gripped the handle and pushed. The door didn’t budge. He rammed his shoulder into it, mustering every bit of strength he could. Pain shot through him, but still, the door didn’t open.

      He turned back to her, leaning against the door for support. “What did you do?”

      “The trees and grasses and vines all obey my magic. You won’t be going anywhere until I’ve decided you’re recovered enough. Now, sit back down and allow me to change that bandage.”

      When he sat without further argument, she pressed a palm to his chest. Her touch warmed him. She cleaned the blood from his skin with a rag she pulled from a bowl of warm water beside the bed. When she finished wrapping a new bandage around his chest, she sat back to examine her work.

      He used it as an excuse to study her. She looked so fragile, yet had a surprising amount of strength, both physically and in strength of will. He couldn’t remember the last time someone contradicted his demands.

      She ran a hand through her wild hair and smiled. “You’re going to live.”

      He relaxed, his earlier anger dissipating. “I… you saved me, didn’t you?”

      She bit her lip. “Really it was Lea. She dragged you all this way.”

      “Lea?”

      “Oh… um, my mule.”

      He couldn’t help the laugh escaping him. She credited her mule with saving his life. “Well, thank Lea for me.”

      She tucked her hair behind her ear, a dimple appearing in her cheek. “I don’t know your name.”

      “Phillip,” he said quickly. He didn’t know why he needed her to have his name so badly. Names held a power, and he wanted her to have a piece of him, even if it was just in thanks.

      “Phillip,” she repeated in her soft lilting tone. Her eyes widened and when she spoke next, he got the distinct impression she spoke only to herself. “Phillip. The battle. Please, Aurora, tell me you didn’t trap the crown prince of Bela in your home.”

      Phillip waved a hand in front of her face. “Uh, hi. Yes, crown prince here. The kingdom will forever be in your debt for saving me.”

      She distanced herself from him. “I don’t need the kingdom’s gratitude.” She hugged her arms across her chest. “But I’m still not letting you go. You wouldn’t make it across Bela to the palace in your condition. I’m sorry, your Highness. I have the power to keep you here, and I’m using it.”

      Phillip grimaced. His friends would tear the kingdom apart searching for him if they didn’t already mourn him as dead. His father was ailing, and his mother ran the kingdom on her own. She needed his help and yet, here he was trapped with a strange girl he couldn’t take his eyes off.

      “At least tell me your name.”

      “Aurora.” She blushed. He’d already realized she did that a lot. In his mind, he heard La Dame speaking her name. Maybe she had been here after all. “Please don’t call me Highness, Aurora. Just Phillip.”

      She frowned. “But that’s what you are. A prince. I don’t…” She brushed a hand through her hair. “I don’t have experience with people. I may be simple, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know how to treat royalty.”

      Her words brought a smile to his lips. She said she was simple, but he could already see there wasn’t a simple thing about her. “Please.” He met her gaze. “Just Phillip.”

      She sighed and got to her feet. “Fine, but Phillip, you need sleep. So, rest.”

      “You should have your bed.”

      “Are you going to question every decision I make?” She turned away from him, mumbling to herself. “This was a mistake. You don’t have any right to be in the presence of a prince.”

      He grinned as she continued talking to herself. This girl was one stop short of crazy. She lived alone in the woods, talked to herself constantly, and locked people in her cottage.

      Yet, her soft murmuring allowed him to drift into a peaceful sleep with only one question on his mind.

      If it had been real, what association did a girl like Aurora have with the dark sorceress?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Aurora

        

      

    

    
      Lea whimpered from her place in the yard as Aurora let herself into the dim morning light. “It’s just me, buddy.” She patted Lea’s neck and bent to pour grain into her bucket at the side of the cottage. When she straightened, she looked to the sky. “It’s going to storm today, Lea.” Swirling dark clouds hung overhead, visible through the swaying tree canopy. Wind whipped Aurora’s hair away from her face. “Once you eat, go find your shelter, okay?”

      Lea only shook her head and lowered it to begin eating. The beast hadn’t understood a word Aurora said, but she’d sense the storm and find the cave she retreated to whenever the weather turned bad.

      Glancing back at the cottage, Aurora hoped Phillip wasn’t awake yet. She’d have to trap them inside again once he could move about. He’d been injured and unconscious when she brought him here three days ago. He still had quite a bit of healing to do before he could journey back to his home, his life. And by then, Aurora would be preparing for perpetual slumber. One hundred years. That was the curse. By the time she woke, she didn’t know what kind of world she would find.

      A raindrop hit her cheek, and she didn’t bother to wipe it away as more fell from the sky, soaking into the faded yellow skirts of her dress. “Aurora.” She sighed. “This is not your life. You don’t mingle with a prince. He isn’t even supposed to know your name.”

      Why not? A voice in her head asked.

