
  
  



Shadows fly around me in the moonlit forest, where my father tied me to a tree to await my fate. I’m to marry a beast. According to my father, my beauty is too much for the mortal realm. No man will marry a woman whose beauty matches that of the gods. What lies! It isn’t my beauty that has led me to face this monstrous destiny. Men have no need of a woman who speaks her mind. A woman who can best them at any sport. A woman who is constantly thinking. 

I’m a dangerous woman in their eyes.

Though I might be beautiful, if that were my only quality, then perhaps I would have married before my sisters and already have a hoard of children. But I am so much more than the beauty on the outside. The only problem is that nobody could see my potential. They only saw my stubbornness and a fierceness that proved I cannot be tamed. I only wish I had a bit more courage because I’m scared out of my mind waiting for this unseen evil to take me.

When my father told me of this prophecy, that I am doomed to marry a monstrous serpent beast, I refused to believe him.

“If you wish me to leave, send me to become a priestess,” I begged him. A life with the priestesses would have been a much better one than either of the paths my father could have given me. Forced to marry a rich man who would only use me to breed, or tied to a tree awaiting my beastly husband.

As a priestess, I would be free. Free from the chains of man. Free from the burdens of womanhood. Free. Though perhaps I would not have been as free as I wish to be. A priestess must answer to the gods, worship them, love them, give them their unconditional devotion. Could I do that? Could I blindly love a being I cannot see?

A tree branch snapping in the distance makes my breath come up short. The moon is but a slit in the sky, barely sparing a source of light in this ominously dark forest. I can barely see the breath as it escapes my lips, floating up into the cold autumn air. Something is watching me. I cannot see it, but I can feel it lurking in the darkness.

My breathing becomes shallow as my heart beats to the pace of a wild stampede of horses. Whatever it is out there, it’s getting closer. As terrified as I am, I don’t struggle, knowing it would be a waste of energy to attempt to escape from the ropes tying me to this sturdy oak tree. Even if I were to escape the ropes, I have no idea where I am. My father had put a blindfold over my eyes, riding for days before leaving me here in the middle of a forest.

A gentle caress of wind touches my face. Instead of feeling cold, my face warms to the touch, slowing the pace of my heart. I look around, trying to find the hand that must have been disguised within the shadows, but all I see is a deep, impenetrable darkness. Then the ropes holding me against the tree fall to the ground. I nearly fall down with the rope, except the wind sweeps me up into the air and toward the sky.

I must have lost consciousness or fallen asleep during my ascent, because I’m startled awake by a metallic clanking sound. The extravagantly luxurious plush fabric beneath me is unfamiliar. As I sit up, I take in my surroundings. The room is furnished in a style I have never seen before, but that could be because my family wasn’t very wealthy and I had never been invited to posh gatherings like my sisters.

The lounge chair I’m lying on sits in the middle of the room, which appears to be a parlor. There are other chairs and benches set around a low table made of solid marble. Floor-to-ceiling windows surround the room, creating the illusion that the room is floating in the sky. I rush over to see if perhaps that is where I am. The wind had flown me here after all. When I approach the windows, I notice there is no glass, and yet the cold night air does not penetrate the room. It’s as if there is a magic barrier keeping the room warm.

As I look out onto a view of a vast forest, the metallic clanking I awoke to turns my attention to the door of the parlor. A golden tray cart rolls into the room, unattended. It rolls toward the lounge chair I had been lying on, stopping just in front of the marble table. Plates of food float from the tray and onto the table, followed by a glass pitcher of the deepest red wine. My stomach rumbles at the sight of the small feast before me, but I hesitate to approach.

Is this an enchantment? Or am I in a place haunted by spirits? I guess it doesn’t matter when I think about it. If the beings of this palace wanted me dead, they would have left me in the woods to be taken by that serpent monster. Whoever, whatever brought me here, they saved me.

Reason wins out, and I rush to the table to find a selection of dried fruits, hard cheeses, and thinly shaved cured meats. As I pop a tender date in my mouth, an unseen entity fills a crystal glass with the blood-red wine. The smell of it fills my nose with a sweet, earthy aroma. Taking a sip, I feel the rest of my fear dissolve into nothing.

After I’ve taken my fill of the food and drink served to me by a non-corporeal being, the dishes float up onto the tray cart, which then rolls away and out of the room. I follow the phantom food cart, curious about this enchanted, or perhaps haunted, palace. My feet walk on their own, as if they know the way, leading me to a bedroom on the second floor.

Candles light up as I enter the room, and a gentle gust of wind ushers me inside. I should feel afraid as the door closes behind me. And yet, all I feel is the safety of home. Turning toward the bed, I notice a nightgown has been placed there…for me. With a full stomach, sleep now tugs at my eyes. I quickly step out of my modest gown and slip into the most comfortable nightgown that has ever touched my skin. As soon as my head presses against the cloud-like pillows on the bed, I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.