      “Because.” She turned back to the only home she’d known since she was a child. “You belong to her, and soon, she will claim her prize.”

      She trudged across sopping ground to push open her door. As soon as she shut it, her magic pulled vines to hold it in place, keeping her inside with Phillip and the rest of the world outside.

      Phillip still slept as she toed off her wet boots and made her way to the kitchen. She gripped the handle of the cast iron teapot and hung it over the flames before twisting to the side to reach for more wood to keep the fire going.

      She cast another look at the prince to make sure he was still asleep before pulling her dress off over her head, laying it on the back of a chair to dry in front of the flames. Digging in her single trunk at the end of the bed, she found a comfortable pair of worn trousers and a tunic that was two sizes too big. They were her father’s clothes. She didn’t wear them outside the cottage, fearing the damage that would come to the last remaining parts of him she had. But she wouldn’t be going anywhere today.

      As if to punctuate the thought, a crack of thunder shook the cottage. She closed the trunk and stood to find Phillip watching her from the bed.

      She clutched the clothes to her chest, uniquely aware of how her underclothes left her stomach exposed. Her muscles rippled like no woman she’d ever seen and shame filled her. Since she was a child, Aurora spent her days traipsing through the woods, hunting and climbing trees. The activity had made her strong, but ever since her grandmother died and the curse grew closer, she hadn’t wanted to stop moving, to stop using her body. Now, it was hard where a woman’s should be soft.

      Phillip’s eyes blazed into her.

      “Um,” she stuttered. “Can you…”

      He coughed uncomfortably. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.” Red tinged his skin from his cheeks to the tips of his ears.

      She turned away from him and slipped into the clothes. The whistling of the kettle gave her the excuse she needed not to look him in the eyes.

      He sat up, his fingers probing his wound.

      “Don’t get out of bed.” She didn’t even turn to give him the order.

      His chuckle vibrated through the cottage. “Wouldn’t think of it, but… uh… do you have my clothes somewhere?”

      She focused on pouring water over the tea leaves in two chipped cups. It wasn’t the finery he was used to, but it would have to do. “I tried washing your clothing but gave up and burned them instead.”

      He choked. “You burned my clothes?”

      She shrugged. “They were disgusting, and I didn’t want them in my home.” Her voice lowered. “I couldn’t get the blood out.” In truth, it had reminded her too much of her grandmother’s death. She closed her eyes as images of blood returned to her.

      “Breathe,” she muttered to herself. “Just breathe.”

      “Do you always talk to yourself?” His voice held no judgment, only curiosity.

      She turned, two cups in hand, and crossed the room to him. “Who else would I talk to?” Her question seemed to catch him off guard because he didn’t say another word as he accepted the tea. She set hers on the bedside table and returned to her trunk. “Some of my father’s clothes will most likely fit you.”

      “Your father?” Panic entered his gaze. “Will he return to find me here with you?”

      With that statement, Aurora saw him as just a boy, not the prince who led the kingdom to war. But it didn’t lessen the stab of pain she felt at the mention of her father. “He’s dead.”

      Sympathy entered Phillip’s eyes, but Aurora didn’t want his pity. She could survive on her own. She was strong enough to walk into La Dame’s curse with open eyes. She didn’t break so easily.

      With a shrug, she procured long trousers and a tunic with holes in the bottom of it.
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      A tense silence filled the cottage for most of the day. Phillip slept a lot, regaining his strength. Aurora busied herself mending clothes and making bread between periods of watching the prince sleep. He thrashed about the bed, his eyes shifting beneath his lids. She’d found him at the end of a lost battle. What kind of horrors had he witnessed?

      He was right when he said the entire kingdom would be searching for him, but they’d never find him this close to the Draconian wall. At that thought, her brow scrunched. La Dame’s words returned to her. He might be the one.

      The one to what?

      She shook herself. She had no right to think of the prince, let alone be in the same room as him. “I’m just a forest girl.” And one normally only in the company of a mule. She knew she came off rough sometimes, issuing orders when it wasn’t her place, but she’d had so little experience with people in recent years.

      Digging her hands into the dough, she folded it and kneaded it, taking out her frustration. Why did she have to help the prince? She should spend her final month of freedom alone as she preferred. She should be racing Lea through the trees and feel the sun on her face, not staying trapped inside her cottage until the curse finally took her.

      She worried what would happen to Lea when she was gone. Maybe the prince could take her back to the palace where she’d have every luxury.

      Aurora set the dough aside to rise and wiped her hands on her apron. She stepped up to the window, allowing her magic to pull back the vines covering it. The storm continued to rage outside. Wind thrashed the rain against the window and the water leaked through. She let the vines settle back into place to keep the weather from entering their dry space.

      “Aurora.” She twisted her hand through her tangled hair. “Enjoy even the rainy days now. Soon, they will no longer exist to you.”