      [image: ]The sun kisses my exposed skin, waking me up as I stretch my sleepy limbs. I feel refreshed, energized, ready to take on whatever awaits me in this mysterious place. My curiosity has me rushing out of bed, putting on a gown that the spirits have chosen for me. A rich indigo dress that complements my dark red hair. I let my hair fall in waves around my shoulders, something my father would forbid. But I am free of him now. 

The door to my bedroom opens as if it knows I am ready to leave. And yet, I am not sure what to do or where to go. In the light of the bright morning sun, I still do not see any people. That wind is back though, gently pushing me along, guiding me. When I step into what looks to be a formal dining room, my breath catches in my throat as my eyes land on the most handsome man I have ever seen.

“Good morning,” the man says, his deep sapphire eyes brightened with a smile. I can’t quite tell what color his short, perfectly tousled curly hair is. Something between golden blonde and honey brown. It’s beautiful. He is beautiful.

“Morning, sir. I do apologize if I am disturbing you,” I sheepishly say after realizing I had been obviously staring.

“Please, sit.” The man motions me to the table. Lacking courage, I sit two chairs down from his position at the head of the table. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yes. Thank you.” I can’t stop staring at him. “Do you know how I got here?”

“I found you in the woods. Tied to a tree. I hope it is all right I brought you to my home. My name is Melek, by the way.”

A warm fluttering in my heart brings a smile to my lips as I say, “I’m Alainn. Thank you, Melek. For saving me. I’m not sure from death or worse. Thank you.”

His smile pierces my heart with a feeling that both terrifies and delights me. I only ever want to be in the presence of that very smile. Forever. Always.

“I would be more than happy to bring you back home, or wherever you would like to go. You only have to say the word.”

“Oh. That’s very kind of you.” I turn away from his smile, looking down at my fidgeting hands.

“What is it, Alainn?”

The pain of my father’s betrayal is still a sharp wound, but I need to tell him because I refuse to go back. “I don’t have a home. My family abandoned me. My own father tied me to that tree, hoping that a beast would claim me and take me away to be its wife. I have no one. I am…alone.”

My jealous sisters did nothing to stop my father. I can’t go to them. They would just turn me over to our father. Before I start crying in front of this beautiful stranger, I stand up and rush to the door. But my pathway is blocked. Melek holds out his arms to me and I fall into them as if these arms have always been there to hold me. How can a stranger feel like home? How can a stranger be more caring than my family?

“I won’t take you back to your family. But if there is a place you wish me to take you, anywhere, I will.” I squeeze Melek tight, thanking him without words. Then he says, “In the meantime, you are welcome to stay here for as long as you wish.”


      [image: ]After four months of living in a stranger’s palace, the stranger has become my friend. The kind of friend I’ve never had before. Caring. Considerate. Patient. Melek has quickly captured my heart. I never tire of his company, nor he of mine. My favorite time of the day is when we gather in the library to read together. Sometimes we read out loud, other times we read in companionable silence. 

When the sun begins its descent every evening, Melek disappears into the shadows of his palace, leaving me alone to wander at night. I haven’t asked him where he goes, why he never appears for supper. It feels wrong to ask what is likely a very personal question. Yet my curiosity still requires an answer.

I should be happy with the arrangement. I’m free. Melek has given me a second chance. A life free of chains and obligations. He has given me life. I will forever be grateful to him for what he has done for me, an act without conditions. And I am happy. Happier than I’ve ever felt in my twenty-two years of existence.

It’s obvious Melek is not human. I think perhaps he is of the fae folk. Another question I haven’t had the nerve to ask. It doesn’t matter what he is. Melek is my very dear friend. The only person in this world who can look past my cursed beauty and see my mind, the person within.

Walking alongside Melek through the luscious gardens on his property, I fidget with my hands. As he always does, Melek notices my nervousness and asks, “What’s the matter, Al?”

“Nothing!” I say a little too loudly.

Melek stops mid-step, spinning around to face me. He reaches for my hands, which naturally accept his. After capturing my gaze, he asks, “What is it? You can tell me.”

“It’s only…I was wondering…well.” My hesitation only makes him squeeze my hands in encouragement. “Where do you go at night? It’s like you vanish into thin air. I know it’s not my business. You must have quite a social life. Women fawning over you left and right. Yet you also never have any visitors at your palace.” My mouth keeps going, fumbling for words and questions I’ve been wanting to ask him. “Is this even your palace? Are you human?”

Melek laughs gently. “I think we both know you are the only woman I have eyes for, Al.”