      “Why wouldn’t they exist?”

      Phillips voice made her jump. For a moment, she’d forgotten he was there. Ignoring his question, she turned. “You’re awake. Would you like some tea?”

      He studied her but didn’t ask the question again. Instead, he settled on one that was almost as complicated. “How do you acquire items such as tea and wheat when you live so far from town? Do you travel often?”

      She wrung her hands together. How did she tell him that she relied on the dark sorceress’ good will since her grandmother died? Belaens were supposed to hate La Dame—to fear her. Aurora had never known why La Dame took care of her, provided for her, but she never questioned it when she had so few other options.

      Aurora moved past the bed and poured two cups of tea from the steaming kettle. Handing one to Phillip, she moved to sit across the room.

      He shook his head. “Am I not to know anything about the girl who saved my life?”

      She sipped her tea. “There is nothing a prince needs to know about me.”

      He set his tea aside and struggled until he sat on the edge of the bed. “Why not?”

      It was a challenge, but she knew her place. She shrugged. “Because soon I won’t matter.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing. It means I am nothing. Please, your Highness, do not ask me more than I am willing to tell. You don’t deserve to carry the burdens of my truths. Your shoulders are already heavy enough from your own burdens.”

      He let out a frustrated huff. “You are Belaen. When I am king, you will be my subject. I would like to know what troubles you.”

      “I may live on this side of the wall, Highness, but make no mistake. I do not belong to you.” She stood, moving toward the door. “I am hers.”

      Speaking to the vines with her magic, she forced them to let her through into the storm. Her cottage was too small for two people, especially when one of them demanded answers. As soon as he recovered, the prince would return to the palace and forget about the girl he’d met in the woods.

      Rain pelted her as she made her way to the cave she knew Lea would have taken shelter in, plastering her hair to the side of her face. The mule was her only friend, and she needed to make sure she was okay. Lightning lit the dim gray sky as she found the mouth of the cave.

      Lea lifted her head when Aurora entered.

      For the first time all day, Aurora smiled. “Hi, buddy.” Her entire body relaxed as understanding eyes bore into hers.

      “The prince sure takes up a lot of room, doesn’t he?” A chill raced up her spine, and her limbs shook. She sat and curled against Lea, trying to protect herself against the cold. Her sopping clothes only added to the ice snaking over her skin.

      She leaned back against the wall. “I’m going to have to leave you soon, Lea.” She hadn’t yet had the conversation with her friend, but it was time. The mule wouldn’t understand, but it felt necessary anyway. “I promise you I’m not abandoning you. You’re in my every thought, and I don’t want you to be alone in this world with no one to take care of you.” A tear slipped down her cheek.

      Aurora spent years preparing for her slumber, rarely letting herself feel the impending fate. Maybe it was La Dame’s visit the night before, maybe it was something else, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the world she was leaving behind. Would someone find her cottage? Would everything she owned belong to someone new? Maybe La Dame’s next victim? She wasn’t the first, and she wouldn’t be the last.

      She hugged her knees to her chest to calm her shivering as a sob wracked her body. “I’m so sorry, my friend. I don’t want to go, but La Dame has always owned my future.” She’d never stood a chance in life.

      Her words drifted away, drowned out by pounding rain, but her tears remained.

      Lea whinnied, and Aurora lifted her eyes to the mouth of the cave where a soaking wet Phillip stood, sword in hand. Her eyes widened when she saw the sword.

      He glanced at it. “Oh, sorry. I used it to hack my way out of your trap of a cottage.” He set the sword leaning against the wall of the cave and approached her. “Are you okay?”

      Phillips shirt clung to the ridges of his stomach. A small patch of red seeped through. He must have overdone it looking for her in this storm.

      She wiped her face and stood. “You shouldn’t be out here.” She had to shout to be heard over the rain.

      “I had to make sure you were okay.”

      “Why?”

      The question seemed to confuse him, but he answered anyway. “You saved me. I’m not going to let something happen to you.” He cocked his head. “I don’t let women just wander into storms on their own.”

      “Just great, Aurora” she mumbled to herself. “You had to go and save a noble fool, not some man who’d just leave the first chance he got.”

      A grin appeared on his face, and she didn’t know if she should feel irritated he found her amusing.

      She stood, her eyes flicking to where his wound was obviously bleeding again. “Bloody fool.” Grabbing his arm, she dragged him back into the rain. “Come.”

      She didn’t bother with the vines this time when she shut her door. He’d leave if he wanted to leave. It wasn’t her business.

      She shoved him toward the bed. “Remove your clothes.”

      He lifted an eyebrow.

      She put her hands on her hips. “I need to see your wound. Besides, I don’t want you soaking my bed just because you’re an idiot.”