Not quite an answer to all my questions, but an answer I gladly take. Because as insane as it might sound, I have fallen so in love with this man, it would have broken every part of my heart if he had another woman in his life. One who shared parts of him which he keeps from me. I might share books, knowledge, and some friendly banter with Melek. But I want all of him. I want to know every part of his body, not just his mind.

As if sensing my thoughts, Melek leans in, brushing his lips against mine. “Alainn,” he whispers.

The sound of my name on his lips gives me the courage I need to close the gap between us. I push up on my tiptoes and press my lips to his. Our kiss deepens rather quickly, heat pooling in parts of my body I’ve never felt before. I wrap my arms around his neck, intending to keep this kiss going on for an eternity, but Melek pulls away from me, just enough to look into my eyes.

“Alainn,” he whispers again, this time with urgency. “I know we’ve only known each other for a few months, but I…”

His hesitation has my breath caught between my heart and throat. I’m not afraid of what he is trying to say, at least, not afraid that it will be a rejection. This connection growing between us is something I’ve never felt before. Yet I know it to be love.

“I have never loved a woman as I love you, Alainn. Love has always been a curse for me. Something fleeting. Never permanent. And then you showed up in my woods, tied to a tree. A gift from the gods, destiny, or just the ignorance of an unloving father. I don’t care what brought you to me. I love you.”

“Melek,” I whisper against his lips before he kisses me again, this time slow and passionate, like he wants to savor every taste of me. As we come up for air, I say, “I love you.”

His breath tickles my chin as he laughs in relief. “Then we should marry. If that is something you would wish. I know your freedom means the world to you, and I wouldn’t want to take that away. I’d be your husband in love. I would care for you, love you, treat you as an equal.”

“Equal? You wish me to be your equal?”

“Yes. You are half of my soul. Don’t you feel that? How could I allow you to be anything less?”

I wrap my arms tighter around Melek’s waist as I press my head to his chest, trying so hard not to cry. My father did bring me to my husband, after all. But he was so wrong about the monster part. Melek is an angel. My savior. My friend. And soon to be lover and husband.


      [image: ]We decided to have a small, quiet wedding the following day. Melek had asked me if I wanted to invite my family. I quickly answered with a “no.” I don’t want them to tarnish this beautiful memory. So we took a carriage to the nearest temple. The High Priestess simply nodded at our request to be wed as soon as they could prepare the ceremony. 

“Of course, Your Highness,” she adds with a nod.

“Your…Highness?” I ask, looking up at Melek.

He smiles at me shyly, dragging a hand through his unruly, bright honey-colored hair. “I have been avoiding this topic for as long as I can because I didn’t want you to look at me any differently. But perhaps it was obvious from being at my palace.”

“What is obvious?”

“I am a prince. A fae prince.”

My breath catches in my chest, making me cough. I knew he was fae, but a prince? I’m going to marry a prince. Am I allowed to marry a prince?

“Will that make me a princess? I do not have an ounce of royal blood. How…why me? I’m nobody. I’m nothing.”

“You are everything, Alainn. Your love means everything to me. When you look at me, you do not see the handsome fae prince. You see Melek. I chose you because you chose me.”

Tears burst from my eyes at his words. I do see a handsome fae prince, but Melek is so much more than that. Reaching out, I caress his face with my fingertips before pulling him to my lips for a kiss. “I love you, Melek. Every part of you.”

He pulls away slightly, a look of shame on his face. “I’m not sure you will. There is another secret I’ve been keeping from you. The reason I disappear at night. If I tell you, and you want to walk away from me forever, I wouldn’t blame you. But please understand, I didn’t want to keep this from you. I didn’t know how to tell you.”

I grasp both of his hands in mine, encouraging him to go on as he would do for me when I get nervous. 

“I’m cursed to take on a…different form at night,” he says. “A curse given to me by my mother. It used to be untamable, but I have it under control now. I promise. Only it…the curse…At night, I turn into a beastly creature. I didn’t want you to see me that way.”

All I can think of is the beast my father spoke of. A beast in the form of a serpent. A hideous creature that was meant to take me away and make me his bride. But that can’t be Melek.

“What does this beastly form look like? Do you turn into a serpent?”

“No!” Melek shouts before laughter transforms his face. “Gods, no.”

“Is this why you never have guests at your palace? Because of the curse?”

“Yes. I needed a safe place to fight the curse and try to find a way to break it completely. Centuries ago, when my mother first placed the curse on me, I did…horrible things. That palace saved me in more ways than I care to admit.”

“Centuries…that sounds like a lonely life.” My heart breaks for him. At the same time, my mind races, needing to know more. Melek could have kept all this from me, even though we are getting married today. Yet, he opened up to me about his secret. If he is not ready to share more with me now, I will not push him. He will tell me one day.
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