      Laughter sparked in his hazel eyes. Did anyone ever tell this man what they truly thought of him? She guessed not.

      Phillip pulled the sopping tunic over his head and dropped his trousers until he only stood in his underclothes. “Would you like me to keep going?” One side of his mouth tilted up.

      Heat rose in Aurora’s cheeks, and she pivoted away to grab the bandages. “Sit on the bed. You shouldn’t be on your feet.”

      “As you command.”

      The pile of bandages were just strips of cloth Aurora had cut when Phillip was sleeping. She may have regretted bringing him into her home, but now that he was here, she would make sure he didn’t die. It was past that point now. If he managed to rest, he’d be out of there in no time and she’d be left to fall into her cursed slumber alone, just as she’d always expected.

      But, if there was one thing she already knew about the prince, it was that sitting still was not easy for him. He wanted to be up and off protecting his kingdom. It killed him to sit in some strange woman’s home while his people searched for him. At least, she assumed that was the thought entering his mind.

      He could have left. When he hacked his way through the vines keeping him in, it was his chance to escape her and her crazy idea to abduct the prince. He hadn’t though. Instead, he’d come to find her.

      She turned, surprised to find him watching her, curiosity sparking in his gaze. She brushed a hand over her face, thinking something odd had caught his attention. Wet tendrils of hair stuck to her cheeks, and she could only imagine how she appeared.

      She leaned forward to examine his wound. Blood no longer flowed from the gash, but instead only seeped out at the corners around the crusted skin and the beginnings of a scab. That was a good sign.

      “This would heal a lot quicker if you didn’t do idiotic things like walk out into a storm.” She didn’t meet his eyes as she dabbed at the wound. “Does that hurt?”

      “Would you think less of me if I said yes?” He grimaced.

      “No. I’d think less of you if you lied to me rather than admitting there was something human about you.”

      He sucked in a breath as she continued to probe the wound. “You’re lucky I didn’t have to stitch this.”

      He chuckled humorlessly. “Don’t tell me you didn’t want to stick a needle in me.”

      She finally snapped her eyes to his. “Only a little.”

      He closed his eyes against the pain. “To answer your question about the storm—”

      “I didn’t ask a question.”

      He continued without missing a beat. “I wouldn’t have gone out into it if you’d stayed safe inside.”

      She turned, pulling a strip of fabric free. “Sit up.”

      He did as she asked.

      “I’ve lived here on my own for a long time.” She scooted closer to wrap the bandage around his torso. “I don’t need a man showing up with some misguided idea of protecting me. You don’t even know me.” She jumped when a crack of thunder shook the cottage.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      His words surprised her, and she waited for him to say something else. She twisted her arms around him to grab the end of the bandage and only then realized how close her face was to his bare chest. Her eyes drifted to his as she tilted her head back. Gone was the curiosity and the laughter. Instead, the intensity took the breath from her lungs.

      He brushed wet bangs out of her face as she sat frozen, unable to move away, unwilling to close the final distance between them.

      “When I found you in that cave,” he whispered. “You were crying. Why?”

      His words were what she needed to break her trance. A sigh pushed past her lips, and she sat back to finish tying the bandage and examine her work. Satisfied, she rocked back onto her heels and stood.

      “Tea?”

      “Do you always use tea as a way to avoid uncomfortable questions?” He leaned back against the pillows.

      “Do you always ask uncomfortable questions?”

      He chuckled, and the sound shot straight through her, sending goose bumps racing down her arms. “I’m trying to understand you. To understand why a young woman would choose to live in isolation rather than among her own people. Why she’d easily associate with La Dame, but only show scorn for Bela’s prince.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, a chill piercing through her still-wet clothing. “I haven’t only shown you scorn.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “I need to change into something dry. Turn away.” She paused. “Please.”

      He rolled over in the bed as she struggled out of her tunic and pants, replacing them with a simple green dress. “I’m finished.” She pulled her wet hair into a high tail to keep it from soaking her shoulders.

      He studied her for a moment. “Why is it so wrong of me to want to know one of my subjects?”

      “I’m not one of your subjects.” She plunked herself down in a chair facing the fire.

      “My father is dying.” A sad tone entered his voice. “I will be your king soon.”

      She shook her head, pulling her knees up to her chest.

      “Aurora—”

      “I belong to her!” She hadn’t meant for the words to slip out, but she couldn’t call them back. She buried her face in her arm. “I’m sorry, Phillip. I may live on Belaen soil, but you can never be my king.”

    



OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-1.jpg
The Basile and
Durand Families
S>> P

| 52 53

B Two Centuries of Ancestors (<

Viktor
Basile






OEBPS/images/variant-srgb-213-99.jpg





OEBPS/images/cursed-beauty-cover-page.jpg
Cursed
iBeauty

The True Story of Sleeping Beauty






